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Students Learn How Nonprofits Utilize Volunteers
Through Inquiry-Based Learning
Elizabeth B. Bolton

M. A. Brennan

Bryan D. Terry

University of Florida

Pennsylvania State University

University of Florida

This article highlights how undergraduate students implemented inquiry-based learning strategies to
learn how nonprofit organizations utilize volunteers. In inquiry-based learning, students begin with a
problem or question with some degree of focus or structure provided by the professor. The student
inquiry showcased in this article was based on a questionnaire used in an interview with the chief
executive officer of a local nonprofit organization. The data collected by students participating in the
inquiry-based project contribute to a study that may be used to guide student learning outcomes as
they prepare for careers in the nonprofit sector. Inquiry-based learning is a useful approach to focus
student learning outcomes and engage students in authentic, active research.

An understanding of the contributions of
volunteers and the ways in which their services are
put to use within nonprofit organizations is essential
to future program and policy development. This
awareness is particularly necessary for college
students and others who may play future roles as
leaders, administrators, and volunteers in nonprofit
settings.
Undergraduate and graduate college
students are encouraged to volunteer as part of
service learning contracts to fulfill course work
assignments at many colleges and universities. These
student volunteers provide valuable services in the
area of their chosen field, and to some degree they
are learning how volunteer services are utilized
through their internship work, but perhaps not fully
understanding the significance of this utilization.
While the volunteer services they provide may be
valuable and their learning outcomes satisfying, they
may be missing the larger perspective of volunteer
service in relation to the nonprofit mission. Students
need to know more than just the fact that nonprofits
utilize volunteers; they need to know the multiplicity
of duties volunteers perform and how these might
vary by organization. With this knowledge, students
are more likely to have a positive learning outcome
during their academic and career experiences.
Further, they are more likely to have well developed
competencies in the area of volunteer management.
These competencies can be attained through
observation or inquiry-based learning as described in
this paper and service learning projects, which
typically follow.
Students who actively make observations,
collect, analyze and synthesize information, and
draw conclusions are developing useful problemsolving skills. These skills can be applied to future
situations that students will encounter both at school
and at work.
This is particularly true for
undergraduate students of nonprofit administration.
There are approximately 1.4 million 501(c)(3)

organizations, including hospitals, museums, private
schools, religious congregations, orchestras, both public
television and radio stations, soup kitchens, and
foundations (Internal Revenue Service, 2006).
Depending upon the nature and scope of the services
provided by volunteers, nonprofit organizations
implement complex processes to recruit, train, involve,
and retain volunteers. Knowing the scope of nonprofits
will help students understand the ways in which these
organizations make use of volunteer labor and the
volunteer management practices utilized within these
organizations.
Such volunteer settings are the
environments where students can turn classroom
instruction into useful knowledge. It is often hard for
students to understand the complexity within a
nonprofit organization from a classroom setting.
Inquiry-based learning increases the connection
between the classroom and the experts in the field that
make daily volunteer management decisions.
Defined as learning that occurs “when the learner
constructs an understanding of new information by
associating it with prior knowledge in an organized and
systematic way” (Coombs & Elden, 2004, p. 524),
inquiry-based learning is similar to problem-based
learning as both require the learner to have some
guidance or prior information in order for the learning
to be meaningful. The learner’s acquisition of prior
information is called scaffolding (de Jong, 2006, p.
532), finding cognitive tools that pertain to the problem.
Examples of scaffolding or cognitive tools are
simulations, computer programs, written assignments,
and others. The scaffold or cognitive tool is used as a
platform or a support for the learner’s process of
inquiry.
Colburn’s (2000) and Chiappetta’s (1997)
perspectives on inquiry-based learning support Exline’s
(2004, p. 1), in which he notes that inquiry-based
learning “implies involvement that leads to
understanding …involvement in learning implies
possessing skills and attitudes that permit you
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to…construct new knowledge.” Inquiry is more than
just learning facts; it is knowledge of how to get those
facts and how they can be used. Inquiry suggests a
need to know and it goes beyond just seeking the right
answers but implies “seeking resolution to questions
and issues” (Exline, 2004, p.2). The outcomes of
inquiry-based learning deal with organization and
change, how these two relate, and how this relationship
can be communicated. It approaches education as a
process of “building blocks of knowledge and
imparting the skills of how to learn as more important
than any particular information being presented”
(YouthLearn, 2001, p. 1).
The instructor’s role in the traditional approach to
classroom instruction has been that of a “dispenser of
knowledge” (Anderson, 2002). As a dispenser of
knowledge, the instructor determines how information
will be transmitted. Conceptual relationships have been
explained through structured lectures, out-of-class
assignments, and textbook reading. Student action is
directed and communication is linear from instructor to
individual student. In this model, students are best
characterized as passive recipients of information as
they sit through lectures, take notes, and commit
information to memory. Student actions follow
instructor direction, and classroom decisions defer to
the instructor as the authority.
Increasingly, alternative learning formats such as
inquiry-based learning are being explored in higher
education settings. In inquiry-based classrooms, the
instructor’s role shifts from dispenser of knowledge to
coach or facilitator. Inquiry-based learning is guided
by students’ questions as opposed to the professor’s
curricula or lessons. In inquiry-based instruction, the
goal of the instructor is to assist with information
processing, to facilitate group discussion, to guide
student action, and to increase student thinking. The
use of inquiry-based instruction involves creating a
classroom or learning environment where the students
are self-directed and engaged in “open ended, student
centered, hands-on activities” (Colburn, 2000 p.42). In
contrast to the rote model of the traditional classroom,
students participating in inquiry-based classrooms are
charged with collecting, interpreting, explaining, and
hypothesizing information. This active engagement
leads to a shared authority, related to developing
answers to concepts and conceptual relationships, and is
integral to the concept of “research-centered learning.”
“Research-centered learning” starts with an issue
or problem from which the research process evolves to
study the issue or to learn more about the various
aspects of the problem or situation. An example of
research-centered learning is a practicum project, in
which students actively collect information, interpret
findings, and present results. Classroom discussions
reinforce concepts related to the research issue or
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problem. For the purpose of introducing students to
nonprofits’ volunteer utilization, research-centered
learning and inquiry-based learning both promote
desired student learning outcomes. Given that
volunteers are such an important human resource to
most nonprofits, it is essential that the future nonprofit
chief executive officer, volunteer manager, or the
director of development understand the complexities of
volunteer administration.
The student learning
outcomes related to volunteer administration in a
community-based organization includes: (1) the ability
to identify how volunteers help accomplish the
organizational mission; and (2) the ability to effectively
involve volunteers in fulfillment of that mission. To
achieve these learning outcomes, students must excel at
reflective thinking, assessing information/ideas and
arguments (critical thinking), problem solving in
context, applying knowledge in practical ways, working
effectively with others, active involvement in the
community, and effective communication.
Inquiry-based learning approaches are most often
used to promote active learning by encouraging
students to investigate and engage in thorough
discussion to develop a better-informed understanding
of a subject. Observing and inquiring how nonprofits
utilize volunteers is the basis for the inquiry-based
learning experience described in this manuscript.
Because utilization of volunteers has been linked to the
success of nonprofit organizations in achieving their
missions (Brooks, 2002), 90 undergraduate students
enrolled in the “Working with Nonprofit Organizations
in Community Settings” class at the University of
Florida explored the volunteer management practices of
nonprofit organizations. Results of this inquiry would
be used to enhance student learning outcomes through
classroom instruction related to best practices in
volunteer management in a nonprofit organization.
Three questions served to scaffold the students’
investigation: (a) what types of nonprofit organizations
utilize volunteers; (b) what services are provided by
nonprofit organizations through volunteers; and (c)
does the type of nonprofit organization influence
volunteer utilization?
Volunteer Administration
Nonprofit organizations rely on volunteers to carry
out their mission and objectives (McCurley & Lynch,
2006). This includes providing direct service to
clientele, as well as indirect support to the organization
(Hartenian, 2007). Examples of direct services to
clientele include tutors, youth and adult mentors,
coaches, and those who provide information to clients
by telephone or other electronic media (Burke &
Liljenstolpe, 1992; McCurley & Lynch, 2006; McKee
& McKee, 2008).
In addition, indirect service
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volunteers serve in coordination and management roles
between organizational staff, other volunteers, and
clientele. These include volunteers who coordinate and
manage specific activities and events, master volunteers
who teach other volunteers, and committee members
who assist paid staff in planning, implementing, and
evaluating the goals and objectives of nonprofit and
governmental organizations (Culp, 1999).
Kadlec (2006) suggests that while there are more
than enough volunteers, nonprofits are not utilizing
their services in ways that benefit the organization and
the volunteer. The ability to utilize volunteers to
deliver services depends upon the effectiveness of an
organization’s volunteer program.
Effective
organizations use a systems approach to expand and
empower volunteers to accomplish their missions,
goals, and objectives. Organizations that have been
successful in managing and utilizing volunteers have
identified specific roles for volunteers, identified skills
and competencies necessary for them to be successful,
and have aligned volunteer roles with the interests,
skills, and abilities of potential volunteers (Boyce,
1971; Culp, Deppe, Castillo & Wells, 1998).
Salamon (2002) describes the major fields within
the nonprofit sector with health, education, and social
services being the largest in terms of employment.
Other major fields include arts and culture, housing and
community development, international assistance,
religious congregations, civic participation and
advocacy, and environment. Each of these fields
utilizes volunteers in similar and generic ways, which
could transfer to other organizations either within the
field or to other fields. Among the more widespread
and diverse use of volunteers have been those in the
Cooperative Extension Service. Extension utilizes
volunteers in a variety of programs to support its
mission in agriculture, community development, human
sciences, and environmental education (Bolton, 2005).
The benefits and values of these programs relate to
education for the volunteer and local adaptive capacity
for the community (Schrock, Meyer, Ascher and
Snyder, 2000; Wolford, Cox, and Culp, 2001). These
volunteer programs receive direct oversight from
faculty at both the university and county levels.
Inquiry-based Learning and Volunteer
Administration
These attributes have been achieved through
inquiry-based learning experience described by Student
Services of Georgia State University (2006). For the
purpose of introducing students to nonprofits’ volunteer
utilization, research-centered learning and inquirybased learning both promote desired student learning
outcomes.
These student learning outcomes, as
described by Division of Student Services at Georgia
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State University (2006), provide a broad and generic set
of expectations for both nonprofits and students. These
are focused on cognitive maturity, effective citizenship
and intercultural maturity, mature relationships,
integrated identity, and personal maturity.
In the study presented here the student learning
outcomes of the inquiry focus on the content and
process of volunteer administration and also on how the
nonprofit organizations differ in the ways in which they
engage volunteers based on their specific mission. At
these levels, student experiences promote improvement
in a range of skills and competencies such as
connecting to the real world beyond the textbook and
the classroom.
These experiences also expand
awareness of aspects of volunteer development beyond
the act of volunteering for a specific role or task.
Similarly it provides students with a sense of
involvement in and ownership of the real world
experience.
Inquiry-based learning will give the
student an opportunity to think reflectively about the
experience as well as attain knowledge in practical
ways. It will give the student an opportunity to learn
how to learn. According to Edelson, Gordon and Pea
(1999), the benefits to students when they participate in
inquiry is an “opportunity to achieve three interrelated
learning objectives: The development of general
inquiry abilities, the acquisition of specific
investigation skills, and the understanding of concepts
and principles” (p. 393).
Method
The theoretical and applied background that
provides focus to this study includes student learning
outcomes based on a particular educational approach
that is both traditional and nontraditional. These
approaches include inquiry-based learning in which the
student starts with a need-to-know orientation to the
topic of how nonprofits utilize volunteers. Their inquiry
is structured in that the learning outcomes must be
described in a paper that addresses the variables of
nonprofit type, volunteer utilization by type of service,
and volunteer utilization by type of organization.
Student learning outcomes were derived from summary
comments.
This learning approach is flexible and
research centered in that the student can choose the
nonprofit and conduct the research in ways that are
meaningful and interesting to him or her.
The participants in this study were students in an
undergraduate class at the University of Florida.
Students from the class "Working with Nonprofit
Organizations in Community Settings" were used in
preparation of this manuscript. Most of the students
were white females (N=73) in their junior or senior
year. Twenty five percent of their semester grade is
based on an agency report, which required students to
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contact a nonprofit organization of their choice, make
the appointment with the chief executive officer,
volunteer manager, or an agency administrator, and
prepare a report based on their observations and
inquiry. A set of questions, shown in Appendix A, was
provided to the students to help them focus on the
organization’s use of volunteers and to guide their
inquiry. Not shown is the Institutional Review Board
Protocol Submission form which must accompany each
contact a student makes with a subject external to the
university.
Although there is a great deal of flexibility in the
students’ choice of nonprofit organization to study,
there is a structure to the interview process in terms of
what concepts the student is expected to learn about.
Students were encouraged to probe beyond the
questions on the interview form based on their
experiences and expectations. After the interview, the
student records his or her observations and experiences
in a report submitted to the professor for a grade. A
classroom discussion in small groups and then as a total
group is conducted to help the students process their
experience and learning outcomes.
Students are
encouraged to share their findings with the nonprofit of
their study.
This study was designed to identify the ways in
which nonprofits utilize volunteers by having students
participate in an inquiry-based learning experience. A
mixed methods framework was used to gather data on
a variety of factors related to volunteer management in
nonprofit settings (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998).
Qualitative data included key informant interviews
with nonprofit executives, administrators, and
program coordinators (n=90).
Quantitative data
included secondary data of nonprofit organization
operations and a survey instrument designed to
measure a variety of nonprofit related issues,
characteristics, and volunteer management activities
(n=86). Each protocol was designed to help determine
specific activities and rationales for nonprofit
volunteer management, and to identify methods for
improved utilization of volunteers.
To facilitate student learning of the workings of
nonprofits and the ways in which they use volunteers,
data collection was incorporated into a senior level
undergraduate course. One of the course requirements
is that the students interview a chief executive officer
or the managing director of a nonprofit organization.
Data collection took place between September and
December 2006. Due to their proximity to the
University of Florida, nonprofit organizations in the
Gainesville, Florida, area and surrounding central
Florida region were interviewed. Organizations were
identified and selected based on directories,
professional networks, and associations represented
multiple disciplines including business administration;
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sociology; political science; family, youth and
community sciences; leisure and recreation;
journalism; and others. The course is required for the
nonprofit minor and it is the foundation course which
must be taken before the internship. There were 90
students enrolled and 86 submitted reports.
Students used a structured interview procedure to
guide their inquiry although they were encouraged to
search beyond the topics on the interview schedule.
Students were given a standard template to guide their
inquiry about how nonprofits utilize the services of
volunteers and what specific kinds of activities
volunteers provide.
Although a guide to the
interviews was provided, students were encouraged to
ask about other issues of interest as long as it related
to the subject of volunteer utilization. The template
was used to focus their discussion, standardize
recording of data, probe for additional data, and make
observations on the process. Content validity was
established by having an expert panel and a number of
students review the questionnaire prior to their
meeting with the nonprofit administrators. Reliability
was established through the use of the same or similar
questions over a period of three years with different
students.
Data Analysis
Data from student interviews were tabulated to
determine the types of nonprofit organizations that
utilize volunteers and services provided by nonprofit
organizations through volunteers.
Analysis of
Variance (ANOVA) was performed using SPSS 15.0
to determine if a statistical difference existed between
the type of nonprofit organization and the number of
services provided by volunteers. To better manage the
data set, organization types were collapsed into
education, religion-based, social services, and health
organizations.
Group 1 included nonprofit
organizations with an education mission, Group 2
included nonprofit organizations with a community
health mission, Group 3 included nonprofit
organizations with a religious mission, and Group 4
included nonprofit organizations with a social service
mission. Tukey’s post hoc procedure was used to
examine differences in the mean number of volunteer
services offered for all pairs based upon the
organizational mission.
Results
Based upon nonprofit organization responses to
mission and purpose and consistent with Salamon
(2002), the organizations were grouped according to
nonprofit fields. The most common type of nonprofit
organizations were religious and faith based
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organizations (19.8%), those that provide social
services (16.3%), organizations that provide health
related services (15.1), and community development
organizations (14%).
Table 1
Nonprofit Organization by Type
Organization Type
n
% of Total
Religion/Faith Based

17

19.8

Social Services

14

16.3

Health

13

15.1

Community Development

12

14.0

Arts/Culture

9

10.5

Civic/ Advocacy

8

9.3

Education

7

8.1

Recreation

4

4.6

Other

2

2.3

86

100.0

Total

The nonprofits were asked whether volunteers
were utilized to further the mission of the organization
and what services were provided by volunteers. The
data showed that 82 of the 86 organizations interviewed
utilized the services of volunteers (95.3%). Nonprofit
organizations were asked to respond to a list of services
provided to clientele by volunteers. Services included
teaching, providing information, assisting the infirmed,
child care, providing transportation, elder care,
counseling, health services, docent services, as well as
other services. Other services included fund raising,
clerical, and management services. Teaching (38
organizations),
providing
information
(37
organizations), and providing other services (37
organizations) were identified as the services most
often provided by volunteers.

Service

Table 2
Volunteer Utilization by Service
No. Organizations % of Total

Teaching

38

16.7

Provide Information

37

16.3

Provide Other Services

37

16.3

Counseling

27

11.9

Provide Direct Services

24

10.6

Provide Transportation

18

07.9

Provide Childcare

14

06.2

Provide Health Services

12

05.3

Assisting Sick and Infirm

10

04.4

Provide Docent Services

05

02.2

Provide Elder Care

05

02.2

227

100.0

Total

289

A one-way between-groups analysis of variance
was conducted to explore the impact of organization
type on utilization of volunteers. To better manage the
data set, organization types were collapsed into
education, health, religion based, and social service
organizations. Results showed that there was a
statistical significance at the p<.05 level in volunteer
utilization for the four groups of organizations [F(3,
82)= 3.78, p=.01].
Tukey’s post hoc procedure
indicated that nonprofit organizations with a religious
mission Group 3, (M = 3.71, SD = 3.08) had
statistically significant higher volunteer utilization
compared to nonprofit organizations with a educational
mission, Group 1, (M= 1.90, SD = 1.07) and nonprofit
organizations with a social services mission, Group 4,
(M= 2.00, SD = 1.25). There was not a significant
difference in volunteer utilization between any other
comparison groups.
Table 3
Volunteer Utilization by Nonprofit Type
SS
df
MS
F
Between Groups 45.86 3
15.29 3.78
52
(I) Volunteer Use

(J) Volunteer Use

p
.01

Mean Standard
p
Difference Error

Group 2
-1.22
0.60
Group 3*
-1.81
0.66
Group 4
-0.10
0.61
Group 1
1.22
0.60
Group 2
Group 3
-0.59
0.63
Group 4
1.12
0.58
Group 1
1.81
0.66
Group 3
Group 2
0.59
0.63
Group 4*
1.71
0.64
Group 1
0.10
0.61
Group 4
Group 2
-1.12
0.58
Group 3*
-1.71
0.64
Group 1 – Nonprofit organizations with a education mission.
Group 2 – Nonprofit organizations with a community health mission.
Group 3 – Nonprofit organizations with a religious mission.
Group 4 – Nonprofit organizations with a social services mission.
Group 1

Qualitative data drawn from the interviews with
nonprofit CEOs helped to provide students with a deeper
understanding of the workings of nonprofit organizations
and the means by which they utilize volunteers. Students
were then debriefed by a faculty member and their
responses contributed to the compilation of data drawn
from the key informant interviews. Steps in the analysis
included compiling all responses to specific questions;
identifying key phrases, words, and concepts; and
summarizing emerging themes (Miles and Huberman
1994). As themes emerged, the information or views
obtained were not attributed to specific groups or
organizations. Similarly, cross-case and within-case
analyses were used to determine social networks,
common issues/context, and time order events that

.19
.04
.99
.19
.79
.22
.04
.79
.04
.99
.22
.04
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shaped local responses to resource management (Miles
and Huberman 1994).
In the spirit of inquiry-based learning, the student
learning outcomes were not predetermined. They
emerged from comments students made when they
were preparing their report based on the inquiry with
nonprofit executive officers.
Some examples of
learning outcomes from student papers are shown
below. Analysis shows that student learning outcomes
concentrated primarily in the following areas:
(a) Students were not aware of the depth and
breadth of activities that volunteers provide for
nonprofits as evidenced by one student’s remark. This
student indicated, “The organization really could not
get along without all that volunteer work.”
(b) Students felt the inquiry method for acquiring
knowledge about volunteer utilization was very
beneficial for their perception of reality. One student
said, “To know what volunteers actually do in a local
organization from the view of a director is much more
meaningful than any text book could ever provide.”
(c) Students gained an appreciation of the variety
of volunteer activities ranging from very simple tasks
such as routine clerical services to complex ones such
as providing consultation to homeless veterans. One
student commented, “I thought all volunteers did were
the really dumb jobs that nobody else wanted to do.
Some of the volunteers my director talked about were
working professionals that provided the same service
for free that they are [otherwise] paid for.”
From the data collected and the comments of
students it is evident that students learned how
nonprofits utilize volunteers through the process of
inquiry learning. This method to acquaint students with
core concepts that rely on reality based experiences is
lacking in many situations where it could be utilized
with little expense and effort for the professor. What is
required is a structured set of expectations for the
student, a list of activities that volunteers normally
engage in that serve as a guide for the student and
feedback after the inquiry learning experience. The
feedback is from small group discussions among
students and from a facilitated discussion led by the
professor. Students were pleased with the inquirybased learning experience and it was indicated by some
of their comments that the learning outcomes will have
a lasting impact.
Conclusions
The study contributes to research and practice that
is concerned with instruction related to volunteer
administration
in
nonprofit
organizations.
Theoretically, inquiry-based learning has been an
effective instructional strategy to reverse the role of a
student from a passive receiver to a self-directed
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learner. As an instructional technique, inquiry-based
learning was an appropriate method for students to
learn firsthand about the management and utilization of
volunteers in nonprofit organizations. Students began
with a question about volunteer administration in a
nonprofit setting and the instructor provided a
predetermined structure to guide the student’s inquiry.
The experience of the interview, although structured to
provide responses to specific questions, allowed the
students to probe with deeper questions and while not
all did, many expressed that the probing questions were
one of the most positive outcomes. Students were
encouraged to think critically about all aspects of
volunteer administration in a nonprofit setting, and
inquiry-based learning promotes the act of critical
thinking and analysis. Students learned through the
inquiry process that many nonprofits utilize volunteers
in similar ways including teaching, counseling and
providing care to clientele. Further, they learned that
volunteers are an important, if not the largest, part of
the nonprofits’ workforce. The interviews reinforced
the notion that not all volunteers provide equal value to
the organization. The multiple and varied types of
volunteer activities provided a perspective to the
students that a volunteer workforce is not a uniform
group of people with time to share.
Similar to the Maor and Fraser (1996) study of
computer science students, students in nonprofit
management improved their inquiry learning skills
based on experience in developing them. Inquiry
learning based on some preconceived competencies and
knowledge concepts is an essential element if the
inquiry learning strategy is to achieve the desired goal.
Without this it becomes an empty process leading to
nothing (Kuhn, 2005). The questionnaire used by the
students to conduct the interview provided the
“scaffolding” for competency building as described by
de Jong (2006). Consistent with Chiappetta (1997)
scaffolding enabled students to have a foundation to ask
questions, make comparisons, gather information and
solve problems.
The data analysis conducted in this study shows
that utilizing volunteers in a nonprofit setting is
complex and can vary significantly between nonprofit
organizations. In these situations, Anderson (2002)
suggested that the instructors incorporate inquirybased instruction. The findings from the quantitative
data highlights the important need to tailor volunteer
and nonprofit learning experiences to student needs,
interests, and career goals. As seen in the analysis, the
volunteer
utilization
patterns
of
religious
organizations were noticeably different from other
types of nonprofit organizations. Understanding the
organizations’ missions, volunteer utilization patterns
and types of volunteer tasks will enable educators to
enhance the learning experience for students. The
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findings related to the types of services provided by
nonprofit organizations and the extent of volunteer
utilization will be particularly useful in preparing
students for the inquiry process.
Specifically,
instruction related to utilizing volunteers to
accomplish an organizational mission and objective
will be enhanced when it accounts for these
differences. Additionally, the study tends to support
using a structured inquiry learning approach. Although
the structured nature of the agency interview
questionnaire did not allow students to design and
implement as suggested by Anderson (2002), it was
necessary to build a foundation that would provide an
opportunity for students to explore in more detail the
operations of a nonprofit organization.
Additional research is needed to learn what impact
the inquiry-based learning experience had on the
careers of the participating students. It would be
particularly useful for students and professors to know
how the inquiry learning approach might be improved
within the constraints of a time (semester) and
environment (executive officer interview).
It is
anticipated that more than one guided inquiry would be
useful, but that would place a burden on the students
who have to meet the requirements during the course of
a semester. Further, there are many variations as to
how the inquiry learning might be structured.
Determining the right approach for inquiry and tailoring
the instruction and cognitive tools to accompany it is
the real challenge (de Jong, (2006); however, that
challenge has always been present in the teaching
learning environment. This study demonstrates that
inquiry-based learning is an appropriate method for
students to learn about the large and growing volunteer
component of the nonprofit sector.
The student
inquiry-based learning project described in this study
illustrates its usefulness as an instructional technique.
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Appendix A
Agency Research Report: Interview with Nonprofit Executive Director of a 501(c)(3) -- Criteria.
Agency: The agency must be a 501(c)3. A government agency, or other 501 (c) will not suffice for this assignment.
Length: Five to six pages not including the cover page.
Format: Times New Roman font, 12 point, 1 inch margins on all sides, double spaced, print on one side only, and
page numbers centered on bottom of page. Use major topics (shown as alphabetic letters) as centered headings and
subtopics as side headings.
Style: Use APA format.
Cover page: Your name, date, course title and number, agency name and the person interviewed.
Submission: Do not submit in a binder or folder. Staple in upper left.
General Directions: Include in your written report any comments made by the interviewee and well as your own
observations and reactions.
Due Date: November 29
Agency Research Report
Background Information of the 501(c)3 organization
1. Name and address of organization.
2. Name of person you interviewed and their title.
3. URL or website address of organization.
4. Which of the following best describes this nonprofit?
a. Education
b. Health
c. Religion/Faith Based
d. Housing/Community Development
e. Arts/Culture
f. Recreation
g. Advocacy/Civic Participation
h. Social Services
i. Other, please describe
5. Describe the mission statement of the organization. Write the exact mission statement.
a. Has the mission of the organization changed from its origin? If yes, list the original mission
statement.
6. Describe the vision of the organization. Write the exact vision statement.
7. What was the inspiration of the founders to form this organization?
8. List the major changes in the organization from inception to present.
9. What is the most pressing issue currently facing the organization?
Volunteers
1. Are volunteers utilized? Yes. ______ No. ________ If yes, in what way are the volunteers utilized?
Choose all that apply. Include comments from interviewee.
a. teaching
b. providing information, referrals
c. helping the sick and infirm
d. providing transportation
e. child care
f. elder care
g. counseling including marriage, financial
h. health services or care
i. docent
j. providing direct services, example homes
k. other, please list.
2. How are the volunteers recruited? Choose all that apply. Include comments from interviewee.
a. advertisements
b constituent referrals
c. agency recruitment
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d. other, please list
3. Once recruited, are volunteers provided an orientation to the organization?
Yes_____ No_____ If yes, what kind of orientation? Choose all that apply. Include comments
from interviewee.
a. A tour of facilities
b. An explanation of the organization
c. A meeting with the staff and/or other volunteers
d. Other, please list
4. Are the volunteers provided any specialized training?
Yes____ No ____
If yes, what kind of training is provided? Choose all that apply.
Include comments from interviewee.
a. reading material provided
b. mentoring the volunteer
c. formal or informal class
d. observations scheduled
5. Are the volunteers provided supervision? Yes ____ No ____ If yes, describe the supervision.
a. staff member supervises
b. another volunteer supervises
6. Are volunteers evaluated? Yes ___ No ____ If yes, how are they evaluated? Choose all that apply.
a. annually
b. formally in writing
b. informally with comments
7. Are volunteers provided any kind of reward or recognition? Yes ____ No___ If yes, what kind of
reward or recognition is provided? Choose all that apply.
a. annual recognition event
b. a card or letter
c. gift
d. certificate of recognition
8. Are records maintained of the volunteers’ service and participation in the organization?
Yes ___
No ___ If yes, what kind of record? Check all that apply.
a. application form
b. background check information (if required for the volunteer position)
c. dates of services and kind of services provided
d. copies of correspondence to and from the volunteer
9. Your observations from the interviewer about volunteer utilization and any other concepts you learned.
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Useful Pedagogies or Financial Hardships?
Interactive Response Technology (Clickers) in the Large College Classroom
Su L. Boatright-Horowitz
University of Rhode Island
Interactive response systems “clickers” can provide multiple benefits to the students and faculty who
use them, including immediate performance feedback and greater student engagement in learning.
My own exploration of this technology has yielded five pedagogically different types of polling
questions, specifically measurement of student confidence levels, their comfort levels with various
topics, assessment of attitude change due to class discussions, retention of course information, and
basic mastery of course content. The present investigation revealed that students acknowledge the
possible benefits to the instructor of using these polling questions, yet they were most appreciative of
the opportunity to see sample quiz questions. More surprising, these students were unaware of the
price of “clickers,” despite having purchased them at the start of the semester, suggesting that use of
this technology does not constitute a financial hardship for many students.

Several years ago, I watched an episode of “Who
wants to be a millionaire?” and was enthralled by a
technology that would allow one to ask a question of an
audience and immediately tabulate the results for the
audience to view. I thought that it would be an exciting
technology to use in my large (i.e., more than 700
students) General Psychology course. At the time, I
thought that it would make the class more entertaining
for students, while increasing their engagement with the
course material during my lectures. Since that time,
these devices have become widely available and
instructors from a variety of fields have published
observations about clicker use. For instance, the Ohio
Learning Network described the use of clickers as
important, stating that their use: 1) helps maintain
student attention during class, 2) creates a safe way for
shy students to participate, 3) promotes discussion and
collaboration, and 4) checks for student understanding
of course materials (http://www.oln.org/ILT/prs.php).
Others have described the use of clickers in the
classroom to stimulate student interest in new topics,
test student understanding, and assess student memory
of course material (http://www.economicsnetwork.
ac.uk/showcase/elliott_prs.htm).
Today, there is a growing body of empirical
evidence that this interactive technology can have
multiple benefits in the classroom.
Morling,
McAuliffe, Cohen, and DiLorenzo (2008) reported
small, but positive effects on their students’ exam
scores. Yet, in this study, students in class sections
with “clickers” did not report that they felt more
engaged in class activities compared to students in
sections without “clickers.”
On the other hand,
Johnson, Robson, and Van Scyoc (2007) observed that
more than 88% of their students said that using
“clickers” helped them to pay attention in class. Some
researchers have shown that using “clickers” in the
classroom can have a positive effect on students’
reported enjoyment during lectures (Stowell & Nelson,

2007). Furthermore, this teaching technology provides
real-time feedback to instructors about student learning
(Lasry, 2008), as well as immediate feedback to
students about class performance (Johnson, Robson, &
Van Scyoc, 2007). Despite these potential benefits,
some instructors have expressed concerns about the
expense for students whose classes use “clicker”
technologies (Johnson, Robson, & Van Scyoc, 2007;
Ribbens, 2007). This is a justifiable concern because
“clickers” can cost each student about $40, which is
added to the expensive cost of college textbooks.
When “clicker” technology became available, I
began using it immediately, exploring how it could be
used in the classroom. Ultimately, I realized that I was
using five pedagogically different types of “clicker”
questions, although other instructors have suggested
additional uses of clickers in the classroom, (e.g., peer
assessment, experimentation, see Draper & Brown,
2004). My next step was to assess students’ views
about this new “clicker” technology. Specifically, I
wanted to learn more about student perceptions of the
helpfulness of each question type, as well as student
views about the cost of this technology.
Method
To achieve these goals, I designed an online
WebCT survey, making it available to my class as an
extra credit assignment, assuring them that their
responses would be confidential and that the content of
their responses would have no effect on their grades.
Questionnaire items were derived from my own
classroom use of clickers, essentially investigating
student views regarding the benefits to the instructor
and themselves for each pedagogically different
question type, student views about potential problems
with using clickers for recording student attendance, as
well as student reactions to the financial cost of using
this technology (see Table 1). Data were then collected
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from 398 undergraduate students (60% freshmen, 24%
males) enrolled in my large General Psychology course,
with some surprising results.
Results
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these students said that they were helpful to the
instructor.
Table 1
Student Views Regarding Helpfulness of “Clicker”
Questions as a Function of the Type of Question

Student Views About “Clicker” Benefits
When asked how likely they were to respond to inclass questions using clickers, 79% of participating
students said that they were more likely to do so,
compared to raising their hands. Eighty-one percent of
participating students indicated that they were more
likely to use a clicker than respond to in-class questions
by speaking. Survey questions also revealed that 41%
of these students thought that privacy was important in
class discussions of learning theory, while 57% said
that privacy was important to them in discussions of
human sexuality, and 60% in discussions of racism.
I was particularly interested in student responses
regarding the helpfulness of each different type of
“clicker” question (see Table 1). Therefore, I assessed
student views about the helpfulness of each question
type for both the instructor and the students. Possible
responses ranged from “1” (not at all helpful) to “4”
(very helpful), giving rise to a forced-choice situation,
so that low responses (“1” and “2”) could be compared
to high responses (“3” and “4”). For instance, one type
of “clicker” question can address student confidence
levels about mastery of course material. A total of 57%
of participating students reported that this use of
“clickers” was helpful to themselves, while a total of
75% of these students indicated it was helpful to the
instructor. A second type of “clicker” question can
assess student comfort levels during in-class discussions
(e.g., about racism). A total of 55% of participating
students responded that these questions were helpful to
themselves, while a total of 79% indicated that they
were helpful to the instructor. Pre- and post-testing
(e.g., regarding views on racism) can provide
information about student attitude change, as a function
of class discussions. In this context, students again
indicated that these questions were more helpful to the
instructor than themselves (76% vs. 61%, respectively).
Students can also be asked questions to assess their
mastery of course content, with questions similar to
those that will appear on tests and exams. A total of
81% of participating students indicated that these
questions were helpful to themselves, while about the
same percentage (80%) indicated that they were
helpful to the instructor. In-class questions about
course content can also be presented multiple times in
order to assess student retention of information, even
across different class sessions. About half of these
students (52%) responded that such repetitive
questions were helpful to themselves, and 74% of

Question Type
Focus
Student confidence themselves

N

Low

High

instructor

381
390

43%
25%

57%
75%

Student comfort

themselves
instructor

388
386

45%
22%

55%
79%

Attitude change

themselves
instructor

392
394

39%
24%

61%
76%

Student mastery

themselves
instructor

392
392

19%
20%

81%
80%

Student retention

themselves
instructor

391
394

48%
26%

52%
74%

Using “Clickers” to Record Class Attendance
One important function of clicker devices is to
record student attendance. Unfortunately, in large
classes, there is a possibility that some students will
send their “clickers” to class with other students,
thereby appearing to be present in class. When asked
about the likelihood that other students would engage
in this activity, 75% of my participating students
indicated that it would be likely to occur, and 47% of
my students responded that they would do it
themselves. One way to avoid this difficulty would be
to use “clickers” with fingerprint scanners, although I
personally have never seen such a device marketed.
When asked about their comfort levels using a
“clicker” that scanned their fingerprints, 71% of
students indicated that other students would be
uncomfortable about it, while 62% of students
reported it would be uncomfortable for them,
personally.
Do Students Think “Clickers” Are Too Expensive?
When asked about the financial hardship of
purchasing “clickers,” 3% of students said that it was
a very difficult purchase for them financially. In fact,
only 4% of participating students responded
accurately that the “clickers” cost $40, rather than $10
(60%), $20 (23%), $30 (8%), $50 (2%), or $60 (2%).
On the other hand, 97% of responding students
indicated that a reasonable price for “clickers” would
be $20 or less. When asked about a reasonable price
for “clickers” used in multiple courses, 95% of
students still responded that these devices should cost
$20 or less.
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Discussion
The majority of students who participated in this
study indicated that they were more likely to respond to
in-class questions by using a clicker compared to either
speaking or raising their hands. These results suggest
that the use of clickers can increase student
participation in college classes, even when class size
exceeds enrollments of 700 students. These results are
consistent with those of Stowell and Nelson (2007),
who observed increased student participation with
clicker use during simulated psychology classes. These
findings may be the result of the privacy afforded to
students as they respond to instructor questions with
“clickers.” Many of my students said that the privacy
afforded by “clickers” was important to them,
particularly for class topics such as human sexuality
and racism. This may provide an explanation for the
Draper and Brown (2004) finding that anonymity of
responding was important to students in some courses,
but not others. It seems likely that the importance of
privacy or anonymity will vary across courses, as well
as in a single classroom, dependent upon the topic.
It was disappointing to learn that, from my
students’ perspectives, the most important use of the
“clickers” is that they provide the opportunity to view
test questions similar to those presented on quizzes. On
the other hand, my students seemed willing to
acknowledge that, as the instructor, I can derive
benefits (e.g., assessing student attitude change, testing
student understanding) from using this technology.
Generally, students indicated that these various types of
clicker questions were more helpful to the instructor
than themselves, except those designed to test student
mastery of course content.
From the student
perspective, the most helpful types of in-class questions
were those that were similar to items that would appear
on quizzes and exams. Thus, my students appeared to
be aware that the “clicker” technology can be a useful
tool for the instructor (who must help them master
course material), yet they viewed the use of “clickers”
specifically for quiz preparation to be of the most direct
benefit to themselves.
Morling (2008) showed that students in classes with
“clicker” technology viewed class attendance to be more
important than students whose classes did not use
“clickers.” While it is feasible to use the interactive
response system to record individual student attendance
in small classes, students in large classes can easily send
their clickers to class with other students, thereby
appearing to be present in class. One logical way to
prevent this form of cheating is to use clickers with
fingerprint scanners that must be activated prior to each
response. I am not aware that such devices have yet been
marketed, yet the technology exists at this time. While
many students view fingerprint scanning in class with
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discomfort, it is probably inevitable if clickers are to be
used to record attendance in very large classes. It is also
interesting to note that students responded that others
were more likely to cheat by sending their clickers to
class with a friend, compared to the likelihood that they
would do it themselves. This self-serving bias was
predictable, particularly given the low degree of
relational closeness to the other students with such a
large class (Sedikides, Campbell, Reeder, & Elliot,1998).
Finally, I was very intrigued by my students’
responses to the cost of clickers. Although they typically
indicated that clickers should cost $20 or less, few
students actually knew that their clickers actually cost
twice as much. Furthermore, very few students indicated
that the purchase of clickers was a financial hardship. It
is interesting to note comments by Ribbens (2007) in this
context. Confronted with student complaints about
“clicker” costs, he pointed out that the use of “clickers”
raised his students’ grades by 8%, a justification that was
easily accepted by his students.
From these data, I should probably conclude that
I am more enthusiastic about the use of interactive
response systems than many of my students. Yet, it
does seem likely that, within a few years, students
will be surprised and disappointed when these new
technologies are not used in the classroom. We are
teaching a cohort of students who are quite used to
new technologies. In collecting these data, I was
particularly concerned about the financial cost to
students of purchasing “clickers.” Few students even
knew how much they had already paid for these
devices. Furthermore, more classes on my campus
are using radio frequency devices and students can
use the same device for multiple classes by changing
channels at the start of each class. More important,
most of my students indicated that they were more
likely to respond to in-class questions with
“clickers,” compared to speaking or raising their
hands. Thus, I am satisfied that one of my original
goals has been met. The use of an interactive
response system can increase student involvement in
large lecture courses. The entertainment value of
“clickers” is still in question, yet I suspect that when
an instructor is having fun in the classroom, the
student experience is likely to be enhanced, as well.
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Effective Teaching Behaviors in the College Classroom:
A Critical Incident Technique from Students’ Perspective
Kanika Aggarwal Khandelwal
Lady Shri Ram College for Women, University of Delhi
Teaching is a multidimensional, complex activity. The use of the Critical Incident Technique (CIT)
has the potential to be effective in improving teaching as it reveals successful behaviors by
identifying key actions associated between excellent/poor performances. The present study sought to
identify teaching behaviors that differentiate excellent and very poor performance of undergraduate
college teachers in India using CIT, from the perspective of students. Two hundred thirty-seven
critical incidents were collected from 60 female students from three different undergraduate
humanities courses using questionnaires and personal interviews. Qualitative procedures
emphasizing the verbatims students generated were used for data analysis. The data generated from
the incidents was subjected to content analysis, and sorted into 6 categories. The six categories
identified were: rapport with students, course preparation and delivery, encouragement, fairness,
spending time with students outside of class, and control. The frequency with which students
reported each behavior as either good or bad is presented. The study yields specific behaviors for
faculty to follow to yield improvement in teaching evaluations by students. A list of critical
behaviors may have implications in selection, training and performance evaluation of teachers. The
present study also underlines the robustness of CIT in education research.

What constitutes effective teaching in the context
of higher education has proven rather elusive to
describe. Multiple criteria of teaching effectiveness
abound, including self-ratings, peer ratings, student
ratings, and measures of research performance. Selfratings have proven to be rather contaminated, as they
are influenced by prior experience with student
evaluations (Centra, 1979). Further, “faculty on average
may have unrealistically high self-perceptions of their
own teaching effectiveness” (Marsh & Dunkin, 1997, p.
276). Peer ratings, too, have rather unequivocally been
criticized as indicators of effective teaching (Centra,
1979; Murray, 1980; Marsh, 1987; Braskamp,
Bradenburg & Ory, 1985). Validity of research
productivity as a measure of teaching effectiveness
remains unclear. While some (Gavlick, 1996; Stack,
2003; Hong, Xuezhu, & Zhao, 2007) have found
research productivity and teaching effectiveness to be
positively correlated, others (e.g. Feldman, 1987) have
found measures of research to share little or no variance
with measures of teaching. This leaves us with student
evaluations, a rather complicated measure of teaching
effectiveness. Proponents of student evaluations
(Cashin, 1988 and 1995; Cohen, 1981; d’Apollonia and
Abrami, 1997; Dunkin & Barnes, 1986; Greenwald,
1997; Theall, Abrami & Mets, 2001) have argued that
student ratings are generally both reliable and valid.
Critics of student evaluations have pointed out
conceptual weaknesses (Williams & Ceci, 1997; Trout,
1997; Nerger, Volbrecht & Ayde, 1995) and misuses
(Cohen, 1986; Seldin, 1993; McKeachie, 1997).
Student evaluations are used for two main purposes
(Nuhfer, 2003): summative (those used to evaluate
teachers for rank, salary and tenure purposes) and
formative (those that diagnose in ways that allow

teachers to improve their teaching). While the use of
student evaluations for summative purposes remains
controversial, there is little disagreement about the
utility of formative evaluations in improving teaching
(Dunkin & Barnes, 1986; Stevens & Aleamoni, 1985;
Cashin, 1988). The present research uses students’
evaluations for formative purposes. Inarguably,
students represent the most important stakeholders in
any given classroom, and their satisfaction is not a
trivial matter.
There is significant ambiguity in research on
student evaluations as well as in the work defining the
characteristics of effective teachers. Jackson et al.
(1999) compared the work of leading researchers and
concluded that there are common dimensions by which
students evaluate their classes. Although researchers
use different terms, there is a consensus regarding six
dimensions: rapport with students, course value, course
organization and design, fairness of grading, difficulty,
and workload. Ramsden (1992) lists six key principles
of effective teaching in higher education as: (a) Interest
and explanation, (b) Concern and respect for students
and student learning, (c) Appropriate assessment and
feedback, (d) Clear goals and intellectual challenge, (e)
Independence, control and active engagement, and (f)
Learning from students.
Feldman (1976) identified 22 constructs of
effective teaching, concluding that the two most highly
rated dimensions were stimulation of interest and
clarity of presentation. The most effective teachers were
perceived as very knowledgeable about subject matter,
organized, prepared for class and enthusiastic.
Relatively less important characteristics were course
management and interpersonal traits such as
helpfulness, openness, and friendliness.
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Feldman (1998) found the dimension most
important in producing student learning to be attention
to course organization and preparation. Ironically, this
was found to be only the sixth most important practice
for producing high ratings of student satisfaction.
Feldman (1986) also showed that some aspects of
professors’ personalities, such as enthusiasm and selfesteem, affect students’ ratings of overall teaching
effectiveness. Similarly, Murray, Rushton, and Paunnen
(1990) reported that forty to seventy percent of the
variance in student teacher ratings could be
accounted for by six personality traits, namely
leadership, extroversion, liberalism, supportiveness,
intellectual curiosity, and changeableness.
To complicate matters, educational research
organized, prepared for class, and enthusiastic.
Relatively less important characteristics were
course management and has shown that there are
many factors other than actual student learning that
lead to students’ evaluations of teacher
effectiveness To complicate matters, educational
research has shown that there are many factors
other than actual student learning that lead to
students’ evaluations of teacher effectiveness.
Student ratings are derived from students overall
feelings that arise from an inseparable mix of
learning, pedagogical approaches, communication
skills and affective factors that may or may not be
important to student learning. Research reveals that
student evaluations are based on students’ prior
motivation or desire to take the course, factors that
may or may not be important to student learning.
Research reveals that student evaluations are based
on students’ prior motivation or desire to take the
course (Marsh, 1984), anticipated grades (Howard &
Maxwell, 1982), workload (Greenwald & Gillmore,
1997; Marsh and Roche, 2000), course level
(positive relationship - Braskamp et al., 1985), class
size (negative relationship - Cashin & Slawson,
1977; Smith & Glass, 1980), and grading leniency of
the instructor (Greenwald, 1997). Cashin’s review
(1988)
concluded
that
student
motivation
(willingness to participate actively in the learning
process) has the greatest positive influence on
student satisfaction than any other instructional
factor like grade expectations, sex of teacher/student,
age of teacher/student, time of day, etc. Further, the
relative importance of teacher behaviors varies
between disciplines (Erdle & Murray, 1986; Murray,
Rushton, & Paunnen, 1990). Researchers have
estimated the effect of these “bias-factors” on overall
teacher effectiveness, to range from 12-14 per cent
(1980), 16-20 per cent (Koon & Murray, 1995), to
even 80 per cent (Cohen, 1986).
The literature outlined above illustrates an
important point: Teaching is a multi-dimensional,
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complex activity (Marsh & Roche, 1997). Good
teaching can be defined and evaluated with the aid
of student evaluations, but not by such evaluations
alone. Nonetheless, in order to render our teaching
more appealing and perhaps even useful to students,
it is imperative to understand what constitutes
effective teaching in the eyes of the students.
The use of the Critical Incident Technique
(Flanagan, 1954) has the potential to be effective in
improving teaching because it identifies key actions
associated
with
effective
or
ineffective
performance. The Critical Incident Technique (CIT)
is “an epistemological process in which qualitative,
descriptive data are provided about real-life
accounts” (Di Salvo, Nikkel, & Monroe, 1989, pp.
554-555). The CIT involves collecting factual
stories or episodes about job behaviors that are
crucial in performing a job effectively. Participants’
own words provide greater clarity and specificity
than any checklist of job skills or tasks to which
they may respond. This technique allows
researchers to more clearly capture employees’
interpretations of their work settings and can
appropriately analyze jobs in the social context in
which they occur.
Research has shown extensive use of the CIT for
identifying critical job requirements for jobs as diverse
as dormitory resident assistants (Aamodt, Keller,
Crawford, & Kimbrough, 1981), surgery residents
(Edwards, Currie, Wade & Kaminski, 1993), leaders
(Lambrecht, Hopkins, Moss, & Finch. 1997), bankers
(Bacchus & Schmidt, 1995), nurses (Bjorklund &
Fridlund, 1999; Zhang, Luk, Arthur, & Wong, 2001;
Narayanswamy & Owens, 2001), community health
care workers (Ferguson, Waitzkin, Beekmann, &
Doebbeling, 2004), and teachers (Schmidt, Finch &
Faulkner, 1992; Lambrecht, 1999). Increasingly,
educational psychologists are using CIT to describe
job competencies and derive educational program
requirements.
The Present Study
There exists a large and growing body of
research on student evaluations of teaching
effectiveness; however, the fact that most studies
identify characteristics instead of behaviors reduces
their utility. Merely knowing that a particular
characteristic of effective teaching exists does not
tell a teacher how to enact that characteristic. For
example, knowing that rapport is a common
characteristic of excellent teaching does not provide
any detail of the behaviors that convey or
communicate rapport. There is more potential for
improvement of teaching if behavioral items such as
“Uses humor” or “Gives real life examples” are
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used, instead of abstract, general statements like
“good presentation.”
The purpose of the present study is to identify
specific
behaviors
that
represent
those
characteristics present in excellent teaching. The
objectives of this study include.
•

•

•

The identification of specific behaviors that
differentiate excellent and very poor
performance of undergraduate college
teachers in India using CIT, from the
perspective of students.
To reduce some of the ambiguity
concerning specific behaviors associated
with
excellent teaching.
The identification of specific behaviors that
constitute effective teaching, so that faculty
may apply them as a means of improving
teaching quality.

Research has shown the robustness of the CIT
as an appropriate tool that can be used to analyze
jobs in the social context in which they occur, and
in particular, for the job of a college teacher.
Identification of exemplary teaching behaviours
may help teachers in applying them as a means of
improving teaching quality. From the findings of
this study, further research may be developed to
examine social and institutional factors that may
constrain or support effective teaching.
Sample
The sample consisted of 60 female students
from three different undergraduate humanities
courses in a women’s college in University of
Delhi. Their age ranged from 18-21 years (M=19.24
and SD=1.48) and they all come from relatively
upper middle class socio-economic backgrounds.
Procedure
Students were informed about the general
purpose of the study.
They were told their
participation was voluntary and their responses
would be kept confidential. They were assured that
the exercise would have no bearing on their grades.
In each case, all students agreed to participate.
Students were asked to write two factual
incidents, each of times that they saw teachers
perform in (a) an especially outstanding way, and
(b) an especially poor manner. It was explained that
the incident was to be described in terms of the
precise behavior that the teacher demonstrated, and
not traits. They were permitted to ask questions for

301

clarification and then asked to list the critical
incidents. The critical incident cards were taken
back in a one-to-one setting, and reviewed for
accuracy and usability. After reading the incidents,
follow-up in-person interviews were conducted to
seek clarifications, probe for details and react to
nonverbal communication. This was deemed
necessary as many incidents were devoid of
necessary details and were very subjective and
emotion-laden. Some critical incidents were written
too vaguely (“good teaching”) or described teachers
in terms of traits such as “liberal.”
Two hundred and thirty seven incidents were
collected from the students. Three of the students
could not generate an incident each, even after
probing, hence reducing the number to 237 instead
of the expected 240.
Analysis
The critical incidents were analyzed with
qualitative procedures emphasizing the studentgenerated narratives. The data generated from the
incidents was subjected to content analysis, and
sorted into 10 categories on the basis of similarity
of incidents. The incidents in each category were
then re-read in order to name and define the
categories. Classification and analysis of critical
incidents are the most difficult steps because the
interpretations are more subjective than objective
(Di Salvo, Nikkel, & Monroe, 1989). In fact,
Flanagan (1954) himself acknowledged that it was
not usually possible to obtain as much objectivity in
analysis of data as in the collection of data.
To verify the judgments made by the present
researcher, three experts (two teachers and one
psychology student) were given the incidents and
category names and asked to sort the incidents into
the newly created categories. If two of the three
experts sorted an incident into the same category,
the incident was considered as part of that category.
Any incident that was not agreed upon by two
sorters was either discarded or placed into a new
category. This step was necessary to ensure
reliability and validity of findings. The final
categories were then reduced from 10 to 6.
Results
Table 1 presents the category-wise frequencies of
excellent and poor incidents. The categories provide the
important behavioral dimensions of the job of a teacher,
while the numbers provide the relative importance of
these dimensions. The six dimensions revealed are:
rapport with students, course preparation and delivery,
encouragement, fairness, spending time with students
outside of class, and control.
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Table 1
CIT Categories and Frequencies for Effective and
Ineffective College Teachers
Category
Excellent Poor Total
Rapport with Students

41

42

083

Course Preparation and Delivery

33

28

061

Encouragement

36

08

044

Fairness

05

29

034

Time Spent with Students Outside
of Class

10

02

012

Control

00

03

003

Total

237

Given the volume of critical incidents, it is not
possible to report each one individually. However, the
verbatim incidents presented for each dimension reflect
the type of critical incidents, both positive and negative,
associated with each dimension.
Rapport with Students
The “rapport with students” dimension refers to a
harmonious relationship between faculty and students.
Such a relationship goes beyond the contractual
relationship between student and teacher. Empathy
and nurturance seem to be the building blocks for
rapport. It is interesting to note that there are as many
positive incidents (41) as there are disapproving ones
(42). The positive narratives used terms like
“thoughtful,” “kind,” “helpful,” “considerate,” “never
felt hesitant in approaching her,” “being in sync/on the
same wavelength,” “gives sympathy and comfort,”
and “ indulgent.” Many episodes focused on how the
teacher “went out of her way” to help a student during
a time of need. Three such episodes are reported:
Once my ring got stuck on the little finger and it was a
class in which the teacher was supposed to give us an
assignment. The lecturer realized that my finger was
really swollen and something needed to be done about
it. Since she was aware of the fact that I wasn’t a
Delhite (sic) and hence wouldn’t know where to go in
order to get the ring removed, she did not care about
the assignment and took me to the doctor immediately
for which I’ll be grateful to her all my life.
The teacher I consider best is one who especially
made a card for me with a prayer when my father
expired and came to my place and was very supportive
during that phase. I found that very sweet of her.
When a fellow class mate got ill and was
hospitalized, this teacher especially went to the
hospital to meet her.
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The negative incidents, on the other hand, were full
of episodes where the teacher was “rude,” “humiliating,”
“punishing,” “authoritarian” (throwing copies away,
flunking the entire class, etc.), “judgmental,” “passing
snide remarks,” “making fun of questions asked in
class,” and the like. When the dialogue is threatening or
viewed as abusive, students see this as inappropriate and
appear to regard the teacher as “inhuman,” particularly if
such comments were made in public settings such as the
classroom. For instance, consider these episodes:
It once happened in college when I wanted hostel
accommodation. I had approached a senior teacher to
guide me and help me out. I needed recommendation
from her side so that I could show it to the hostel warden.
But the teacher was very rude and started quoting the
example of another girl from my class who, according to
her, needed it more (even though that girl scored less
than me in all class assignment and in Class XII)*. The
teacher said that I didn’t look as ‘needy’ as the other girl
and even told me that I shouldn’t have come to Delhi if I
didn’t like living in PG (Paying Guest accommodation).
It was very rude of her and if she didn’t want to
recommend me, she could have very well said it rather
than saying nasty things to me.
(Note*: Admission to the hostel in this college is done
on the basis of merit/marks)
The incident that I remember is when Ma’am X
embarrassed me in front of the whole class for
pronouncing a word incorrectly. She asked me to
stand up in front of the whole class and said that
my pronunciations were bad. I felt that the teacher
should
have
simply
checked
me
for
mispronouncing the word instead of embarrassing
me in front of everybody. I am sure this incident
has not helped me as for a very long time after it I
became very conscious about my pronunciations.
Course Preparation and Delivery
The second most important dimension, course
preparation and delivery, centers on presentation style
and the manner in which information is delivered in the
classroom setting. For this dimension, positive and
negative critical incidents were almost evenly distributed.
Interestingly, use of Power Point presentations in a
mechanical manner resulted in negative evaluations. On
the other hand, teachers who relate concepts to real life,
who share their own experiences, and who use case
studies and stories with interesting characters and events
(often make believe as students discovered later) are
regarded as more enjoyable than those teachers who use
a more linear information transfer model that occurs in
many classroom presentations.
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Positive incidents used comments like “seeks
understanding and synthesis,” “arouses curiosity of
ideas,” “intellectually challenges and encourages
independent thought,” “uses latest references,” “gives
examples and illustrations,” “communicates effectively,”
“maintains eye contact with everyone,” “uses body
language, gestures and postures effectively,” “does not
sit throughout the class,” “gives clarity not only from the
examination point of view but also for our basic
foundation,” “explained things logically, gave us links to
connect concepts,” “uses diagrams,” “devised some
mnemonic strategies for us,” “gives hand outs of her
notes and other references used,” “allows us to
participate,” “invites questions,” “shifts between lecture
and discussion,” “uses humor,” and the like. Some
incidents recorded by the students are as follows:
While teaching, this teacher gives clear-cut points
and a general guideline of the whole chapter,
stressing on important and new terms which helps
us attain better insight and also generates interest in
the chapter and subject. She also checks and
returns reports on time with clear guidelines as to
what to write first of all and rewrite in case of any
problem. This gives clarity to students and also
they can remember the whole thing, if they are
given back in time.
She taught very well- covering new and
interesting topics, making us look at topics from
new angles, and encouraging challenging
presentations.
This teacher made a presentation and it was
fascinating the way she made a very ordinary
topic so lively and interesting that she had all of
us hooked. She gave examples to explain many
concepts and the examples were so funny they
had all of us laughing. Till now I remember some
of them because they were so real. The teacher
was really good and she really seemed to know
how to communicate effectively.
The negative incidents mentioned “not finishing
the course on time,” “leaving more than half the
syllabus,” “reading from the book,” “confusing,”
“does not provide any examples or explanations,”
“ineffective organization of the course,” “lack of
clarity of speech,” “speaks too fast,” etc. Interestingly,
while not finishing the course on time was cited as
ineffective performance, no teacher was lauded for
finishing the course on time. Perhaps that is taken to
be part and parcel of a teacher’s responsibility and
thus is an example of average performance. Three
example of negative performance reported by students
include the following:
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This teacher did not cover the entire syllabus and
concentrated on one particular topic, which was
her favorite. Even when we told her that she
needed to cover other topics, she didn’t. This
resulted in poor results for the entire class for that
paper.
This particular teacher is very boring. She
couldn’t generate interest in the subject-does not
go beyond the textbook, even read lengthy
paragraphs from the book. And what was worse
was that the references and definitions provided
were very out-dated. I ended up hating the subject
because of her!
Ma’am Y would enter the class, begin with a
power point presentation and finish the topic
simply reading from the slides. There was no
attempt to explain or discuss the concepts.
Encouragement
The next dimension, encouragement, refers to
providing support, confidence, or hope to the
student(s). It implies recognition of heterogeneity in
the class and responding to it appropriately, whether
motivating slow learners or challenging the brighter
ones into exploring their potential. It differs from the
first dimension, rapport with students, as
encouragement stresses stimulating the development
of intellectual or subject related skills and interests
and eliciting student contributions, while rapport
focuses on the teacher’s help and support during
times of personal need (like an accident, a personal
tragedy or crisis). There were six times as many
positive critical incidents as there were negative
ones. Some positive episodes are described as
follows:
I realized what a great teacher she was when I
had missed many assignments, instead of making
rude judgments about me like the other teachers,
she calmly called me and asked me why I was
not giving my assignments. And now I suppose
am quite regular and try my best to do it. That
teacher would even call me if I missed a class.
She is a good teacher because after teaching (i.e.
having a hectic job), she cares for slow learners
like me and motivates them.
Once I had to make a decision about my project.
This teacher sat with me for at least an hour
helping me to focus on my strengths. I was not
sure whether I could take it on but thanks to her
by the end of the conversation, I decided to give
it a chance.
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This teacher encouraged me to carry out a rather
unconventional project I had proposed, and
praised me when it turned out to be good.
I missed a class assignment because of my
illness. Although I got a scolding from this
teacher, she really motivated me later and
explained the importance of giving assignments.
I later got the desired result because of her and
will always be thankful to her for this.
In contrast, one example of a negative incident
states:
It was the time for doing an event, which was being
done after a long time. The teacher, instead of
being supportive, criticized our efforts and made a
mockery of how we haven’t been doing anything
productive. That was very mean and demoralizing.
Fairness
The next dimension, fairness, refers to behavior by
the teacher that is just or appropriate in the
circumstances. It also means treating students equally
and not having personal biases or favorites. It is
noteworthy that very few instructors were lauded for
meeting these standards. Not meeting them, however,
resulted in negative student reactions. There were
almost six times as many disapproving critical incidents
(29), as there were positive ones (5). Two episodes of
excellent performance include the following:
Since I was an avid reader, she invited me to
accompany her for a meeting where books and
poems were being discussed. I was given an
opportunity to talk about what books I had read.
And the best part was that she was so fair in her
approach as otherwise the same girls were being
sent for various activities by the college.
There was this teacher who was neutral towards
everyone. She did not have any favorites, like most
other teachers. She reminded me of my mother.
Contrast the examples of excellent performance
with the following episodes of poor performance:
This teacher was obviously not very fond of me,
especially because I used to correct her in class.
During the mid-term exams, she had given me 5
out of 8 in an answer, which was identical to
another girl’s answer, but she had given her 7 out
of 8. I went and fought with her over it and she had
to finally give me 7 out of 8.
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There was an essay competition in college and the
judge was a teacher who disliked me. She did not
even read my essay and got it disqualified on some
flimsy pretext. It was not even evaluated.
There was this teacher in college who developed a
sort of a bias against a girl in my class and she
always did insult her and said sarcastic things to
her-that was really bad because even when her
answer was the same as somebody else, the teacher
would give her low marks and say something or the
other.
Spending Time with Students Outside of Class
For the next dimension, spending time with students
outside of class, positive narrartives focused on
availability, giving time despite hectic schedules, “giving
(her) personal phone number and email id and responding
quickly,” while negative ones mentioned “not having any
time” and “not answering questions outside the class.”
Similar to encouragement, there are five times as many
positive incidents (10) as negative ones (2). Episodes of
positive performance include the following:
Once I had to make a decision about my project. This
teacher sat with me for at least an hour helping me to
focus on my strengths. I was not sure whether I could
take it on but thanks to her by the end of the
conversation, I decided to give it a chance.
We were participants in a competition- which
required help from a teacher. So we approached this
teacher- who was kind to give us time and explain to
us in detail everything that we needed to know.
Another teacher helped us in organizing an important
event- she spared her time to share her expertise with
us- so that the event would be good and well
organized. What’s most memorable for me is that she
didn’t have to!
On the other hand, an episode of poor performance is
recorded as follows:
This teacher never allowed us to ask questions outside
her class. She always said, ‘Not now, I have to rush
for a meeting’, etc. But the worst part was that when
we asked questions in class, she would say that the
course will never get finished if there are so many
interruptions!
Control
The final dimension, control, refers to the ability to
maintain discipline and decorum in the classroom. A
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balance on the continuum between a laissez-faire
approach to classroom management and an excessively
strict, micromanaged environment is preferable.
Although there were only three incidents (negative, no
positive) generated, this category could not be
combined with any other. One incident (negative) is as
follows:
The teacher would teach us unaware of all the
tamasha [sic] and ruckus we were creating in the
class. As a result, we never understood what she
taught and we all ended up disliking the subject.
Discussion
The purpose of the present study was to
empirically identify specific behaviors of excellent
college teachers from India. The CIT method identified
six areas that distinguish excellence from mediocrity
and poor performance. It is important to recognize that
these behavioral dimensions are not mutually exclusive.
For instance: encouragement, giving time outside of
class, and rapport with students, often go hand in hand.
The behavioral dimensions identified by the
present study are somewhat in line with previous
studies. For example, Cohen (1987) presented results
from a meta-analysis of 41 well-designed studies; the
correlations between achievement and different student
evaluation components included structure (.55),
interaction (.52), skill (.50), overall course (.49), overall
instructor (.45), learning (.39), rapport (.32), evaluation
(.30), feedback (.28), interest/motivation (.15), and
difficulty (-.04), all but the last two being statistically
insignificant. This “skill” dimension was represented by
3 dimensions- instructor’s knowledge of the subject,
clarity, and teacher sensitivity to class level and
progress (Feldman, 1989). Marsh and Dunkin (1997)
identified nine characteristics of effective teaching as
learning/value, enthusiasm, organization, breadth of
coverage, group interaction, individual rapport,
examinations/grading, assignments, and workload
difficulty. Using CIT, Varca and Pattison (2008)
identified four sets of behaviors as key to overall
teaching excellence: administration, course preparation
and delivery, student interaction, and teacher
motivation.
The significant point of departure of the present study
from previous researches is the resounding importance of
“rapport.” While most researchers have underlined the
importance of instructional strategies (for e.g., Marsh &
Ware, 1982; Schmidt, Finch, and Faulkner, 1992), the
importance of rapport is somewhat unclear. While some
(Erdle and Murray, 1986; Jackson et al., 1999; Marsh and
Dunkin, 1997) have emphasized rapport, Cohen (1981)
found that particular affective practices contributed only
moderately to higher ratings (‘Teacher rapport’ r = 0.31).
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Cultural factors may account for these unexpected
results. The dimension of “rapport” encompasses
elements of nurturance and care giving. While it is at
odds with the prevalent stereotype of generation “I,” it
must be noted that 70-80% of these girls are living
away from home, perhaps for the first time in their
lives. An exemplary teacher perhaps fulfills the void of
a mother figure in their lives. Kakar (1978) would
ascribe this to “an unconscious tendency to ‘submit’ to
an idealized omnipotent figure, both in the inner world
of fantasy and in the outside world of making a living;
the lifelong search for someone, a charismatic leader or
a guru, who will provide mentorship and a guiding
world-view, thereby restoring intimacy and authority to
individual life.” Drawing upon Indian familial values of
affection, a “strong emotional connectedness...a
constant mutual indulgence of warmth and concern”
(Roland, 1988, p. 196-197), dependency and need for
personalized
sneh-shradha
(affection-deference)
relationships (Sinha & Kanungo, 1997), it is no surprise
that a teacher who conveys warmth and nurturance in
her behavior is regarded as excellent. Other researchers
have also commented on the efficacy of a “nurturant
superior” (Kakar, 1971) and the “nurturant-task” leader
(Sinha, 1980).
What is interesting to note is not just the sheer
number of incidents in each dimension, but also the
distribution of positive and negative incidents generated
under each dimension. These findings lend themselves
to several interesting interpretations. There are two
dimensions under which positive and negative incidents
are equally distributed: rapport with students and course
preparation and delivery. Coupled with the fact that
these two are also the dimensions under which the
maximum number of incidents has been generated, it is
evident that while a teacher’s rapport with her students
leads to her effectiveness, lack of rapport leads to
negative evaluations. Similarly, presentation style and
the manner in which information was delivered in the
classroom setting were important. Relating concepts to
real life, the use of a variety of instructional strategies,
the use of humor, and the use of nonverbal behavior led
to positive evaluations, while ineffective organization
of the course, not providing examples or explanations,
and a lack of clarity of speech led to negative
evaluations.
In the present study, there are two dimensions
under which positive episodes outweigh negative ones:
encouragement and spending time with students outside
of class. This implies that students do not really expect
to see motivated effort on the part of their teachers but
evaluate those who do demonstrate extra effort in a
highly positive manner. Similarly, students do not
really expect a teacher to give extra time, but evaluate
those who do favorably. It appears that students
recognize quality service. Behaviors such as allowing
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students to access one at home, providing support, and
meeting extra hours before an exam are highly regarded
and even respected. It would not be wrong to interpret
these two dimensions as “value added” from the
students’ perceptions. Research, however, shows that
only about 10% of the students in many classes ever go
to the professor’s office for help (Nuhfer, 2003). Thus,
if faculty were to appreciate the importance of extra
time or encouragement provided, it would not be very
difficult to practice (considering only about 10% of any
class would actually need it)!
Lastly, there is only one dimension- fairnesswhere the behaviors cited details of overwhelmingly
negative performance. Most critical incidents
associated with fairness were negative, describing
what an instructor should not do. Students, it seems,
are
unwilling
to
tolerate
unfairness
and
discrimination in the classroom setting. They expect
faculty to be objective, fair and unbiased. If they are,
it is regarded as part and parcel of their job and it
seems it does not warrant a positive evaluation, but if
they are not, then negative evaluations seem to be the
order of the day.
One element that might restrict the implications
and use of the present findings is the sample. Female
humanities students represent a sample that is rather
small, and data were collected at a single college, in
an urban city in India. It is possible that a larger,
more rural group representing sciences or health
sciences might have different expectations for their
teachers. In any case, research clearly shows that the
subject one teaches (Erdle & Murray, 1986) and the
profile of students (Cashin, 1988) significantly
impact student evaluations.
The critical incident method does not produce a
complete job description, outlining everything a
person must do to be successful.
Further, its
emphasis on the difference between excellent and
poor performance ignores routine duties. As a
conversational approach, the anecdotes and stories
often colorfully reveal the humor, excitement, and
drama of working life, while normal, successful
work incidents may be taken for granted and undervalued. For instance, not one incident mentioned
administrative work like attendance, invigilation,
paper setting, etc., that all teachers carry out
routinely. In using CIT, there is also a danger of
over-elaboration of anecdotes and the problems of
reliability, subjectivity and interpretation. Sometimes
people cannot think of relevant incidents or are
unwilling to discuss certain types of incident with
insiders especially in instances of failure. On the
other hand, some people may find it easier to narrate
incidents that had not gone well. These may be more
vivid in recollection.
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Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to develop a
behavioral profile of excellence on the job for college
teachers, as seen by students. The present research has
underlined the robustness of the CIT in education
research. Data from other techniques may be used to
provide information on the understated aspects of work.
The study yields very specific behaviors for faculty to
follow that should yield improvement in at least
students’ perception of the quality of instruction. The
“excellent” behaviors under the various behaviorial
dimensions, such as rapport with students, course
preparation and delivery, spending time with students,
and providing encouragement are not very difficult to
perform, and the “poor” behaviors such as treating
students unfairly are equally simple to avoid.
A list of critical behaviors may provide a sound
basis for making inferences as to requirements in terms
of aptitudes for selection, training, and perhaps
performance evaluation of teachers. Selection practices
in colleges traditionally focus on knowledge, skills and
abilities (often judged by one’s published work,
research, and paper presentations, which find no
mention under excellence in teaching as identified by
students!), as also non-job related criteria like goalorientation, interpersonal skills, or even value
congruence. The behavioral dimensions identified in
this study may aid in the development of valid selection
instruments and procedures, such as a situational test or
a situational interview to assess candidates’ aptitude or
potential for the same. Further, trainers may design
developmental programs around the behaviors that
separate excellent from mediocre performance.
Training programs can be skill-based, focusing on
imparting skills of empathy, communication, feedback,
and course organization. Departmental leaders and
administrators can also give precise feedback as to what
behaviors new entrants fail to demonstrate or
inappropriately demonstrate. Teacher evaluations may
be based on techniques that generate data through
critical incidents. The benefit of exposure of specific
behaviors, the critical incidents of performance, is that
myths and legends surrounding excellence are
dispelled. Once the mystique surrounding “excellent”
performance is penetrated, faculty may apply them as a
means of improving teaching quality.
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A lament of some academics wanting to use online learning is their inability to promote dynamic
interactions. The basic practice of “read and discuss” does not get to the heart of active and engaged
learning. Existing approaches recognize participation for successful online conversation, but do not
make transparent the role of the academic instructor as mediator. This paper draws on the theory of
mediated learning experience (MLE) to introduce humanness in the motivation to engage in tasks,
and ultimately promote student empowerment. Guidelines to move discussion beyond “read and
discuss” through meaningful, caring, rich, and challenging dialogue are provided. A design-based
instructional methodology directed the study.

Higher education has witnessed a shift from
pedagogy to andragogy fuelled by technology itself.
Technology’s contribution to education is not to replace
poor teaching or, indeed, to make poor teaching better.
Its purpose is to enhance learning through quality
teaching (Banks, 2006) and, if situated within models
(Hrastinski & Keller, 2007 who cite Kerres & de Witt,
2003), theories of learning, and motivation, its impact
should affect teaching in qualitative ways. The
instructional strategies embedded in the online
discussion, not the online environment itself sustains
this thinking (Knowlton, 2002). Mass lectures and
examinations, the linear, top-down instructional
approach in most universities, are being challenged by
the need for engaged, active meaning-making
approaches in order to produce work-ready graduates
capable of transferring knowledge. Nowhere is this
challenge greater than in online learning.
To examine new technologies and pedagogies, the
Design-Based Research Collective (2003) argues in
favor of design-based research, which blends empirical
educational research with the theory-driven design of
learning environments, [as] an important methodology
for understanding how, when, and why educational
innovations work in practice. Design is central in
efforts to foster learning, create usable knowledge, and
advance theories of learning and teaching in complex
settings. Design based research also may contribute to
the growth of human capacity for subsequent
educational reform (p.5).
They further note that educational research is often
divorced from the problems and issues of everyday
practice- a split that creates a need for new research
approaches that speak directly to problems of practice
(National Research Council, 2002) and that lead to the
development of “usable knowledge” (Lagemann, 2002).
Design-based research (Brown, 1992; Collins, 1992) is
an emerging paradigm for the study of learning in
context through the systematic design and study of

instructional strategies and tools. It is argued that
design-based research can help create and extend
knowledge about developing, enacting, and sustaining
innovative learning environments (p.5).
This paper de-emphasizes behavioral approaches
such as the frequency and number of postings made by
students in online discussion forums, and emphasizes
cognitive constructivism (Kanuka & Anderson, 1999)
and humanness by making greater reference to the
affective dimensions of learning which also relate to
motivation. Meaningful learning outcomes depend on
the cognitive activity of the learner during a learning
event rather than on the learner’s behavioral activity
during that event (Mayer, 2001). When learners
cognitively construct knowledge for themselves, good
retention and transfer is likely and “durable knowledge”
is reached because the learner creates a personal view
of the world (Knowlton, 2001).
Effective online learning designs are underpinned
by theories and strategies that purport to stimulate
cognitive engagement using verbal and/or visual
communication (Schellens & Valcke, 2004). Learning
does not automatically occur simply because discussion
spaces and topics have been planned. Asking students
to read a text, article, or case study and then discuss
specific questions supports a behavioral and
instructivist approach to learning (Kanuka & Anderson,
1999), and such instructional requirements run the risk
of ignoring the human needs of socialization,
belonging, and satisfaction. One cannot assume content
will be learned and understood or that a change in
attitudes will occur as a result of these methodologies.
The authors suggest that academics who cannot identify
why discussions are unsuccessful begin to think about
their role in discussions and the possibility that they
may limit, impede or disable learning, instead of
promoting intense meaning making. Although new and
alternative ways of using “discussion-abled”
technology to achieve what cognitively promotes
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learning have been developed, it is not so easy to apply
them: “learning results from designing lesson materials
with the right instructional methods regardless of how
the lesson will be delivered” (Clark & Mayer, 2003,
p.2). Despondency with past experiences and with
aging technologies should not become the reason for
abandoning the advantages offered by newer
technologies.
Discussions with many academics in two of
Australia’s largest universities and across faculties of
engineering, education, business, and foundations (off
shore pre-university program), revealed that it is still
common practice to design a discussion topic online
and set students to work, assuming they will engage
cognitively, stay on task, and identify implicit issues,
concepts, or principles. Theoretically such practice
should enable learners to construct meaning, but the
degree of learning is limited by factors such as each
members’ culture, mindset, knowledge, personalities,
and ability and willingness to contribute, disclose their
identity, and advance the discussion to a dialogue. This
paper explains and demonstrates mediated learning
(MLE)and how it was used successfully to bridge these
limitations and address these misdirected assumptions.
Literature Review
Over a decade ago, several educators (Barnett
1997; Biggs,1999; Laurillard, 1993) identified the need
for a new approach to higher education, which would
prepare students for a future of work in the knowledge
era. As more sophisticated and comprehensive
discussion-abled programs are developed the greater the
imperative to identify how engagement is best fostered.
Although there are the learning theories of Piaget,
Dewey, Bruner, Vygotsky (Woolfolk, 2004), and the
motivational theories of self-determination (Reeve, Dec
i& Ryan, 2004), self-personal worth (Covington, 2004),
self-regulation (Zimmerman, 2004), and expectancyvalue (Perry & Winne, 2004), these theories appear to
have little impact on the humanness of online learning.
The question arises as to whether the humanness has
been decorticated in favor of the management of
learning. Further, recent investigations into deep and
surface approaches and comparison of face-to-face and
online discussions and tasks (Ellis, Goodyear, Prosser
& O’Hara, 2006), while providing further insight into
the effectiveness of online discussions, claim students
could further benefit from knowing how to approach
discussions in different contexts. Lampe & Johnston
(2005) recognized users’ needs to learn standards for
participation in new discussion groups as these are not
mature and established social systems, nor do they have
a developed sense of how members are expected to
behave. Schellens and Valcke (2004) confirmed,
“interaction in the discussion groups becomes more
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intense, stays task-oriented, and reflects high phases in
knowledge construction” (p19) over time when students
were involved in solving an authentic case.
Gunawardena, (1995) recognized that moderators were
central to building social presence and a community.
Therefore, in this paper, we consider the concept of
humanness, particularly from a motivational
perspective, and focus on essentials such as respect,
trust, valuing, integrity, self -worth, aspirations, and
expectations; these are the same human factors that
affect learning outcomes in face-to-face environments.
In furthering this thesis for greater humanness in
online discussions, support is gleaned from Barnett
(2004), who approached it from a curricular and
pedagogical perspective: “Neither knowledge nor
skills, even high level knowledge and advanced
technical skills, are sufficient to enable one to prosper
in the contemporary world. Other forms of human
being are required” (p.253).
Barnett’s
proposed
curriculum
structure,
underpinned by transformation and high risk,
summarizes what is required to equip students as
human beings in the future. Barnett believes that at the
heart of this curriculum there will be an exposure to
dilemmas
and
uncertainties
emerging
from
complexities within a discipline, but requiring the
engagement of the human being itself. Previously
Barnett proposed that higher education needs to
dispense with the notions of teaching and learning and
acquire a different vocabulary to address a different
way of approaching education. He proposed that
clusters of concepts such as “self, being, becoming,
action, interaction, knowing understanding, risk,
exploration, emotion, interpretation, judging, insight,
courage, exposure, daring, authenticity, collaboration,
and dialogue” (p. 108) should be seriously considered.
Forging this curricular direction involves embedding
these concepts seamlessly into higher education, of
which online learning is a part. As noted by Brown,
Collins and Duguid (1989), “it is not learning the
abstraction, but learning the appropriate circumstances
in which to ground the abstraction that is difficult”
(p19). The challenge, it appears, is for online learning
to take abstractions and use humanness to enable
greater learning and understanding for students.
It is also noted that online learners want to be in
control of their learning (Coomey & Stephenson, 2001)
even though it involves disclosing or creating an
identity (Freeman & Bamford, 2004), which for some
can be a lengthy and painful process. Academics seem
the most appropriate persons to consider, support and
nurture this control need. Terms like e-moderator
(Salmon, 2004), mediator, facilitator have been
invented to address the newer role of the supportive
educator online. As future workers, graduates will need
humanness to explore issues and solve problems. The
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complexity of problems in our knowledge society
requires that problem-solving activities be shared across
disciplinary, cognitive, geographic and cultural
boundaries (Leonard-Barton, 1995). The need for
students to communicate effectively in the technology
world cannot be underestimated and the power of
online discussions imbued with humanness may make a
significant contribution to knowledge gathering,
knowledge building, and knowledge sharing. The
purposes of this paper are to present theory and an
application of humanness, and through this presentation
to demonstrate how easy it is for students to take
control of their own learning in an online environment.
In conjunction with elaborating the role of
mediator other significant points are raised that also
should be considered when designing learning using
online discussions. The discussion moderator or teacher
has an effect on student participation in online learning
(Cashion & Palmieri, 2002; Durrington, 2004, Deloach
& Greenlaw, 2005). The personalities, teaching
philosophies and attitudes to learners are factors
affecting the engagement of students. Adapting online
education to different learning styles is also possible
(Muir, 2001). Therefore, attention to field dependent
and field independent, impulsive and reflective learners
and introversion and extraversion should be considered.
Further, moderators require the following competencies
for asynchronous discussions: allow learners time for
reflection, keep discussions alive, and on a productive
path, archive and organize discussions for subsequent
sessions; establish ground rules for discussion, animate
interactions with minimal instructor intervention, sense
how online text messages appear to distant learners, and
be aware of cultural differences for synchronous
discussions (Spector & de la Teja, 2001). Discussions
should include content scaffolded with the
establishment
of
a
conversational
objective,
establishment of conversational leader, and a specific
conversational schedule (Bray, 2000). Such guidelines
for facilitators increased the cognitive quality of student
contributions and the processing of information at
deeper levels (Gilbert & Dabbagh, 2005), also noted in
the following research.
•

•

Males and females make more contributions
when they belong to the majority gender
(Davidson-Shivers & Morris, 2001), and males
make more postings than females in mixed
gender groups (Deloach & Greenlaw, 2005).
Communication
efficiency
in
online
discussions demonstrated leaner conversations
(Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2001) by less
repetition, less elaboration and greater
specificity and sophistication in decisionmaking.
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Conversations require a social, teacher and
cognitive presence (Garrison, Anderson &
Archer, 2000).
Topic design is relevant to foster students’
ability to engage in quality cognitive
discussions (Deloach & Greenlaw, 2005).
Time delays measured over days affect the
quality and quantity of responses (Deloach &
Greenlaw, 2005; Jeong, 2004). Jeong found a
17% decline in daily responses overall but a
higher response rate over a longer duration for
debate/discussion, affirming that design and
structure to discussions contribute to quality.
Online case study or cybercases offer
alternative and effective distance learning in
Information
Management
(Vinaja
&
Raisinghani, 2001).
Relative freedom from complexity decreases
need for self-regulation (Corno & Mandinach,
2004). Promoting engagement with technology
for high ability students led to gains in
volitional competence, increased motivation,
higher academic gains in assignments,
including problem solving tasks.
Students bring with them an energizing set of
needs, interests and values and when
interactions between all participants go well,
the environment functions as a support system
to satisfy needs, explore interests, refine skills,
and internalize values. Further, motivation and
engagement are increased. Conversely, when
interactions do not go well students get told
what to do, losing the control they need and
once
had.
“Under
these
controlling
conditions…behavior
reflects
socially
engineered
motivation
engineered
by
incentives and threats that is associated with
lackluster engagement, superficial learning,
challenge avoidance and a proneness to
negative emotionality” (Reeve, Deci & Ryan,
p.32).

Still other reviews reveal several worthwhile and
applicable enhancers to online discussions, as well as
several inhibitors (Ellis, Goodyear, Prosser & O’Hara,
2006; Paz Dennen, 2005; Pozzi, Manca, Persico, &
Sarti, 2007). Paramount among these is that learners,
now without a physical presence (body language,
pauses, prosodic features are absent), “construct
experiences and knowledge through analysis of the
subject
matter,
questioning
and
challenging
assumptions” (Marra, Moore, & Klimczak, 2004) using
social, teacher and cognitive presence (Garrison, et al,
2000). Deloach & Greenlaw, (2005) would argue that
these processes are related to the nature of the task.
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Computer Mediated Communication and Lam’s (2004)
summary of techniques provides insight into ways
academics can generate more quality and focused
discussion. Students are socially orientated and spend
much time talking with others. Interactions between
students and between teacher and students increase the
social presence in online learning, but an “MLE”
teacher presence may be the key to promoting
humanness in the interaction and dialogue. Cognitive
presence resides within all students but the catalyst is
presenting challenging tasks. If the objective of the
discussion is critical debate, it is the academic
instructor who structures this initially, notwithstanding
the ability of students to subsume the direction and
outcomes and emulate the interaction. Students respond
to each other when something worthwhile has been
said, and they in turn respond when they too have
something worthwhile to contribute. Students thrive on
cognitive presence, which in turn impacts on self worth
or, in Salmon’s words (2004) “weaving, archiving and
summarizing” become “added value” in practice (p.10).
Feuerstein’s MLE (2001) describes human
interaction and one the principal author has interpreted
and applied to online learning to increase humanness.
MLE puts the how into moderating discussions to
maintain the motivation while students construct their
learning. The remainder of this paper is about MLE;
however, it unfolds in several sections which need not
be read in a linear way. I recommend Appendix 1 is
reviewed first. This appendix lists the discussion thread
in one column and my analysis in the second column.
This single thread has been constructed by8 students
from one tutorial group who discuss a question raised
by Sharene who is the PoCR or initiator and mediator.
The question she raises is in response to a lecture in
which children’s language and behavior need to be
“read” or interpreted in order to respond appropriately
and in a way that meets their needs. Various theories
and applications had been presented in the lecture. A
brief introduction to MLE and its key characteristics is
presented in the next section followed by an
explanation as to how MLE contributes to online
discussions. A conceptual overview is presented to
illustrate the position and importance of MLE. I then
return to the specific application of MLE in the context
of the threaded discussion as documented in Appendix
1 and provide an analysis of my application through
each of the key characteristics. Two sections conclude
the paper: Summary of MLE and discussion.
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problem so that support can be given which will
precipitate learning. The mediator maintains a presence
of “warm human being” (Feuerstein, 2001, p.2) by
either responding explicitly within the discussion group
or personally by emails. Instructor presence is essential
(Gunawardena, 1995; Paz Dennen, 2005) but different
to face-to-face classrooms. Feuerstein (2001) developed
his theory from his effective interactions with children
and their learning outcomes and these key
characteristics have been extrapolated and applied to
the development of discussions online with adults. I
present a scaffolded approach as to how I have
integrated MLE so that students can comfortably
engage in critical discussions online.
In a first year, second semester Psychology of
Education subject titled “Teaching, Learning and
Assessment,”83 Bachelor of Education (primary)
students were allocated to one of four tuteshop groups
(combination of a tutorial and workshop). The role and
implementation of the online dialogue reflected the
author’s philosophy of learning and teaching which
recognized i) the diversity of knowledge in the student
body; ii) the need to create opportunities for students to
fill gaps in their own knowledge; iii) the need for
students to engage in critical and reflective thinking; iv)
different reasons to be motivated to learn; and v) given
these teachers will need to teach and use technology in
their classrooms, to provide an opportunity for students
to use technology in a non threatening way. The subject
was one of 32 subjects in a Bachelor of Education
(Primary). Students had been using WebCT and the
discussion tool in first semester where they engaged in
composing a question, posting it to the discussion
board, selecting one to discuss and bringing the written
response/s to the tuteshop where it could be discussed
in groups. This sequence effectively scaffolded to the
next and more complicated use of the discussion board;
the contents of this paper.
The online discussions followed a simple structure;
it was still post and respond. Appendix 1 documents
one short thread which began in week 5 of a 12 week
semester by the first year students to illustrate the
holistic outcome when MLE is used by the students.
They follow my use and modeling of MLE in the first 4
weeks of the semester. To obtain meaning from the
following explanation it is suggested that this
discussion thread in Appendix 1 be reviewed at this
point in time.
Characteristics of MLE

Mediated Learning Experience (MLE)
In MLE a mediator interacts with praise, criticism
and encouragement throughout the development of the
student’s response as the intention is to understand how
the learner approaches the investigation or solving of a

Characteristic 1: Intentionality and reciprocity.
The mediator, being concerned about how the learner
approaches problem solving, concentrates on
understanding and helping the learner to understand
how they process information.
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“Reciprocity refers to the need for the learner and
mediator to see each other on the same level. That is,
the lecturer does not pretend to know the answer as to
how the learner should be thinking” (p.2). The mediator
is a fellow explorer, asking questions, probing for more
information, clarification and interpretation. For
example to learn requires attention and this prompts the
mediator to focus attention on the features,
characteristics, key concepts relative to the learning
goals they have in mind. In the discussion each student
respects the learning being done by each other. The first
two messages indicate this strongly and later reference
to each other’s ideas emphasizes the respect and
reciprocity. They are confident in exposing their
knowledge and understanding at whatever level they
are at with each other. They help each other to
understand and know that it is OK to do this.
Characteristic 2: Mediation of meaning is made
explicit. The mediator interprets for the learner the
significance of what the learner has accomplished. S/he
also mediates feelings of accomplishment. The
mediator causes the learner to reflect on the solution,
how the solution was obtained and the generalizations,
which flow from the solution process. For example the
mediator may ask for a summary or ask for an
explanation of something in the student’s words which
causes the student to realize what they have just learned
and that it is valuable. Sharene indicates this in message
2264 when she states “You had some interesting points
there Peng” and later, “It’s amazing how many different
responses there has [sic] been, and some of them only
result in more questions.”
Characteristic 3: Transcendence is made
transparent. The mediator assists in bridging the
experience and lessons learned in the current situation
to new situations, some not yet experienced, but
hypothetical. That is, they help students make
connections between the specific and general –between
theory and practice. The students bring in their personal
experiences in relation to the previous ideas and
commentary on giving children attention. Sharene the
mediator introduces the thread with her dilemma of
accepting what I have said in the lecturer and
contrasting this against her personal experience. Her
tone in this posting indicates she has heard what has
been said in the lecture but she calls on her peers in the
discussion to help transcend her in more fully
understanding the concept. Other students then identify
the issue through her stated dilemma and one by one
they provide thoughtful and critical comments to build
knowledge and deal with their own and each others’
confrontation of existing knowledge and beliefs.
Characteristic 4: Development of affective
attributions. Possibly, this is the most difficult of the
four characteristics to do in a way that makes all
responses genuine. The academic mediates for other
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affective components of learning which are valued in
learning interactions as summarized below:
The students have demonstrated some of these
affective components quite well. All have shared
behavior. They have identified the optimism in the
discussion and promoted this as noted in their choice of
language such as when Kristine agrees with me
(message 2215) and “that’s hard for me,” and “I agree
with Sara on this one.” Through active “listening” to
each response the students are monitoring the ideas
presented and either supporting or rejecting them
through monitoring type behavior. The students
indicate they share a feeling of belonging to this small
community of learners.
Table 1
List of Affective Components of Discussion
Feelings of competency

Sharing behavior

Goal seeking/
achieving/monitoring

Challenge: search for novelty &
complexity

Awareness for potential for changeSearch for optimistic alternatives
Feelings of belonging

Regulation and control of behavior

Contribution to Online Discussions
MLE provides a holistic and human focused
strategy for the shift from a transmissive to a
constructivist approach. It enables the academic to
stand back from the behavioral view of learning and
view it from a human perspective. The accumulation of
discussion occurs as each quality, supportive and
nurturing response affects the next interaction until a
wholesome and challenging discussion has been
constructed. When students know the mediator and/or
their peers are genuinely listening to them, their selfworth rises, and so does their willingness to provide the
next response. They then have power to involve others
in dialogue and discussion, with power itself a
motivator.
An Overview of Origins and Development of MLE
A design-based instructional methodology was
employed which required me to reflect each week on
my goals and intentions by asking the question: were
the students learning? Was their understanding
complete, ambiguous or were they confused? My
answer to these questions was generated by reviewing
each discussion thread weekly. Where I believed
learning was incomplete it was brought to the face-toface tuteshop of the following week. No intense
analysis of each thread each week was made but a
holistic interpretation emanating from the four
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characteristics and tone of the discussion was made. No
formal measure of learning was made as the concept of a
discussion was perceived to be an aid to learning; just as
note taking or summarizing is believed to aid learning. I
asked two questions:
Question 1: Can MLE enhance engagement in online
discussions thus contributing to dynamic discussions
and learning?
Individual learning in the discussions cannot be
measured and in reality contributes only to other
formal assessment, or decision making in real world
contexts (Kanuka & Anderson, 1999). In other words
the application of learning may only reveal itself in a
later context, perhaps outside the context of this unit
of study.
Question 2: Would I continue to employ this strategy
to online discussions in the future?
Several methods of analysis have been developed to
examine learning in online discussions (Ellis,
Goodyear, Prosser & O’Hara, 2996). Each meets
different purposes. However, in this design responses
were to be examined from MLE. A conceptual
framework is presented in Figure 1and will be
explained in the following section. DeBono’s
Thinking Hats assisted in creating a context for
critical thinking and MLE assisted to mediate the way
students could be critical. This is followed by the
outcome of my reflection on each key characteristic
and how it was implemented by both students and me.
Figure 1
Two Phases of Preparation, Investigation and
Application Within a Design-based Instructional
Approach
Preparation for
Learning

Online
learning :
Literature
review

Application to Learning

Theories/
Philosophies
of learning:
Constructivist,
Student
–centred
learning

New holistic
approach
to online
discussions

Design-based instructional
methodology

MLE

Psychological
contribution of
humanness

Modify

Apply

Reflect

De Bono’s
Thinking
hats

Dialogue structure
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I used and modeled the four characteristics or the
psychological contributions so that students could
emulate and empower themselves in discussions within
a 12 week semester (ten were discussion topics). By
week five students were able to take on the moderator
role. How was this achieved?
In semester one I had set up a structure in which
the motivation for discussions came from the students
(Albon, 2006). This structure was continued but with
more integration of critical thinking. Now, using a
weekly rotational basis, students in each tuteshop had to
construct a question emerging from the lecture in which
information was not clear, not understood or ambiguous
using an allocated role and post this question to the
discussion board (see Appendix 1, Sharene, who begins
“I have a question which I've wondered about for a
while ...” ). Each tuteshop group discussed any or all of
these posted questions relevant to their group, online.
Providing students with a role enabled them to be more
critical. A timetable was drawn up so members of the
groups knew their role for the weekly postings to
WebCT discussion board (Figure 2). Students were
allocated to one of four roles which rotated weekly:
Role 1 -PoCR (mediator: Post, Challenge, Reflect), role
2 - red hat, Role 3 – white hat, or Role 4 - green hat(as
described by De Bono 1990).From Figure 2 week 7 it
can be seen that many students may be green hat as this
would depend on the surname initial. Each tuteshop
discussion group had students in all roles but some
roles, as expected, were played by many students. The
PoCR had to mediate the discussion with my assistance.
In other words there was a stage of co-mediating, which
was later withdrawn and the student continued the role.
This structure had the added outcomes of limiting
dominance by extraverts, and minimizing gender
inequities. More than one student from each tutorial
group could be in the PoCR role simultaneously and
each would create his/her own and new discussion
thread. Each thread could take on a dimension of its’
own. If students did not find the thread challenging, that
thread would be discontinued through natural attrition.
Thus, not all tutegroups discussed the same things. Nor
did all students contribute equally to the same threads
or discussion topics emerging from the original
question. Such structure and expectations contributed to
creating freedom and flow of information, examples
and challenges, all very essential to a constructivist
approach to learning.
A “freedom and flow” structure respected the
learners, their background, life experience and level of
understanding and need for empowerment. This was
essential to the implementation of characteristics one
and four of MLE. I concentrated on being the “fellow
explorer” with each tuteshop group, embracing the
characteristics of MLE. Later, it was the PoCRs who
nurtured and mediated discussions for his/her posting.
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Each would make a caring response in
acknowledgement and/or add further challenges for
reflective thinking. Students could also choose not to
participate in meaningless postings. No tracking of
postings, word length of postings or number of postings
were made. Instead, motivation to share and gain
knowledge from each other as a caring community of
learners was emphasized. If none or a little discussion
was generated through any one PoCR posting then this
was quite acceptable and the PoCRs could join another
discussion. This approach acknowledges the issues
Kanuka and Anderson (1999)identified: ‘the reality of
the ambiguous, complex and continually changing
world in which we live…learning activities must be
presented in an ill-structured way that will reflect
this…after the course has ended’ (p.3).
When students took on the role of PoCR and
mediated the discussion I supported them with
messages in WebCT and emails and occasionally I
would post to the discussion board. My message
indicated I was personally interested in their responses
and I challenged their thinking, thus valuing them as
learners. I was implementing MLE in the public
messaging system as well as privately.
The red, green and white thinking hat roles added
to the complexity needed for learning and had students
step outside their adolescent centric view and probe
more deeply. Students had to see the question through a
different lens and to respond with that same lens for
duration of the weekly discussion. This was very
challenging but is encouraged students to put aside
opinion and defer to the text, lecture notes or
knowledge they had from other subjects they were
studying to make a more critical response. Students
expressed how difficult this was and at times wrote in
their postings that this wasn’t their personal opinion.
Some confessed they couldn’t always adopt the lens.
Figure 2
The PoCR Timetable for the Semester
Week Last Initial Last Initial Last Initial Last Initial
A-F
G-L
M-R
S-Z
PoCR
Green
White
Red
01
Red
PoCR
Green
White
02
White
Red
PoCR
03
Green
White
Red
PoCR
04
PoCR
Green
White
Red
05
Ed
PoCR
Green
White
06
White
Red
PoCR
Green
07
Green
White
Red
PoCR
08
PoCR
Green
White
Red
09
Red
PoCR
Green
White
10
White
Red
PoCR
Green
11
Green
White
Red
PoCR
12
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The key to the structure and successful dynamic
discussions was much more than a ‘post and discuss’.
Through reflection, the process of developing quality
discussions using MLE was refined and is reported in
the following analysis of the application.
An Analysis of the Application of MLE
This section is premised on some understanding of
the four characteristics of MLE and how I structured
and organized the discussion as presented above. This
section will be a narrative of my reflections and is
presented again using the four characteristics of MLE
because the intention is to highlight the humanness that
emerges from adopting each of the characteristics. The
examples used refer to the subject ‘Learning, Teaching
and Assessment’ in which many learning theories were
considered and applied to the teaching context of
primary age children.
Characteristic 1: Intentionality and reciprocity.
I was a regular team member, but without pretending I
was none other than another lifelong learner who had
climbed higher up the mountain than the students. I
recognized all participants were on a journey, albeit a
different one from each other and mine. I valued
empathy among members, shared my background of
knowledge and complimented them when they added
knowledge which was different to mine. I didn’t
assume to be the knowledgeable and trusted other but
earned this as discussions proceeded. At all times I
modeled the mediator role. I found questioning and
challenging students belief system to be the most
successful strategies in the discussions, but using the
‘we’ in discussions and not ‘I’. I also integrated this
characteristic with the other three. For example, I said
“well, we seem to understand how we have arrived at
the solution and we all agree on this point of view, but
has anybody thought of how it might apply in a
situation in which shyness occurs with several
learners?” I consciously interacted from behind the
scenes, emailing students privately with questions,
provocations,
compliments,
praise
or
acknowledgements of their problem solving process at
work. Sometimes I extended a suggestion made by a
particular student via email, who would then post and
raise the concern in their words. To this end I would
again email the student complimenting them on making
a sound contribution. Appendix 1 illustrates the
discussion of one small group and one threaded posting
during week five of the twelve week semester. The
intentionality and reciprocity is clearly evident. It
seemed that each student ‘listened’ and knew to make
explicit empathy with other posts and intent. Students
did not quote text references to indicate they knew
something that others did not, but enabled and
supported each others clarification and interpretation,
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often through their own stories. No one particular entry
can stand alone. The complete thread demonstrates how
meaning was made.
Characteristic 2: Mediation of meaning is made
explicit. I was constantly paraphrasing what I believed
to be students intended meaning, or asking if my
interpretation was also theirs. In addition, I would
declare the significance of any newly constructed
knowledge as a learning process, or for the value of the
new knowledge. For example: when they realized that
developing self-esteem was more related to personal
and positive interactions than developing isolated
exercises. That is, they provided evidence of the
concept I had mentioned in the lecture, I told them that
arriving at this conclusion was itself an excellent
outcome. I also told them that the process of learning
this – the discussion, was extremely meaningful and
more powerful than passively reading it in a text book
where the concept may have never been internalized
and remembered, but skimmed.
Although I found implementing this characteristic
more difficult to do often, nevertheless I would ask how
they felt having just understood a concept. For example,
when they retold an experience from their childhood
and how differently they would now teach having
learned a theory, I asked how they felt to have this
understanding. Obviously opportunities to mediate this
characteristic were bound by the flow and context at the
moment of time within the discussions, but being aware
of making meaning explicit was the first step to
implementing characteristic 2.
Asking questions, probing, challenging ideas,
identifying myths and being provocative were
successful strategies I used as noted above. To
encourage reflection on learning I stated a
generalization emerging from students’ statements and
discussion in terms of “so what you are all saying is
that all children will,” and then they debated this
generalization by reference to a variety of specific
contexts, their knowledge and life experiences.
Although students did not model my wording they
wrote of their experiences and thoughts and willingly
shared these with all group members. It was clear they
were involved in making meaning of each posting.
This characteristic is explicit in Appendix 1, not by
myself as mediator but by the students. They were
bridging their understanding of concepts with personal
experience as a way to understanding the theory. As
each little experience unfolded it was reflected upon
while students grappled with the theory (How much
attention should teachers give children?). Again, the
thread exists in its entirety and not from individual
entries. Sharene however does demonstrate this
transcendence in the middle of posting 2264 when she
proposes a response about comparing students. Firstly
she identifies the issue of comparison presented in the
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previous posting (Peng) and then she uses previously
learned knowledge from behavioral learning theory as a
means to interpret and make significant Peng’s
contribution.
Characteristic 3:
Transcendence is made
transparent. This requires the mediator to think ahead
to “what ifs” and possibilities rather than dwelling on
what they and students know. This required some
creative thinking and knowing where the students were
in their degree program, their life journey (school
leavers are different to middle adulthood) and some
view of the future. For example in my area of
education, I applied learning theory to online learning. I
asked what homework would look like in the future and
then, when responses were made, I repositioned this
futuristic view back into the theoretical part of the
discussion. My role as mediator became one of bridging
where the students were at and moving them to think
beyond this. Appendix 1, message 2220 illustrates this
characteristic very well. From a cultural position she
states what she would do instinctively and then
proceeds to acknowledge a new and different situation
where disorder can be a possible experience. Again,
students did not use my words but created their own
way of bridging theory and practice to obtain meaning.
Characteristic 4:
Development of affective
attribution. Being aware of the features of this
characteristic is essential to psychological well being
and motivation. Complimenting students on the things
they do well, such as sharing a resource they put on the
discussion board, helping one another to answer
questions, complimenting them on some excellent time
management strategy that was effective, are not always
easy to do, nor did they come naturally. Such
interactive qualities are given in the face-to-face
environment and more so in those with children, but
adults also need confirmation of behavior that is
worthwhile and valuable. However, thinking about this
characteristic, addressing it and making it explicit in
discussions so others can “hear” it is very powerful.
Students felt very valued and proud. To reiterate, my
comments were not always made public. I was sensitive
to where students were at and often this meant I
emailed them. I also learnt that when I emailed a
student they invariably told another student and word
soon spread about how positive they felt because I had
personally corresponded with them in relation to their
ideas. Several of the issues raised in the literature such
a gender, dominance by some members seemed to be
addressed by attending to feelings. For example, the
member who had much to contribute dominated the
chats in one group. I emailed this student, praising her
knowledge, her positive contributions and effort in
completing readings etc, but suggested she give herself
a strategy of not responding before four or more other
postings had been made. I pointed out the effect in
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terms of group dynamics and challenged her as to how
she might also deal with a similar situation in a
classroom. She was unaware of the impact of her
behavior and was extremely grateful I had pointed it
out.
Students seemed to be very aware and sensitive to
the way they responded online. Use of smiles, greetings,
summaries (by PoCR) and debate all indicated a high
level of positive responses. Whether this is a direct
outcome from MLE cannot be determined in this study
but MLE appears to have shaped the dialogue and
provided a healthy, spirited tone to the messages. The
degree of autonomy, self-worth, self-determination, and
self-regulation are evident in the dates of postings,
regularity of postings and willingness to share an
opinion, particularly for international students, who are
usually a little reticent to participate.
Summary of MLE
The above four characteristics were used to show
how to engage in online discussions with humanness. I
was conscious of each characteristic, and often deferred
to a list beside my computer. Further, the provocative
nature of some of my responses (exemplified by stating
what they know and extending this) at times spurred the
discussion to more frequent postings and extensive, but
warm responses.
The reference to humanness filled the gap of ‘how’
to conduct online discussion. As noted by Pozzi
,Manca, Persico, and Sarti, (2007) ‘the quality of the
product is not so important, because it is the process
leading to its realization that really generates learning’
(p 170). MLE provided a positive and efficient way
forward to interact with students online and for students
to positively interact with each other despite differing
views. There appeared ‘reciprocal influences in the
cognitive processes’ (p 170). The drive for autonomy,
self-worth, self-determination and self-regulation were
consciously embedded within MLE, making it a more
holistic and synergistic approach to use to develop
online discussions. However, I emphasized that in order
for students to be motivated, the topics for discussion,
tasks or questions asked must inherently challenge
students. Pozzi, Manca, Persico, and Sarti, (2007) noted
students must engage in tasks with tangible outcomes,
but I have taken the view that the task itself must be
challenging, and meaningful to students which may or
may not have tangible outcomes.
Using and modelling MLE enabled cognitive
engagement by all participants 83 students (6 tutorial
groups). The shortest thread was one response to a
PoCR question and the longest was 41 responses to a
PoCR question. Appendix 1 is a twelve thread message
by 8 students made in the early weeks of the semester.
Unlike the issues noted by Lampe & Johnston (2005) in
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which the establishment of standards could potentially
disrupt the discussion and thus learning, it can be seen
in the exemplar in Appendix 1 that these did not exist
and while there may be many reasons for this outcome,
including transfer of skills from other forums, I have
concluded from weekly monitoring that MLE has
contributed seamless lying how to discuss online for
these first year education students. Results showed, that
although some complex questions were asked by
PoCRs no trolling or flaming was evident, possibly
validating that the human factors of trust, respect,
valuing, integrity and self-worth functioned in the
discussions.
Discussion
Although several issues emerged from using MLE
online, I will highlight three. First, the discrete time
frame for students to read and respond to asynchronous
postings is touted as affecting quantity and quality of
discussion. My approach showed this not to be the case.
I used a one-week time frame for students to
correspond to the weekly topics and this raised the issue
of when students should post. As with the findings by
Deloach & Greenlaw, (2005) students found that last
minute postings were futile as they went unread.
Generally, students would make numerous postings to
one and sometimes two discussion threads during the
early to mid part of the week. This pattern seemed to
reflect that noted by other researchers. Deloach &
Greenlaw, (2005) in their investigation of spillovers,
noted the time delays in posting, concluding that the
longer the delay in responding, as in days, the less
likelihood the discussion would be raised to higher
levels. They found the discussion was elevated over the
duration of two weeks, but I found some discussions
were prolific and highly engaging when only one week
was allocated. Jeong (2004) found the probability of
eliciting additional responses almost tripled if sufficient
responses were posted within 24 hours. My results were
similar but further examination of the frequency and its
relationship to quality of postings in my “freedom and
flow” approach is needed as they may possibly relate to
other variables of constructivism, topic arrangement
and its ownership, and the various motivational
theories. The discussion in Appendix 1 shows one late
posting, too late for a response but it also showed deep
learning by the student.
Two points emerge as significant: 1) The
discussions are representative of the learning pathways
of students as individuals, and 2) MLE took the focus
off behavioral considerations such as length and
number of postings and enabled humanness to surface.
The students have shown that learning does not need
coercive and behavioral approaches. When structure
and process are aligned, the willingness to learn
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emerged. MLE appeared to be a motivator in learning.
It also appears that student confidence, empowerment
and cognitive engagement are products of MLE, and
were not affected by timing. Bray (2000) used
scaffolding and a conversational objective together with
a conversational leader and schedule. My approach
using MLE shows similarities but goes further to enable
the objective of the conversation or discussion to
emerge from the learners and create a sharing in the
scaffolding. One could say a type of leader is present in
my students’ dialogues but in the form of mediator and
moderator. The results of my approach concurred with
those of Gilbert & Dabbagh (2005): an increase in the
cognitive quality of student contributions and the
processing of information at deeper levels.
The second issue addresses the optimum number in
a group discussion. Groups ranged from 9 to 29
members. The group of 9 was too small for the
structure and thus quality dialog. A maximum of two
questions to initiate discussion was possible. The
allocation of several PoCR roles in the larger groups
countered the possibility of one large group forming,
although at times two –three groups did form. When
some discussions faded through lack of interest in the
topic, larger groups automatically formed. I concluded
that the ‘freedom and flow’ structure I set up did not
limit learning, but promoted learning in directions that
students chose in alignment with constructivism.
Finally, humanness is obtained with MLE.
Students were empathic, caring and considerate as they
argued logically, considered issues objectively and
assisted each other to arrive at deeper understandings.
Humanness is essential to the development of respect,
trust, valuing, integrity, self -worth, self-aspirations and
expectations of communication; the human qualities
that MLE sought to expose and utilize.
Conclusion
This paper is an initial exploration of the
contribution of MLE to online discussions using
design-based instructional approach.
Online
discussions have the potential to contribute to active,
engaged and constructive learning if educators
recognize and implement appropriate strategies to
manage and facilitate dialogue and not rely on the
replication of face-to-face strategies, nor provide a
“read and discuss” designated topic for the week. My
intention was not to isolate variables but focus on the
naturalistic, holistic and authentic context to make the
online discussion more engaging, dynamic and
meaningful, quickly and efficiently. In response to the
two questions directing this paper the answers are a
resounding yes: I consistently apply MLE in the
facilitation of online discussions. The modeling I
provided as a mediator in turn transferred to students.
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The application of MLE appears to be an effective
strategy to shift from passive “read and discuss”
approaches to the heights of rich, complex, critical,
creative and engaging dialogue in which learning was
achieved.
MLE enables the concepts as noted by Barnett
(1997) of “self, being, becoming, action, interaction,
knowing understanding, risk, exploration, emotion,
interpretation, judging, insight, courage, exposure,
daring, authenticity, collaboration, and dialogue” to be
understood in higher education and achieved through an
online learning context. MLE has a role in promoting
dynamic interaction to forge new learning for students.
Paz Dennen (2005) stated that there is no one better
way to teach via online because of the varying contexts,
particularly using the interaction of design and
facilitation. This paper makes only a small but
significant contribution to one of many yet unexplored
variables in online discussions.
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Appendix A
Student discussion thread
A Discussion Initiated by Student Mediator with
Responses Made Using DeBono’s Thinking Hats.
Message no. 2211
Author: Sharene (Mediator)
Date: Monday, September 20, 2004 6:07pm

My Analyses Using MLE

I have a question which I’ve wondered about for a while and yet forgot what it was
the other day when I wanted to ask it...:-)

Incomplete understanding which opens up discussion in
a personal way and reaches out to group members.
Personal prior and practical knowledge is volunteered.
Her personal learning experiences are the major
determiner of cognitive functioning.

Anyway, here goes: Rozz is often saying that if a child performs certain behaviors for
attention, go and give him that attention! O.K, it sounds alright...BUT...won’t that
child think ‘hey, the teacher gave me attention because I sharpened my pencil for
ages...I’ll do it again’? Is there another way of reacting as a teacher, or should the
teacher follow this policy to the letter?
I have another reason for asking: I have a younger sister (12) who has, as long as I
can remember, done things for attention. My simple strategy was: ignore... pretend
you didn’t notice...she just wants attention... exactly!! And Rozz says: give it to her!
Right? And I say, no! I’m so used to ignoring...what good will it really do?
Please...some suggestions!!!

She is imparting meaning which has the power to keep
others in the interaction. She is exposing part of herself
for others to make judgments – a high-risk behavior but
she trusts her environment will support her. She is
demonstrating how she is approaching her
understanding of an event.

Message no. 2215
Author:Kirstine
Date: Monday, September 20, 2004 8:48pm

My Analyses Using MLE

I tend to agree more with Rozz I guess, I find that with those attention seekers, what
they need is that attention so give it to them then they’ll be like cool I’m all good now
I’m over this attention thing I’ll get on with something else. Really if you think about
it how long does it take to say hey that’s good well done.

Student shows intent, follows the focus of discussion to
gain meaning and extend this. Transcendence is
apparent. Shows how her beliefs contribute to
understanding. She is involved in the process of
recognizing others understanding followed by
additional information. Attempts to transcend but still at
a generic level of understanding. Student demonstrated
sensitivity in her disagreement to previous post. She
offers more understanding to the issue through making
inferences based on experience.
Applies prior knowledge and verifies attention to the
child is needed. She brings in meaning with greater
emphasis on intent.
Provides further transcendence for others with an
example and response to previous posts.

I also have to admit that I have been at the attention seeking end, having an older
sister I was consistently doing things to get her to laugh or get mad or something, she
used to use that I’ll ignore it trick on me and I was just like oh I would rather a kick in
the leg rather than nothing its no fun! But yeah hopefully that all made somewhat
sense

Message no. 2217
Author: Sara
Date: Monday, September 20, 2004 9:08pm

My Analyses Using MLE

Well, as long as you give them attention for the things that will encourage positive
behavior, so I wouldn’t pay attention to a child sharpening for ages, but if they were
looking for attention in a positive way id heap it on them J

Further intent is developed as student reflects on her
understanding and extends this. The focus has shifted
from not whether to give a child attention to when to
give attention. She takes students beyond their
immediate knowledge and understanding, through
reflection and synthesis. Others respond.
Her conclusion indicates it was written in good spirits
despite its brevity.
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Message no. 2220
Author: Yan Wing
Date: Monday, September 20, 2004 11:30pm

My Analyses Using MLE

I think I would give attentions to those attention seekers as well.

This student shows transcendence between specific and
general. She is imparting meaning through an
interpretation of the situation. This also shows power
and therefore compelling interaction. This student was
providing a different cultural perspective and was risk
taking in exposing her views on the subject of attention.
She introduces a new dimension furthering challenging
her peers in their understanding of the concept of
attention. Characteristic 4 is very obvious.

Firstly, that's hard for me to leave them alone if I know that what they only want is
my attention to look at them, care about them & love them.
Secondly, if the student is creating disorder in the learning environment, which affect
the other students and their own learning process, then we should do something to
stop them. This is for their own good and preserve the rights of the other students to
learn as
well.

She does not explicitly provide reference to reciprocity
and intent in a specific way, but it is implied.

Message no. 2224
Author: Rebecca
Date: Tuesday, September 21, 2004 7:50am

My Analyses Using MLE

I agree with Sara on this one. Give positive attention when they are doing something
constructive and then maybe ignore behavior that is less positive. Only problem I
have is to go back with the sharpening of the pencil thing. If you ignore them when
they have sharpened their pencil to a perfect point wont they eventually think that it is
pointless (hehe) and then if the teacher gets angry at the student for having a blunt
pencil wont this make them confused?

This student continues with reciprocity and meaning
making showing confidence to state who she agrees
with. She, like others in the previous postings continues
with the sharpening pencil episode to illustrate her point
and make it understood. She interprets for others what
has been learnt. There is evidence of transcendence
because she has made connections between specific and
general, although the application differs from the
previous postings.

Message no. 2254
Author: Laura
Date: Tuesday, September 21, 2004 3:32pm

My Analyses Using MLE

I know a young girl who is constantly misbehaving for her parents. A couple of times
when babysitting she has thrown tantrums the minute her parents left the house. What
I think is that she thrives on the attention that children need at her age. She receives
loads of attention from her parents, but sometimes they completely ignore her and that
is when she misbehaves. Now she has gotten to the point where she expects the
attention. It is hard to constantly give attention to the each and every student in your
classroom. I think we should start with giving very little attention to misbehaving
students. In that way they will not expect it when they misbehave.

Laura picks up the misbehaving issue in previous post
and bridges this with personal example of her own and
then tries to relate these to the teacher in a classroom.
Like her peers, she attempts to state what has been
learned after she relates another, personal experience.

Message no. 2255
Author: Kristine
Date: Tuesday, September 21, 2004 3:39pm

My Analyses Using MLE

I would give attention to them, but it depends in what way. I mean if someone was
sharpening their pencil continuously for attention, then I would probably address the
child in a way that would give them the attention, but also discourage them from
continuously sharpening and concentrate more on their work – for example I might
say “When you finish your work you can read your favorite book” or something like
that. This will entice them to want to learn and not want to sharpen their pencil.

Continues to transcend meaning and challenge others
thinking. This post did not enter into any affective
behavior, although she has clearly engaged in risk
taking by declaring what she would do in a situation.
She continues to help her peers find personal relevance.

Message no. 2257
Author: Laura
Date: Tuesday, September 21, 2004 3:55pm

My Analyses Using MLE

I agree with you Kristine, try to funnel your attention giving to achieve something
more positive.

Laura continues with her second post in half an hour.
She gets to the heart of the issue by linking attention
giving with positive behavior.

She integrates comments made by others and moves the
dialogue forward, illustrating sharing behavior and
responding optimistically.
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Message no. 2262
Author: Peng
Date: Tuesday, September 21, 2004 7:14pm

My Analyses Using MLE

Hello everyone,
I think that the teacher should try and prevent the bad behavior(getting out of their
seats to sharpen pencils that do not need sharpening on purpose) before it actually
happens. The teacher should be alert and intervene before the child gets a chance to
behave badly if they can, maybe by moving around the classroom during lessons and
using good eyesight to insist that the students are to stay in their seats. Otherwise if
it’s too late to intervene and prevent that bad behavior, I think ignoring the child is a
good idea if they are behaving badly to seek attention. However, if the child's bad
behavior cannot be ignored, then I think the teacher should quietly reprimand the
child in a way that is only audible to the child misbehaving (punish only as a last
option). If the child is behaving badly to seek the teacher's attention, then I think it’s a
good idea for the teacher to give more attention to students in the classroom who are
behaving well. The attention given to students who are behaving well maybe in the
form of praise for specific behavior in front of the class. But i think that a teacher
should never compare a student's good behavior to another student's bad behavior.
This is because
when i was younger mum used to compare my behavior to my siblings when they
would misbehave, and this would only result in my siblings to not only carry on their
bad behavior on purpose but they would also at times become defensive.

Greets everyone, possibly showing a cultural
perspective, but it signals involvement of all group
members. Continues in the joint venture of helping each
other find personal relevance. Develops the dialogue
positively into generating the meaning making process.
Her understanding from her own personal experience/s
contributes to the quality of this current dialogue
experience. Sharing behavior is apparent enhancing the
feelings of belonging to this group.

Message no. 2264
Author: Sharene
Date: Tuesday, September 21, 2004 8:18pm

My Analyses Using MLE

You had some interesting points there, Peng. You're absolutely right: a teacher
should rarely compare children's behavior and say: "why cant you be good like
Clare?" It may simply cause rivalry and jealousy. If a teacher wants students to
'compare' themselves and be 'good like Clare’, she will have to praise Clare for her
behavior when other students will hear and be motivated to do the same.
It's amazing how many different responses there has been, and some of them only
result in more questions! I mean, it's alright to say "pay attention to those who need it"
and "ignore those who are simply misbehaving"; but when and how are you going to
know which 'path' the child has taken?

Shows transcendence in this last paragraph.

Affective attributions are explicit in Sharene’s first
sentence. The interpretation of what is understood is
made from her ‘hat’ perspective. She is challenging her
peers to engage in optimistic alternatives as well as
recognizing everyone’s contribution.
She is promoting competency and belongingness as the
PoCR in this discussion. It is difficult to know if the
dialogue has finished or if other posts will follow but
she has provided ‘warm fellow explorer’ feedback to
her peers at this point in time.

Message no. 2274
Author: Yan
Date: Wednesday, September 22, 2004 12:28am

My Analyses Using MLE

I think “depend on the situation” is a fairer solution towards the misbehaving students.
It was because when students only want to show his “power” to challenge teachers,
then “ignore” is a good idea. On the other hand, if the students are disturbing the
others who want to learn, then we should do something to stop them, e.g. stop
teaching and stare at him.

Yan states what learners may know, then challenges her
peers. New meaning is now called for during the middle
of the academic week.

My previous teachers used to use this strategy because all the class will become quiet
immediately and search for the “trouble-maker”. That’s really embarrassing to him, so
he would stop because of the peers pressure (really effective). I sure most of you have
seen this situation before (especially in primary). J
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Message no. 2332
Author: Terence
Date: Friday, September 24, 2004 10:45am

My Analyses Using MLE

Better put my two cents in.

This response from the only male member of the group
occurs mid morning of the last day of the week when
probably most responses have been made. Whether he
lacks confidence or likes to lurk first to obtain a fuller
picture is not evident. However, he applies each of the
four characteristics. He shows that he understands how
learning has been occurring; reciprocity and
intentionality, mediation of meaning, transcendence
made transparent, and perhaps to a lesser extent,
recognition of affective attributions. The latter were
evident in his greeting, willingness to share – but only
at this late and summative stage.

Attention seeking is something we are all going to have to deal with so I am glad to
see us all discussing it and how we are going to deal with it when the time comes.
From my point of view, I have grown up as the oldest in a group of cousins where
they all looked up to me. I have babysat them at times and had to punish or encourage
accordingly.
From these experiences, I have found that when the child is doing something silly like
sharpening a pencil, it is because they have taken something you have said the wrong
way. That is not their fault as they are only trying to please you and that kind of
attention is positive. I think that we should look to correct the impression we have
given because we do want to give that child the attention they crave, but just for the
right reasons. Tell the child that you do want a sharp pencil for writing, but that it
only makes a difference if they are actually writing and not over the bin the whole
day.
If they are playing up, sometimes there is just no right answer. There are a number of
things you can do and sometimes, not one of them will work. I remember when I was
a kid, it was a lot of fun to play up for our Human Biology teacher, but I didn't like
doing the same for my maths teacher. Each kid is going to have a different view of
different teachers. Because we are lucky to have the kids for the majority of the day,
we have the chance to make sure that each child gains there attention from us in the
correct ways. Punishment isn't a bad thing, but shouldn't be looked at automatically.
ALTHOUGH, it is also worth mentioning that the example for punishment you give
to one child, no matter how nice or how bad they are, is going to be implanted in the
rest of the class. I think you all know the deal where one kid says "but he got this..."
or "but she didn't get in trouble for it".
We need to find the problem, but we can not risk damaging the management structure
of the classroom for one child and all efforts made to prevent the problem rather than
solve it afterwards has got to be good.
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Generally work-based learning opportunities are only offered to students in their penultimate year of
undergraduate study. Little is known about the benefits and shortcomings of such experiential
learning for students in the early stages of their undergraduate education. This is a mixed method
study investigating first year undergraduate pharmacy students’ perceptions of work-based learning
during their vacation. A structured questionnaire was designed to assess students’ views on their
placement experiences and also to help identify suitable participants for the second part of the study
that involved a focus group. Both quantitative and qualitative methods revealed that most students
found work-based learning valuable to them. Subject related competences and personal/social skills
were recorded where some of these skills could not be acquired within the academic setting.
Understanding their professional role and responsibilities and the opportunity to work with other
professionals in a working environment were highlighted as positive features of the placement
experience. The findings from the study suggest that supplemental in-the-field work experiences in
the early stages of students’ university education should be made part of a university curriculum, as
it helps in their academic development and contributes towards preparing them for future work
environments and the job market.

Science educators are now asserting the importance
of learning experiences (‘learning by doing’) that are
based on authentic practice within the discipline (Case
& Jawitz, 2004).
Students’ exposure to work
experience within higher education would help them to
reflect on their experience and possibly enhance their
employability (Brown et al., 2005; Dearing, 1997;
Joshua & Fleming, 2002; Knight & Yorke, 2004).
Graduate employability has been associated with the
importance of general knowledge, attitudes, and social
skills in addition to specific technical knowledge and
expertise (Little, 2000). The learning experiences
acquired from undertaking work activities in a
workplace is thought to be the heart of work-based
learning projects in higher education (Little, 2000).
Kolb (1984) stated that concrete experiences in the
practice setting can be reflected upon, leading to new
insights and application of new learning. It is important
that learners engage with field experiences in order to
build their competences and develop their social and
personal skills.
In the United Kingdom (UK), all learners enrolled
in health care professional qualifications are required to
spend some proportion of their time learning in practice
settings (Mulholland, Mallik, Moran, Scammell, &
Turnock, 2005). The concept of ‘learning by doing’ in
pharmacists’ training is not a new one, and it has
evolved since the 1700s (Campagna et al., 1994).
‘Externship,’ ‘clerkship,’ and ‘pharmacy practice
experiences’ have been included in the pharmacy
curriculum in the United States of America (USA) for
more than two decades (Campagna et al., 1994). Many
schools of pharmacy in the UK, including the
University of Nottingham, recognize the value of
experiential learning and have introduced various

schemes or opportunities within the curriculum (Brown
et al., 2005; Lakhani & Anderson, 2008; Smith & Hall,
2008) to provide some structured practice-based
training such as short clinical or work-based
attachment, visits to local hospitals and community
pharmacies, and opportunities for inter-professional
education.
Generally, students are most commonly offered
formal professional work placement opportunities in the
penultimate year of their undergraduate study, when
students are more knowledgeable about practice and
their discipline (Case & Jawitz, 2004; Joshua &
Fleming, 2002; Reddy & Moores, 2006; Rees, Collett,
Crowther, & Mylrea, 1998; Rees, Collett, Mylrea, &
Crowther, 1996; Wilson, Jesson, Langley, Clarke, &
Hatfiel, 2005). There are a number of studies reporting
the benefits of these experiential learning experiences
(e.g. Brown et al., 2005; Joshua & Fleming, 2002;
McDermott, Caiola, Kuhn, Stritter, & Beza, 1995;
Smith, & Hall, 2008; Wilson et al., 2005), but negative
features of experiential learning in higher education
have rarely been discussed (Auburn, 2007). Also, little
is known about the benefits and shortcomings of such
experiential learning in the early stages of
undergraduate education and training.
A study commissioned by the Pharmacy Practice
Research Trust (an independent research charity set up
by the Royal Pharmaceutical Society of Great Britain)
reported that academic staff in all schools of Pharmacy
in the UK encouraged their students to undertake
informal work placements in a pharmacy and advised
them of the benefits to be gained from the experience
(Wilson et al., 2005). Limitations in the development
of placements included access to sites, local capacity,
resources in terms of staff and funding, and logistics of

Ting, Wong and Thang

timetabling (Wilson et al., 2005). Although most
schools in the UK do not formally require their students
to take up work placement in a pharmacy, a large
proportion of the students generally take up pharmacyrelated jobs during their term break or holiday for a
range of reasons from gaining pharmacy experience to
financial motivation (Brown et al., 2005). It is
interesting to note that the rate of pay was becoming an
increasing influence in their choice of placements
through the stages of the course (Brown et al., 2005).
Most vacation placement schemes in the UK are paid
and structured with specific learning objectives (Brown
et al., 2005; Joshua & Fleming, 2002; Rees et al., 1996;
Rees et al., 1998).
Since the start of the undergraduate Master of
Pharmacy course at the University of Nottingham’s
Malaysia Campus in 2005 (Connelly, 2006), first
year students at the Malaysia Campus have been
offered informal work-based placement opportunities
in community pharmacies and hospitals during their
vacation. The school could not offer placements to
all interested students due to limited number of
available placements and restricted geographical
locations of these placements. Hence, students have
been encouraged to find their own work placements.
In Malaysia, it is generally accepted that these are
usually unpaid placements, and the duration of the
placement ranges from 1 to 8 weeks. These optional
work placements are in addition to the compulsory
visits to hospital and community pharmacies within
the formal teaching curriculum during their first year
course. Unlike in the USA or the UK, most work
placements offered in Malaysia have not been fully
developed. Many pharmacists who offered these
placements have not been formally trained to be
‘mentors,’ ‘perceptors,’ or ‘placement tutors.’ Lack
of time and funding appear to be the two main cited
reasons. Thus, the majority of the informal work
placements offered are unstructured, and little is
known about their content and quality.
Securing informal work placements is becoming
an uphill task with the rapidly increasing number of
pharmacy students in Malaysia competing for the
limited spots available, and many placement
pharmacists are reluctant to take on first year
students. A common feedback received from these
pharmacists is that the limited pharmacy knowledge
of first year students rendered it difficult for the
pharmacists to train them in many practical aspects
of the profession.
In view of these concerns, it was timely to
investigate the contributions of work-based
experiences in the early stages of undergraduate
training.
In an attempt to explore students’
perception of such informal experiential learning, we
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used a triangulation approach (Bryman, 2004) to
cross-check findings derived from both quantitative
and qualitative methodology (Deacon, Bryman, &
Fenton, 1998).
Methods
Two different approaches have been employed in
the study. First, a structured questionnaire consisting
of questions of mixed formats including closed,
open, and scaled responses was designed to assess
students’ experiences in their placements and also to
help identify suitable participants for the second part
of the study that involved a focus group discussion.
Quantitative Methodology – Structured
Questionnaire
A structured questionnaire was distributed to the
entire 2006/07 cohort of first year pharmacy students
upon completion of their placement (i.e. at the start
of their second academic year). The questionnaire
was piloted with the previous cohort (i.e. 2005/06) of
first year students and amended accordingly. For the
majority of the questions, respondents were asked to
express their views using a five-point Likert Scale
ranging from 1 (Strongly agree) to 5 (Strongly
disagree) and a limited number of questions
requiring only ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ responses. For the
open-ended questions, students were allowed to
freely respond in greater detail about tasks assigned
to them and the type of skills they had acquired
during the placement period.
Using the information obtained from the openended questions, skills and tasks recorded by the
respondents were broadly divided into themes for
data analysis. Six themes were identified, and they
were categorized based on general subject areas or
fields within the context of the pharmacy
profession/curriculum. The information gathered
from the structured questionnaire was used to
develop an appropriate discussion guide for the
second part of the study with the focus group.
Where appropriate, statistical analysis was performed
using Student’s (unpaired) t-test.
Qualitative Methodology – Focus Group
Focus groups have been commonly employed in
the research of health services, pharmacy practice, and
education (Edmund, 1999; Reddy & Moores, 2006;
Smith, 2002). A focus group is a useful tool to study
topics from the perspective of group participants to
explore their views and experiences and identify their
concerns and priorities (Smith, 2002). A focus group
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Table 1
Focus Group Participants’ Profile and Experience
Type of placement Duration Arranged by School Pharmacist spent time
(days)
teaching
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Vacational placement
is valuable

1H-S
Hospital
10
No
Yes
Neutral
2H-S
Hospital
05
Yes
Yes
Strongly agree
3H-L
Hospital
60
No
No
Strongly agree
4C-L
Community
60
No
No
Disagree
5C-S
Community
05
Yes
Yes
Agree
6C-L
Community
30
Yes
Yes
Agree
7CH-SS
Community & Hospital
3&5
0No & Yes
0No & Yes
Agree
8CH-MM
Community & Hospital
14 & 21
Yes & No
Yes & No
Strongly agree
9CH-LL
Community & Hospital
30 & 30
No & No
Yes & Yes
Agree
Each participant was assigned specific letter code to help identify his/her profile through (i) the type of placement [H represents hospital; C
represents community; CH represents community & hospital] and (ii) duration of placement [S indicates duration of ≤ 10 days; M indicates
duration between 11 and 29 days; L indicates duration ≥ 30 days]. For example, 7CH-SS identifies student no.7 who went on community and
hospital placements where he/she spent less than 10 days in each placement.

was chosen for this study instead of individual interviews
to encourage interactions amongst participants.
Interactions amongst participants may provide a stimulus
for the generation and discussion of a wider range of
issues and experiences than would arise in individual
interviews (Smith, 2002; Steward & Shamdasani, 1990).
It is not uncommon to use focus groups to obtain more
detailed data following questionnaire studies (Smith,
2002).
Potential participants for the focus group were
selected based on a set of criteria determined by the
authors using the information gathered from the structured
questionnaire, which also functioned as a ‘screener
questionnaire’ for this part of the study. The set of criteria
used was based on the notion that inclusion of participants
representing different placement experiences would form a
heterogenous group to ensure that the group represents, as
fully as possible, the differing perspectives of the
population (Bryman, 2004; Smith, 2002). A total of nine
participants were identified to form a heterogenous group
and invited to take part in a focus group study to further
discuss their experiences (see Table 1).
Prior to the start of the actual discussion, participants
were advised that the discussion would be audio-taped,
and informed consent from all participants was obtained.
An icebreaker session was introduced to relax participants
and start the flow of conversation (Edmund, 1999) before
the moderator moved the group into the main discussion.
The audio-recorded discussion was transcribed verbatim
and checked by another researcher. Themes were
identified from the transcripts and analyzed.
Results
Quantitative Methodology – Structured
Questionnaire
The response rate for the structured questionnaire
was 95.3% (n=41) out of 43 students in the 2006/07

first year cohort. Thirty-five respondents took up
hospital or/and community type placements; five
students reported participating in both types of
placements. The total placement duration ranged from
3 to 90 days with a mean of 28 days (28±22). Most of
the respondents rated their work-based learning
experience as generally positive. They rated their
experience on 1 (strongly agree i.e. high rating) to 5
(strongly disagree i.e. low rating) Likert Scales
regarding: their relationships with other staff members
(1.66±0.59), whom they learnt most from
(pharmacist=2.45±0.98 or other staff = 2.20±0.83), if
other course-mates should also go for such work-based
learning (1.46±0.56), the value of placement in aiding
their learning (1.54±0.74), whether it was a waste of
time (4.4±0.65) and if the placement should be made
compulsory for all year one students (1.89±0.90).
We were interested to know if type of placements
and how the placements were arranged had any
influence on students’ experience (see Table 2). When
we compared the ratings between students who went to
the hospital and community pharmacy, we found
significant differences for two items: (4) other coursemates should go for such work experience (hospital =
1.28±0.57, community = 1.65±0.49; p = 0.049) and (6)
the placement was a waste of time (hospital = 4.61±0.5,
community = 4.18±0.73; p = 0.047). It appears that
students who went on hospital placements had a more
positive view of their experience. Although the
differences found were statistically significant, it is
imperative for us to take note that the actual scores
between the two groups are very close. Both groups of
students gave a very high score (i.e. < 2) to the
statement that their course-mates should go for such
work experience and a low rating (i.e. > 4) that the
placement was a waste of time. The mean duration of
placement at the community pharmacy appeared to be
longer (34±24 days) than at the hospital (26±21 days),
but it is not statistically different (see Table 2).
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Table 2
Pharmacy Placement Details and Students’
Rating of the Informal Work-based Learning Experiences.
Hospital
Community
School arranged
(n=18)
(n=17)
(n=20)
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Self arranged
(n=15)

Duration (days)
26±21
34±24
21±16*
0000042±23
1.Good relationship with other staff
1.72±0.67
1.59±0.51
1.7±0.66
01.6±0.52
2.Learnt most from pharmacist
2.28±0.89
2.65±1.06
2.2±0.95
02.8±0.94
3.Learnt most from other members of staff (incl.
2.28±0.83
2.12±0.86
2.45±0.89*
1.87±0.64
technicians, other trainees)
4.Other course-mates should go for such work
01.28±0.57#
1.65±0.49
1.4±0.5
1.53±0.52
experience
5.The placement is valuable in aiding my learning
0001.39±0.7
1.71±0.77
001.3±0.47*
1.87±0.92
6.The placement was a waste time
4.61±0.5#
4.18±0.73
4.45±0.69
4.33±0.62
7.Supplemental work placement should be made
0002±1.03
1.76±0.75
1.95±0.89
01.8±0.94
compulsory for all year one students
Analyses were carried out to compare the experience of students who went took up (1) hospital and community pharmacy, and (2) school and
self-arranged placements. All data are represented as mean± standard deviation where 1=Strongly agree to 5=Strongly disagree. # indicates p <
0.05 when compared students’ ratings between hospital and community placements; * indicates p < 0.05 when compared students’ rating between
school and self-arranged placements.

On the other hand, students who arranged their
own work experience spent twice the length of time
(41±23 days) compared to their course-mates who
participated in the school arranged placements (21±16
days; p = 0.002). A larger proportion of students who
took up school arranged placement (85%) stated that
the pharmacists whom they worked with spent time
teaching them when compared to those who arranged
their own placements (60%). It is not surprising to find
that the latter group of students gave a higher score on
learning most from other members of staff (school =
2.45±0.89 vs self = 1.87±0.64; p = 0.038). Another
significant difference found was that students who
participated in school arranged work experience gave a
higher rating on the value of placement in aiding their
learning (school = 1.3±0.47 vs self = 1.87±0.92; p =
0.023). These findings imply that respondents who
participated in school arranged placements have a more
optimistic outlook on their experience. Although the
difference found is statistically significant, both groups
of students actually gave a positive response on the
value of the work experience in helping their learning.
Nine out of 35 respondents indicated that the
pharmacists with whom they worked did not spend
sufficient time teaching and explaining to them. As
we were keen to explore the shortcomings of such
informal work-based learning, the profiles and
experience of these nine respondents were analyzed.
All of the nine students stated that they learned most
from other members of staff and pre-registration
trainees
(1.78±0.67) instead
of
pharmacists
(3.44±0.53). Three students went on school-arranged
placements (hospital = 1 and community = 2), while
the other six students had arranged their own
placements (hospital = 4 and community = 2). All
agreed that their other course-mates should go for
such placement (1.67±0.5), and none of them felt that
the placement was a waste of time (4±0.71). All

respondents gave a high rating that the placement
should be made compulsory for all year one students
(1.78±0.67), and all but one student agreed that the
placement experience was valuable in helping their
learning (2±1). We invited the student who had rated
negatively on the value of the placement to participate
in the focus group to further investigate her experience
(see participant 4C-L).
For the open-ended questions, competences that are
associated with supply of medicine (e.g. prescription,
dispensing, dose calculation, packing and labeling)
were the most frequently recorded by students (39
occurrences) as skills that they acquired during the
placement, independent of the type of placement. This
was followed by skills that are linked to communication
and interpersonal skills (32 occurrences) including
counseling, communication, and interaction with
patients. On tasks assigned to these students, activities
related to supply of medicines were the most commonly
recorded (35 occurrences), where packing of drugs (20
occurrences) topped the list. In general, students who
went for either hospital or community placements
acquired similar sets of skills such as communication,
supply of medicine, and basic knowledge on medicines.
It is interesting to note that 13 out of 19 students who
spent time at the community pharmacies were given
responsibilities that were related to the business aspects
such as pricing, sales of medicines, and dealing with
cash registers, where none of the hospital placement
students had any such exposures. On the contrary,
hospital placement based students noted down different
sets of skills and tasks including inpatients supply of
medicine, cytotoxic drug preparation, extemporaneous
preparation, therapeutic drug monitoring, and total
parenteral nutrition. Students who took up school
arranged placements have recorded similar
experience as those who arranged their own
placements (data not shown).
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Table 3
Representative Comments from the Focus Group
Participants on Themes Related to Personal and Transferable Skills
Ability to handle difficult/challenging situations (7 occurrences)
“I find it quite difficult as well because some of the patients they might be a bit old and they don’t know how to describe and some
patients might not be able to talk at all.” (2H-S)
“It is very stressful cause every time you pick the wrong drug then you get into trouble…….there is a lot of stress during busy hours.”
(8CH-MM)

Professionalism and people skills (8 occurrences)
“I have to learn to be humble because they (pharmacy technician) work longer than you and they know more things about the drugs and
stuff so you learned to be nice.”( 8CH-MM)
“Some customers are quite rude which you really have to be very very patience to them even though you were annoyed by them. And
politeness I learned.” (4C-L)

Teamwork and communication (9 occurrences)
“Interact with your colleagues during lunch time and during work itself and how you split your task.” (9CH-LL)
“We also can help to interpretation to the patients because most of the patients do not know how to speak proper Malay.” “….practised
your communication skills how to persuade your customer to belief in you to trust you.” (7CH-SS)

Taking responsibilities, confidence and independence (8 occurrences)
“I get to do the glucose test on people I am afraid of blood and to poke people is a bit difficult for me.” (8CH-MM)
“I learned to live independently because the working place is very far from my home.” (3H-L)
“I am the one responsible to pack all the drugs.” (6C-L)

Qualitative Methodology – Focus Group
Findings from the focus group (nine participants;
see Table 1) have been categorized into three broad
areas: work placement experience; relevance of
experience and pharmacy course content; and views on
the supplemental work placement. Each broad category
is presented separately below. It is noted that factors
such as duration, type (hospital or community), or how
the placements were arranged did not have any bearing
on the experience shared by these students with the
exception of specific skills set in different pharmacy
specialty.
Work placement experience. Four main themes
identified from within this category included (a)
understanding a pharmacist’s role; (b) interprofessional issues; (c) personal and transferable skills;
and (d) other ‘unexpected’ experiences.
Some
statements from the interviews were included to
illustrate the points discussed (code in parenthesis
represents individual student).
Understanding the pharmacist’s role and
responsibilities. The general consensus was that the
placement experience enabled students to better
understand the role and responsibilities of a pharmacist
either in the hospital or community pharmacy. About
half of the students also identified that such insight
would help them decide future placement or possible
career choice.
For me I think summer placement is good because
you get hands on experience and how really a
pharmacist works in hospital. It will let you decide
whether you want to work in hospital after you
graduate. (1H-S)

You get to see the overall management of a
pharmacy. She will teach you what they do, how
they run the pharmacy. (8CH-MM)
Inter-professional issues. All participants talked
about their interactions with their colleagues and other
professionals. Many of them acknowledged that they
learned most from the pharmacy technicians, preregistration pharmacists or other members of staff (7
occurrences). A small number of these students spoke
about their interactions and perceptions of doctors,
which unfortunately were mostly discouraging. These
include difficulties in reading prescriptions due to
illegible writing (3 occurrences) and unapproachable
attitudes of doctors (3 occurrences):
If you want to call doctor also I heard from the
technicians that they will scold you if you disagree
with their writing or if you want to ask something
sometimes they will scold you. Some of their
writing is also very difficult to read so you get to
learn how to read doctor's writing. (8CH-MM)
However, a positive remark on the doctorpharmacist working relationship was also made: “Some
of the doctors just called and asked the pharmacist.”
(3H-L)
Personal and transferable skills. There were
several instances where participants claimed to have
learned useful skills from their work experiences. The
majority of these students talked about their newly
acquired skills in the working environment such as
taking responsibility, independence, professionalism,
coping with stress, and the ability to handle
difficult/challenging situations.
Participants also
discussed the opportunities that they had to improve
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their communication, teamwork and people skills.
Table 3 lists the personal and other transferable skills
and excerpts of the discussion.
When probed by the moderator on dealing with
difficult or challenging situations, five participants
openly shared the experiences they encountered during
the placement. One talked about an incident where she
realized the importance of providing an appropriate
patient privacy area within the pharmacy, whilst two
other participants mentioned the work relationships
with senior colleagues and superiors. One student
recounted her experience of handling a near miss scam
and detailed how she and her colleagues managed the
situation in a professional manner. These real life
encounters not only enriched their life experiences but
also helped their character building. It should be noted
that such unique experiences could not be learned
within the academic setting and as such may inculcate
self confidence in these students to work in a better way
once they return to the academic setting.
The community pharmacy there have to be really
alert because there was this man who came in and
he took a lot of stuff. He gave the credit card and
because I was not very alert then swipe but my
friend was like this one not swipe but have to put
into the chip. She will help to type but then
superthin then she was like something wrong….
Actually it was quite scary if their credit card is a
fraud thing. (9CH-LL)
Other ‘unexpected’ experience. All focus
group participants mentioned some aspects of what
they perceived as ‘less than perfect’ during their
placement experience. Several participants stated
that they were bored at some point of the placement
duration. Amongst the common complaints were
repetitive chores, mundane errands, and lack of
engagement. Another disappointment voiced by a
minority of the participants was they had insufficient
‘learning’ time with the pharmacists.
Relevance of placement learning and
pharmacy
course
content.
Extemporaneous
preparations taught in the first year curriculum were
mentioned as useful to those who went to a hospital
placement.
Students also had opportunities to
practice professional skills such as taking patient
medical histories and asking appropriate questions
when responding to symptoms. Another recurrent
learning theme was familiarization with drug names
that students have learned in pharmacology and
microbiology modules in years one and two. The
inference from the discussion was that there is some
but limited relevance on placement to the type of
learning and to the pharmacy course content in years
one and two.
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The pharmaceutics sessions like preparing the drug
extemporaneous very helpful because in the
hospital setting you prepare some drugs also like
pestle mortar. ……… When you look back at all
the drug names you see some familiar ones. The
community pharmacy also very good exposure for
year 2. ……she taught me more on year 2 studies
like responding to symptoms. (8CH-MM)
During filling I learned about those drugs which
are familiar during the pharmacology course such
as the cardiovascular drugs and those familiar
drugs that I learned in first year some of the
antibiotic eye drops and stuff like that which I have
learned this year and also I learned how to ask for
patient medical history. (2H-S)
Perceptions on supplemental work placement.
All but one (participant 4C-L) of the participants would
still want to take up field placement as they believed the
placement was beneficial and valuable to them. Upon
reflection, a few participants recognized that the
placement experience could be further enriched if they
took charge of their own learning (5 occurrences).
I could have done more self-learning rather than
people feeding information then would have helped
more in my study. (9CH-LL)
You have to be initiative if you want to know
more. (7CH-SS)
The only student (the same student who had rated
negatively on the value of placement in aiding her
learning in the structured questionnaire) who would not
take up the summer placement felt that the experience
had not benefited her studies as she did not learn
directly from the pharmacist in areas related to
pharmacy subjects. However, it was interesting to note
that this student shared how she picked up some useful
transferable skills from the pharmacist she worked with.
In addition, she talked about the opportunities she had
to practice her communication and questioning skills
when approached by patients for medication advice or
requests. In such instances, she clearly acknowledged
that those experiences could have helped her in her
upcoming examination. Thus it appeared that this
student did benefit from her placement experience, and
her denial could be due to having too high expectations.
Responding to symptoms I did know like some
basic questions you have to ask when patient is
approaching you like the drug is given to who and
that kind of basic questions. It helped me maybe
in the coming oral responding to symptoms test.
(4C-L)
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Three students who went for both community and
hospital placements during the same summer vacation
unanimously agreed that it was a good decision to have
gone for both placements, as the experience had helped
them to make informed decisions on future types of
placement or possible career choices.
I also think it is good to do both so you can
compare because of different experience …….
Also help you to decide which one you prefer.
(8CH-MM)
If you work too long in one area you will get kind
of bored for the first year students. ……Because
from your first year experience then you will know
which one you would want to spend more time in
your 2nd year, 3rd year, 4th year. (9CH-LL)
The general consensus amongst the participants
was that the summer placement was both beneficial and
valuable. The majority of the students did not think the
supplemental work placement should be made
compulsory, but all agreed that some sort of a preset
learning objectives guide would be beneficial.
I think it would be better we would be able to learn
more because we know what we are supposed to
find out and stuff like that. If you were to just ask
to go there and don’t know anything don’t know
what you are supposed to find out it would be quite
a blurr case. (2H-S)
The pharmacist maybe should give the student
some task or give them a role what they should do
during the placement they can learn more maybe
more efficiently. (7CH-SS)
Discussion
Findings from the structured questionnaire suggest
that most respondents have a positive experience in
their work placement. They have had a good working
relationship with other colleagues, rated highly on the
value of the work experience, and encouraged their
peers to participate in such work placements. No
student has indicated that the work experience was a
waste of time (only three marked ‘neutral’ for this
question). However, respondents appeared to be less
certain about whom they learned most from during the
duration of the placement, where a number of students
revealed they had insufficient time with the
pharmacists. Lefevre (2005) highlighted the influence
of mentor and student on the quality of the practice
learning experience. Eraut (2004) added that one of the
challenges in experiential learning is that workplace
environments are rarely structured with learning in
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mind. One interesting point that emerged from the
focus group discussion was how, on reflection, the
participants recognized the importance of “selflearning” and taking initiative to aid their own learning.
Such comments demonstrate how the placement
experience may have facilitated participants’ growth as
a life-long learner.
It appears that students who went to hospital
placements have a more optimistic perspective of their
experience compared to those who were attached to
community pharmacies. However, all students obtained
similar experiences and learning opportunities in
general areas such as supply of medicine,
communication, and inter-personal skills.
It is
inevitable that students from each pharmacy specialty
area would have recorded different pharmacy-specific
sets of skills. For example, skills and knowledge
related to business and health promotion were
experienced only by students who took up community
pharmacy placements, whilst those who went to
hospital pharmacies learned to prepare cytotoxic drugs
(for
cancer
chemotherapy),
extemporaneous
formulations, and total parenteral nutrition.
More importantly, there is strong evidence of these
students acquiring a range of transferable skills such as
people skills, taking responsibilities, communication,
and professionalism. These transferable skills are
considered generic competences that have been
reported by most undergraduate students who went for
any form of work experience regardless of their field of
study (Case & Jawitz, 2004; O’Hare & McGuinness,
2004; Reddy & Hill, 2002; Rees at el., 1998). Clouder
(2009) highlighted the importance of taking
responsibilities for a workload as part of learner’s
developing role as a health professional. Parkhurst
(1994) adjoined that the ability of pharmacists to
communicate effectively is becoming increasingly
important as they continue to take on more roles as the
pharmaceutical care provider. McDermott et al. (1995)
found that ‘communication skills’ and ‘counseling
patients to maximize their drug therapy outcomes’ were
ranked by pharmacists as the two most important health
care issues a pharmacist in a community pharmacy
should address in the 21st century. Thus, the evidence
of the acquisition of such skills among the students of
this study is indeed encouraging. Several of the
interviewed students openly shared their experiences in
dealing with challenging situations during the
placement. Such ‘real life’ encounters would help in
their character building and possibly instill selfconfidence in these students, which may help them
when they return to their academic environment. As
pointed out by Joshua & Fleming (2002) and Rees et al.
(1998), all these personal and transferable skills could
not be effectively taught and learned in the academic
environment, and these skills are becoming more
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important as many employers are seeking potential
employees with both necessary technical skills and
transferable skills (Harvey, 2003).
The participants have also affirmed that
supplemental work-based placement has helped them
understand the roles and responsibilities of pharmacists,
which they believed would help them decide on their
future type of placement or even career choice. Thus, it
is evident that their work-based experiences have
created opportunities for these students to learn and
acquire a range of technical and transferable skills.
These findings point to the success of this program and
suggest that it should continue and possibly extend to
other contexts, too.
School arranged placements were found to be
generally shorter in duration compared to placements
arranged by the students. A larger proportion of students
from the former group indicated that they learned from
placement pharmacists, and they rated highly the value
of the placement in aiding their learning when compared
to the latter group. There is no difference in the general
learning outcome gained by both groups of students, but
students who went on school arranged placements
reported to have a more positive learning experience.
Thus, the finding implies that a longer duration of
placement is not necessarily linked to a more ‘positive’
learning experience. This finding has positive
implications, as it is easier to fit shorter placements into
the university curriculum.
‘Negative’ evaluations of experiential learning have
rarely been reported (Auburn, 2007).
Lack of
engagement and limited learning opportunities from
pharmacists were the two main undesirable aspects of the
work experience discussed by the students interviewed.
On reflection, some of the students identified a lack of
self-motivation to take charge of their own learning as a
factor contributing to a ‘negative’ experience, which
suggests that they are not blameless. In addition, they
agreed that the use of some form of checklist or learning
objectives could assist their learning. Giving more
responsibilities to these students may be an effective
measure to overcome some of the limitations of this
informal and unstructured work experience. Students
seeking to take on responsibility illustrated their
enthusiasm to learn and develop their professional skills.
As Clouder (2009) posited, students may perceive being
given limited responsibilities as a lack of support from
their mentor, and the effect on them is a feeling of
disempowerment. However, the negative evaluation can
be viewed from a totally different perspective. It can be
seen as showing the reliability of the data collected since
it allows the presupposition that if the students’ criticisms
of the program were genuine, then their support would be
genuine too.
Inter-professional issues were also raised by several
of the interviewed students. It is heartening to learn that
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the students appreciated the importance of maintaining
good working relationships with other pharmacy staff
and technicians, as they are also part of the multiprofessional team within the health care settings.
Mulholland et al. (2005) found learners demonstrate
signs of a strong willingness to engage in interprofessional learning, too.
Unfortunately, poor
impressions and negative encounters with doctors were
also highlighted.
Multi-professional teaching and
learning has been recognized as an important part of
pharmacy education. Only six out of sixteen surveyed
schools in the UK were able to offer some form of multiprofessional learning with students from other health care
professions (Wilson et al., 2005), but efforts are being
put forward in the right direction (Lakhani & Anderson,
2008; Owens & Gibbs, 2001). This problem is not
limited to pharmacy, as the literature demonstrates that a
major hurdle in implementing inter-professional learning
is the formidable practical and organizational obstacles in
finding and accessing these collaborative practice
placements (Mulholland et al., 2005).
Conclusion
Findings from the study support the benefits of
supplemental in-the-field work experiences for
undergraduate students in the early stages of their
education and training, despite some of these placements
being unstructured. It clearly shows that the program has
managed to develop both technical and transferable skills
among these students. These skills will contribute to
their academic development and will go a long way
towards preparing them for future work environments
and the job market. Some of the shortcomings discussed
by the students could be alleviated through the use of
learning objectives and assigning specific tasks or roles
to the students at the workplace, as being given
responsibilities is empowering. Mentor and learner
relationships and contact time seem to influence the
quality of the practice learning experience. Students
have recorded a range of subject based competences and
personal/social skills that could not be effectively taught
or acquired within the academic setting. The current
study is reporting on the experiences and perceptions of
only pharmacy students. It would be interesting to find
out through further studies whether the generic
contributions and benefits found in this study can be
extrapolated to other institutions and other fields of
study, too.
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The Challenges of Teaching Qualitative Coding:
Can a Learning Object Help?
Mary-Beth Raddon, Rebecca Raby, and Erin Sharpe
Brock University
Challenged by some of the inherent difficulties in teaching qualitative data analysis, three instructors
created an interactive digital learning object entitled “Sleuthing the Layered Text: Investigating
Coding.” In this paper we assess the effectiveness of that learning object as a tool for teaching
qualitative coding. On the face of it, learning objects—a form of instructional technology that has
been criticized for tending to be objectivist and content-driven—would appear to be ill-suited for
teaching qualitative analysis, an open-ended, interpretive and subjective process. However, based on
student evaluations from two very different undergraduate courses, we found that the learning object
did prove to be an effective medium for teaching coding. We attribute this success to its design,
which incorporates best practices of classroom instructors, and also to the integration of the learning
object into our courses. Nevertheless, student feedback cautions us that the learning object is not a
technological fix. The degree to which students valued the learning object over other methods of
instruction was moderate, and some were leery about this form of digital technology substituting for
classroom teaching, even though this was not our intention.

Qualitative data analysis is notoriously difficult to
teach and made even more difficult when taught in the
learning
environment
of
large,
lecture-style
undergraduate courses (Clark & Lang, 2002; Stalp &
Grant, 2001). Conscious of this, three researchers who
have all taught qualitative methods in various
contexts—introductory methods courses, upper-year
substantive courses and supervision—came together in
response to a call for proposals for digital learning
resources. We were looking for more effective ways to
teach qualitative coding at all levels of undergraduate
instruction, including large classes. The outcome of our
collaboration was “Sleuthing the Layered Text:
Investigating Coding,” a unique interactive learning
object.
Learning objects (LOs) are web-based instructional
modules organized around specific learning objectives.
Thus their purpose is to create self-contained, selfexplanatory
“virtual
learning
environments”
(MacDonald et al., 2005, p. 81). Their design may
incorporate various media including text, graphics,
animation, audio and video, and any number of
instructional elements such as tutorials, simulations,
exercises, games, glossaries and quizzes. LOs are
thought to enhance learning by being “engaging,
interactive and fun” (MacDonald et al., p. 81). As webbased resources they are accessible at any time and can
be used simultaneously by any number of learners.
They are flexible, also, in allowing learners to navigate
the content and activities at their own pace according to
their learning needs.
In many cases, learning objects provide instruction
on a clearly-defined subject matter or technique;
however, in creating ours, we set out to impart a
complex skill—that of taking loosely organized textual
data from interview transcripts or field notes and,

through qualitative coding and analysis, deriving wellsubstantiated sociological argument. In “Sleuthing the
Layered Text,” we likened qualitative coding to
detective work; in this paper we make the LO itself the
object of investigation as we evaluate its effectiveness
in helping us teach coding.
The Challenges of Teaching Qualitative Coding in
Undergraduate Classes
The challenges we faced as teachers of qualitative
research to undergraduate students provided the
impetus for us to create the LO. Four types of
pedagogical challenges in particular brought us
together, all of which relate to the complexity of
qualitative methods and their unfamiliarity to many of
our students who are better acquainted with quantitative
methods. The first and perhaps the most basic
pedagogical challenge is responding to the feelings of
uncertainty and anxiety many students experience
during the initial stages of coding about what the
outcome of their analysis will be (Hein, 2004).
Uncertainty is in the nature of qualitative coding. The
process almost always delivers fresh insights, but
researchers are rewarded only after an indeterminate
period of slogging through data. This slogging typically
unfolds slowly and iteratively, and sometimes it takes
researchers down dead end paths. Just as some
seasoned qualitative researchers admit to feeling
daunted as they begin qualitative data analysis, students
who are yet to experience ‘ah-ha’s’ from this process
are all the more likely to feel trepidation when first
learning to code (Clark & Lang, 2002; Connolly, 2003).
Our challenge as instructors is to impart confidence in
the process without minimizing the intellectual work
involved.
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A second set of pedagogical challenges relates to
the readiness of our undergraduate students to embark
on qualitative coding. Most students show up in our
courses with an engrained sense of research as
hypothesis testing. By the time they are asked to
perform qualitative data analysis, most have already
taken or are concurrently enrolled in a course in
statistics. Their experience of research has entailed the
progressive mastery of a set of standardized
techniques that produce a single correct answer. As
they are introduced to qualitative methods, they learn
that the unitary epistemological framework of
positivism, on which they may have relied in other
courses, does not always hold sway in this research
context. Epistemological debates abound in qualitative
research, and to compound this complexity, the
criteria for authorizing research findings as valid and
reliable are also debated. As Hein (2004, p. 27)
comments, the struggles of his graduate-level students
to understand the diversity of approaches to
qualitative inquiry are linked to their prior training in
the quantitative research paradigm “and its criteria for
evaluating research. These beliefs in quantitative
research are often so ingrained that students are
unaware of just how deeply they are held.” While
methods courses and textbooks address key
differences between qualitative and quantitative
research paradigms, it is in the actual hands-on
practice of qualitative analysis that students often
struggle the most to grasp this new way of thinking
about research (Raddon, Nault, & Scott, 2008).
The interpretive and subjective nature of coding
introduces a third pedagogical challenge because it
means that coding must be guided by a researcher’s
theoretical understandings and research questions.
While there are a number of philosophies to coding,
the general pattern requires that researchers read
through a transcript multiple times, with each pass
through the data taking the researcher into more
abstract observations. One common way to approach
this procedure is to distinguish descriptive, open, lowinference, or manifest codes from abstract, focused,
axial, high-inference, or latent codes. Ultimately these
focused codes lead to the development of over-arching
themes. Sometimes researchers approach a data set
with ‘sensitizing concepts,’ which are interpretive
devices that help bridge the gap between evidence and
theory, that is, between the concrete data and the more
abstract, conceptual framework that emerges from the
analysis (Bowen, 2006). Students who are still gaining
a conceptual vocabulary and familiarity with social
science debates will have a smaller repertoire of
sensitizing concepts to use as starting points for
qualitative analysis (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, p. 140).
Also, because of a lack of exposure to theoretical
thinking, some students have difficulty grasping the
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distinction between a descriptive code and an abstract
one (Blank, 2004). In the same way, when students
move between concrete and abstract levels of analysis,
they may have difficulty explaining their inferences.
They may fear they are being too subjective in their
interpretations, or they may be troubled by the
multiple possibilities of coding. So, to teach coding is
to teach theoretical thinking as well as the ability to
handle complexity and ambiguity (Hein, 2004;
Hopkinson & Hogg, 2004).
Imparting confidence and a certain degree of
independence is important, too, since even
procedurally there is no single way to code (Esterberg,
2002). Ideally we would want students to feel free to
practice a variety of techniques. However, instructors
are often faced with a dilemma; as soon as they model
one coding technique, this is the one the students
emulate. So, the pedagogical challenge of coding is to
convey to students not only that there is not ‘one
answer’ that they must discover but also that there is
not ‘one procedure’ to arrive at that answer.
While we hope that our students will be excited
by the creativity of coding, the reality that we have
experienced is that they need encouragement to endure
the meticulous work and intellectual risk-taking that
coding requires. They also need many opportunities
for hands-on practice, to learn from others, and to
receive feedback and direction. Indeed, this is how
many of us have learned—as graduate students
working with our own data with the support of
supervisors, or by apprenticeship through working as
research assistants on the projects of more senior
researchers (Breuer & Schreier, 2007).
Limitations of Available Resources and Strategies
In developing strategies to address these
challenges, the resources at our disposal frequently
provide a limited form of help. For instance, the
substantive qualitative research articles that we give
students to read are of limited value in teaching
qualitative coding because researchers seldom publish
their data or write in detail about the process of data
analysis (Barrett, 2007). While qualitative methods
textbooks are widely available, we noted that these
books emphasize qualitative research design and data
collection much more than they do qualitative data
analysis. To confirm this impression, we took a
convenience sample of 10 qualitative methods
textbooks that at least one of us has used in our
teaching or as a reference book. We found that among
all 10 books, a total of only 52 pages, or 2 percent,
were dedicated to qualitative coding. A larger
proportion of the books was dedicated to qualitative
data analysis, but even this amounted to only 13
percent of the books’ total page count (see Table 1).
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Table 1
Coverage of Coding in Qualitative Methods Textbooks
Total pages
Analysis pp

Berg (2007)
366
Bogdan & Knopp Biklen (2003)
235
Creswell (1998)
229
Esterberg (2002)
256
Glesne (2006)
220
Kirby, Greaves & Reid (2006)
257
Maykut & Morehouse (1994)
163
Schram (2003)
134
Shank (2002)
208
Warren & Karner (2007)
294
Total page count:
2362
Total page count dedicated to analysis: 301 (13% of total pages)
Total page count dedicated to coding: 52 (17% of analysis and 2% of total pages)

Before beginning work on the LO, we also
considered using qualitative data analysis software for
teaching coding. However, we doubted that the tutorials
distributed by software companies could teach coding
as both an analytical and a creative process, considering
that, as Johnston (2006) points out, such tutorials are
“specifically designed to teach software processes, not
qualitative research methods per se” (p. 386). After
looking at demonstration versions of two software
packages, we concluded that they tend to give an
impression of coding as a mechanical, linear, and
algorithmic operation, whereas we wanted to convey
that coding can be an open-ended activity for seeing
meaning in data and something that may be done
without specialized software.
And so this is how we came to the project of
creating our learning object. With a desire to teach
coding experientially at the undergraduate level but
faced with the difficulty of apprenticing an entire
class or even managing students’ anxieties, we were
looking for new pedagogical strategies and teaching
tools to incorporate into our courses. But why create
a learning object, what would it look like, and how
effective could it be in helping us teach coding,
given the challenges we have identified? We answer
these questions in the following sections with a
review of the literature on learning objects and on
classroom-based strategies for teaching coding. We
then describe the learning object we developed and
present the results of quantitative and qualitative
student evaluations of its learning value and
functionality. These evaluations help us answer the
following:
1.
2.
3.

Did students learn what we hoped they
would learn about qualitative coding by
using the learning object?
Did students find value in the learning
object as a teaching tool?
Was the learning object a useful medium for
teaching students about qualitative coding?

36
37
25
47
25
35
45
00
19
32
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Coding pp
11
05
3.5
05
04
10
05
00
5.5
03

Can a Learning Object Help?
An integral aspect of the concept of LOs that
appealed to us is their reusability (Barritt & Alderman,
2004; D. A. Wiley, 2000). Their on-line storage makes
them retrievable for use with successive groups of
learners in the same course, and their focus on discrete
learning objectives makes them resources for use in
different courses in which those learning objectives are
relevant, such as our qualitative research methods
courses and subject-area courses requiring qualitative
analysis located in different departments and
disciplines. To facilitate reuse, each LO is encoded with
information about its characteristics (title, author,
format, and so on). International standards prescribe the
categories for this descriptive information, known as
“metadata,” to ensure that LOs may be identified
through searches of on-line repositories. Once located,
LOs may be made available to learners through course
management system software such as Blackboard,
WebCT, and Sakai.
The potential utility of LOs in multiple educational
and training contexts has generated a sizable industry
around their creation and reuse, along with a
burgeoning literature, mostly technical and promotional
in orientation. Most champions of instructional
technology tout LOs as cost-effective vehicles for
creative and effective learning (see Bennett & McGee,
2005), but a handful of authors resist the notion that
LOs can be a technological fix for the pedagogical
challenges of higher education and the fiscal constraints
of academic institutions. These critics raise a number of
points, ranging from concerns deriving from the
funding of LOs by the US Department of Defense for
the purpose of ‘anytime/anywhere’ military training, to
doubts that LOs will meet the promise of reusability
(Friesen, 2004; Parish, 2004). While we shared many of
these concerns at the outset of this project, within this
paper our focus is on the suitability of LOs for the
challenges of teaching qualitative analysis. We were
drawn to the concept of an LO but had to ask, is there
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anything inherent in the LO model that would limit
their effectiveness for teaching qualitative coding?
This question arose for us out of skepticism
triggered initially by the very term ‘learning object,’
which, as we later learned, originated in a specialized
area of software programming that involves
generating standardized code to be borrowed by
other programmers. Debate about the appropriate
name for and definition of LOs suffuses the
literature. We would agree with Ip, Morrison, and
Currie (2001) and Friesen (2004) that the reference
to object-oriented software design in the term
‘learning object’ is meaningless to educators and
reveals the dominance of technologists in the
propagation of the concept. More troublesome for us,
the word ‘object’ in learning object connotes an
objectivist orientation to knowledge and learning. As
Parish (2004) argues, describing representations of
knowledge as objects “inclines people to believe that
knowledge itself is objective, rather than subjective,
tacit, and dynamic” (p. 59). Of course, an objectivist
understanding of knowledge is a cornerstone of the
positivist paradigm that tends to dominate our
students’ ways of thinking (Hein, 2004). As
qualitative methods instructors, this is the kind of
default assumption that we are attempting to shift to
make space for alternative conceptions.
We had some initial worries, too, that creating a
learning object could be an exercise in packaging the
complexities of coding into an overly simplified
consumable experience for our students. The critics
have pointed out that an excessive focus on
delivering content and a tendency toward abstraction
from context have made the majority of LOs
reductionistic, didactic instruments that perform little
more than “information shoveling” (Ip et al., 2001;
Parish, 2004; D. Wiley et al., 2004). As these
commentators caution, LOs are more often conceived
as “content chunks or information containers” than
as resources for use in active learning contexts (D.
Wiley et al.).
In the end we were not deterred by the term
‘learning object,’ and we were reassured by the
instructional technologist at our institution (whose
job it was to promote LOs to faculty and to support
us with his technical design expertise) that the format
was amenable to the kind of contextualized,
interactive learning situation we were hoping to
create. Nonetheless, the unusual nature of our
learning object, because of its focus on teaching
analytic skills rather than conveying specific content,
sometimes offered new challenges to the
technological support team that built it. We insisted
on a complex design, knowing that the success of our
project would depend on how well the LO could
approximate the best elements of classroom teaching.
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Classroom-based Strategies for Teaching
Qualitative Coding
Although the pedagogical literature seems to lack
well-documented strategies for teaching and modeling
qualitative coding, we were able to identify five articles
by both graduate and undergraduate instructors who
teach coding as the fundamental process in qualitative
data analysis and who present clear strategies to address
a range of the challenges to coding. These documented
strategies are all classroom based, as distinct from
digital, and they suggested to us a set of best-practices
which we attempted to incorporate into the design of
the LO.
Most significantly, all five articles address the
challenge of demonstrating that coding may result in
multiple interpretations of the data. These instructors
did so mainly by leading students through an exercise
of coding a common text or textual data set and then
using class discussion, often in conjunction with small
group work, in order to allow students to articulate and
compare their interpretations. Instructors were creative
in how they identified or generated these shared texts.
In Roger Clark’s undergraduate methods course, for
example, the data set consisted of students’ written
commentaries about an image of Sojourner Truth
(Clark & Lang, 2002). All the student commentaries
were collated anonymously and distributed to the class
for coding.
Instructors tended to use a combination of
independent activity, small group work, and larger
discussion formats so that students could compare and
reflect upon their choices and brainstorm new ideas
together. As a result of the group discussion in Clark’s
classes, for example, students became aware that “their
decisions represented only a few out of an infinite
variety that could have been made” (p. 352). Similarly,
group work turned out to be the key experiential
process in a coding workshop led by Philip Burnard
because students discovered that the coding categories
they had identified individually differed from those of
their peers. Burnard writes, “Learning [coding] as a
group reinforces the subjective nature of qualitative
data analysis… There is rarely one right way to analyze
textual data, unless a very mechanical form of content
analysis is used in which words and phrases are
counted” (p. 281). Accordingly, we aimed to design our
LO so that it could support a variety of learning
situations, especially group discussions where students
compared their coding results.
All five of the instructors whose exercises we
reviewed also sought to help students make stronger
connections between theory and data. In Stalp and
Grant’s (2001) undergraduate course on field methods,
for example, students were asked to apply a previously
developed coding scheme (set of analytical categories)
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to a set of personal ads that had been distributed to each
student. In discussion of the exercise, students learned that
they had to provide a theoretical rationale for their
classification choices. Similarly, we designed our LO to
model how researchers engage in a dialogue of theory and
data, and to give students practice in doing the same.
Another commonality among the exercises that we
sought to emulate in the LO was their reinforcement that
coding is a multi-stage process. In three of the courses that
were reported on, students first generated a coding scheme
from close examination of the data set and then in the next
stage practiced applying the scheme to the data. Philip
Burnard’s postgraduate nursing students, for example, first
worked in pairs to code a common 3 to 4 page interview
transcript. Then as a class they discussed the various
outcomes before agreeing upon a common coding scheme.
The final stage of the exercise was to apply this coding
scheme to the same text by marking up the transcript with
coloured pens (Burnard, 1996). A sociology graduate
course taught by Grant Blank followed a broadly similar
process but required students to work independently on a
more rigorous set of exercises with a larger data set
(Blank, 2004).
In these exercises, as in our LO, instructors created
opportunities for hands-on practice in order to teach the
core lesson that “in qualitative analysis, phenomenon are
not always clearly bounded and classifiable into mutually
exclusive categories in the manner presumed in many
quantitative approaches. Rather, phenomena can be multilayered and have variable meanings” (Stalp & Grant,
2001, p. 211). What seems to be lacking in four of the five
exercises, however, is a way to convey to students the
diversity of methodological and theoretical perspectives
that inform researchers’ approaches to qualitative data
analysis.
Only one course, a small, upper year undergraduate
course reported on by Karen Harlos and her colleagues,
provides an instructional format that fills this gap (Harlos,
Mallon, Stablein, & Jones, 2003). Harlos invited a panel of
three guest researchers to each model a distinct
epistemological approach to the reading of a three-page
transcript. The three guest researchers represented
interpretive and critical perspectives, but the authors note
that the panel could have been expanded to include a
realist, functionalist, phenomenologist, or representative of
any other intellectual tradition that employs qualitative
methods. Each of the three guests already had introduced
themselves to the undergraduate class in separate guest
lectures about their research programs, which centered
around interpretive interviewing for the first researcher,
grounded theory analysis for the second, and critical
discourse analysis for the third. On the day of the panel,
the three researchers and the students received the three
page transcript excerpt for the first time. The nearly two
hour session engaged panel members and students in two
successive rounds of close reading of the transcript and

Teaching Qualitative Coding

340

discussion of their initial thoughts, tentative insights,
questions about the data and ideas for exploring further
connections. The session succeeded in demystifying the
process of qualitative analysis as the researchers talked
through their feelings about the data and made explicit
their reasons for reacting as they did. As Harlos et al
report, the session also left students “variously excited,
intrigued, irritated, and concerned about the multiple
possible readings of the text” (p. 314)—a similar outcome
to the other exercises. Harlos’ students also practiced
coding along with the panelists and had the opportunity to
compare notes as they questioned the more experienced
researchers.
In the next section we show how “Sleuthing the
Layered Text” incorporates the main features of these
documented teaching strategies, particularly the provision
of a common excerpt from a transcript, the opportunity for
students to practice two stages of coding on their own,
and, following Harlos et al, the comparison of different
approaches to coding.
A New Strategy: The Development of the Learning
Object
We designed “Sleuthing the Layered Text” to achieve
five learning outcomes, which were, in ascending levels of
complexity: to understand coding as interpretive and
subjective, to recognize multiple coding philosophies and
techniques, to distinguish between open and focused types
of codes, to experience coding as a multistage practice,
and to perform both open and focused coding given the
opportunity for hands-on practice. Built in the technical
format of Flash, the LO features audio and video media
and takes about 30 minutes to complete. It can be the basis
for group discussion, as the instructional literature would
recommend, and students can also use it independently in
their own time.
Figure 1
Learning Object Entrance Page

After a welcome message and a one-paragraph
explanation of qualitative coding, it begins by introducing
students to the data—a fictitious transcript of an interview
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with a fifteen year old high school student who is involved
in her school’s environmentalism club. The transcript
excerpt that is presented is said to be taken from one of
thirty interviews with young environmentalists.
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Figure 5
Political Economy Paula

Figure 2
Interview Transcript Excerpt

The transcript excerpt is to be coded by three very
different researcher personas, the three ‘sleuths’ who are
introduced next. Each persona presents his or her
theoretical interests, which primes students to read the
transcript through different theoretical lenses and to notice
how the salience of the text changes accordingly.
Figure 3
Discourse Desiree

Figure 4
Social Movement Sam

Through short movies focused on the marking of
text, students watch and listen as the three sleuths
proceed to code the same text in order to model their
different approaches. While coding the transcript
excerpt in stages, the researcher-sleuths demonstrate
how to focus and refine their coding categories. They
explain their method of working with the data and
convey how they arrive at higher levels of abstraction
with each reading of the data. Each researcher is
distinguished by his or her distinctive hand-written
notes in the margins and by various techniques for
recording or applying codes, such as the use of color
highlighting, underlining, a code book, memos, or a
master list of codes. In this way, the LO visually
demonstrates the basic lessons that the same text can
support distinct sets of interpretations, that analytical
acuity develops through repeated close reading and
marking of a text, and that practical techniques for
coding may vary.
After viewing the demonstrations, students are then
presented with another segment of the transcript for
their own practice. In this part of the module, students
have the opportunity to do two levels of coding, which
we call open and focused, and to print their results.
Figure 6
Focused Coding Practice

Raddon, Raby, and Sharpe

During focused coding they are prompted towards
greater abstraction through the help of optional hints
from each sleuth that they may select if stuck. Such
hints involve questions that encourage more critical and
abstract engagement with specific lines in the text. At
any point they can use arrow buttons to navigate
backwards or forwards and they can open up a glossary
of basic terms such as ‘code,’ ‘memo,’ ‘qualitative
research,’ and so on. After the practice component,
students proceed to a yes/no quiz that allows them to
self-assess their comprehension of the main ideas and
vocabulary that were conveyed throughout the LO.
Evaluation of “Sleuthing the Layered Text:
Investigating Coding”
As mentioned, learning objects are typically
housed in searchable on-line repositories so they can
be available to instructors in various institutional
settings and disciplines. Before our own LO was
linked to its repositories, we conducted quantitative
and qualitative evaluations of its effectiveness with
two different groups of students. The purpose of this
evaluation was not only to assess learning outcomes
(Did students learn what we hoped they would learn
about qualitative coding using the learning object?)
but also to assess the value of the LO itself as a
learning tool and as a medium for teaching about
qualitative coding. For such an evaluation, comparison
of results with a control group that did not use the LO
would have been ideal, but because each instructor
had introduced other changes to her courses and/or
coding assignments, an appropriate control group did
not exist. Our next best evaluation method was student
self-reporting. For this we used a generic learning
object evaluation tool that had been developed by a
group of researchers at the Centre for Learning and
Teaching through Technology at the University of
Waterloo (Schoner, Buzza, Harrigan, & Strampel,
2005). The questionnaire provides quantitative data on
four variables: a learning object’s learning value for
students, the ‘value-added’ it contributes to other
components of the course such as lectures and
readings, the usability of its design, and its technical
functionality. The questionnaire also provides for
qualitative evaluation through three open-ended
questions:
1.
2.
3.

What were the main strengths of the
Qualitative Coding learning object?
What were the main weaknesses of the
Qualitative Coding learning object?
In your estimation, is it desirable to use
technology to support teaching and learning in
campus-based university courses? Why or
why not?
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This evaluation instrument had been used already
with at least nine different LOs with different
instructors in at least that many courses at different
universities. Vivian Schoner and colleagues selected
four of these studies in order to demonstrate the
questionnaire’s flexibility in assessing a range of LOs
across disciplinary and course contexts (immunology,
human nutrition, particle physics, and introductory
chemistry). In addition they compared questionnaire
results with instructor interviews in order to confirm the
face validity of the questionnaire as an evaluation tool.
We assessed “Sleuthing the Layered Text:
Investigating Coding” in two very different courses: a
high enrolment, required qualitative methods course
(Year 2 Methods) in a Sociology department (n=66)
and a smaller, elective, advanced, content-related
seminar course (Year 4 Seminar) in a department of
Child and Youth Studies (n=17). The Year 2 Methods
students were given the LO to work with in a 50 minute
session in a computer lab. Five groups of approximately
15 students used the LO at individual computers in the
lab with the instructor or a teaching assistant present to
answer questions about both the LO and how the
instruction applied to their upcoming coding
assignment based on data from another course project.
The last screen of the LO prompted students to
complete the voluntary on-line questionnaire that was
appended to the module. Sixty-six students submitted
their answers electronically to a questionnaire database.
In the Year 4 Seminar class, 17 students completed
the questionnaire on paper in class, having used the LO
outside of class as a prelude to completing a coding
assignment with another data set. In this case, in order
to see that students actually had used the LO, the
instructor required them to turn in their LO-generated
practice coding at the same time they submitted their
assignment. This practice coding was not evaluated. In
both courses, the instructors timed the introduction of
the LO to follow their own lectures and assigned
readings on qualitative coding.
Because the questionnaire was in two parts, with
the open-ended qualitative questions following a series
of Likert-type quantitative questions, we analyzed
results for each part separately.
Results of the quantitative evaluation. The
results of the quantitative section of the questionnaire
are reported in Appendices A, B, and C. Appendix A
presents the item by item results for the Year 2 Methods
class, and Appendix B does the same for the Year 4
Seminar class. Appendix C compares the results for
both classes, including the percentage of students who
‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’ with each questionnaire
item. Appendix C also includes the mean scores for
each item, the grand means for the four main variables,
and the results of two-way t-tests of significant
differences between the mean scores of the two classes.
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Overall, the results of the questionnaire show that a
majority of students in both classes had a positive
experience of the LO across all indicators. Further, the
evaluations of the LO by the two classes were highly
congruent, which suggests that the LO can be
successfully integrated into different learning
environments. More specific findings related to the four
main variables of the questionnaire are presented
below.
Learning value. Items related to the learning value
of the LO received high scores. Averaging these items
indicates that approximately 92 percent of Year 2
Methods students and 84 percent of Year 4 Seminar
students ‘strongly agree’ or ‘agree’ that the LO helped
them learn qualitative coding. Both groups of students
showed the strongest level of agreement with items that
related to the LO providing them with an alternative
way to learn the course material, including that the LO
helped them “visualize the concept better” and learn the
material “in a new way” and “at my own pace.”
In comparing the scores of the Year 2 Methods and
Year 4 Seminar students, no significant differences
were found in the ratings for any of the questionnaire
items, although the percentage of agreement and overall
means for all items were higher for the Year 2 students,
suggesting that the Year 2 Methods students found the
LO to be more valuable to their learning than the Year
4 Seminar students. The widest differences were for the
items related to understanding the concepts and
integration of the LO with other course components.
We can see how this difference would result. For
example, the Year 2 Methods course was centrally
focused on learning the techniques and concepts of
qualitative methods, whereas in the Year 4 Seminar
course the coding exercise was brought in as a tool to
help students analyze data that they were to then use in
the preparation of a comprehensive paper. Also, these
students in Year 4 had already been exposed to
qualitative research in a previous methods course.
Given their background knowledge, they may not have
had as much to learn from the LO as the Year 2
students.
Value-added. Compared to the other three
variables, in both classes the scores were lowest for the
variable related to how the learning object ‘added
value’ to other forms of instruction. Among the Year 4
Seminar students, fewer than two thirds “strongly
agreed” or “agreed” that the LO was a valuable
supplement to other forms of instruction. The items for
this variable also received the lowest mean scores. It
should be noted that very few disagreed and none
“strongly disagreed” that the LO added value, but a
sizable minority in both classes expressed ambivalence
about the advantages of the LO in comparison to
lectures and assigned readings. In the questionnaire,
value-added was conceptualized in terms of whether the
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LO was able to replace lecture or textbook learning,
reduced the amount of time spent studying notes, and
exposed learners to situations that could not be done in
the classroom or through textbook reading. Of the three
items, highest ratings of agreement were for the item
related to exposure to new situations, which
corresponds with the high ratings of the learning objects
as an alternative way to learn the course material.
However, the low ratings of agreement for both the
potential of the learning object to replace in-class or
textbook learning and reduce the amount of time spent
grasping new material are important to note, as it
suggests that for these students, the LO did not provide
an easier or faster learning avenue. The qualitative
results (below) help us interpret this finding.
Usability. Another variable that received high
ratings and the highest mean scores for both classes was
‘usability.’ On average, over 90 percent of students
considered the LO easy to use, with no significant
differences found between the two classes on the
questionnaire items related to their ability to navigate
through the module, understand instructions, and follow
the flow of the material. We are pleased by these results
as we felt that we had developed a LO that was quite
complex and ambitious, yet students reported that the
content was well sequenced and intuitive. For us, it
showed that it was possible to incorporate a linear and
stepwise learning module into an interpretive and
subjective process.
Technological functioning. That said, the variable
‘technical functioning’ received mixed scores from
students, with the students from the Year 4 Seminar
class rating two of the items significantly lower than the
Year 2 Methods students. While almost all students in
both classes found the technology suitable in terms of
their skill levels, the Year 4 Seminar students reported
experiencing technical difficulties and hardware and
software problems with the program. These ratings are
in part due to a problem with the printing function that
arose for the Year 4 Seminar students who tried to
complete the LO from their home computers and who
were expected to print something and hand it in. The
printing problem has since been corrected, but we are
left to wonder whether the questionnaire results should
be taken as anomalous or whether such ‘glitches’ are
actually
endemic
to
interactive
instructional
technologies.
Results of the qualitative evaluation. We coded
and reflected upon students’ open-ended comments in
order to identify patterns in responses that would
embellish the numerical ratings and convey in more
detail the way they felt the LO helped or did not help
them learn. The qualitative comments were particularly
useful in conveying student attitudes towards the LO as
a medium of instruction. Coding of the qualitative
comments involved several passes through nine pages
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of qualitative comments from the second year course
and three pages from the fourth year course, affixing
descriptive codes to each comment and then
distinguishing between the most common codes and the
‘negative cases.’
Supporting the quantitative data, students identified
a number of strengths in the LO, with a majority of
student comments falling into one of five codes. Year 2
students, in descending order of frequency, suggested
that the LO was easy to use (15), visually engaging
(10), an opportunity to practice coding (5), successful at
providing different perspectives (4), and interactive (2).
Year 4 students similarly felt that the LO was easy to
use (6), visually engaging (3), successful at providing
different perspectives (3), an opportunity to practice
coding (2), and interactive (1). As we have discussed, it
is particularly difficult to teach coding without
providing students with a singular template which they
all then follow. Therefore one of our main goals in
producing the LO was to provide an avenue for
communicating the multiple approaches to coding that
can be taken. While this was not identified as frequently
as the more practical elements of the LO, seven
students noted this advantage in comments such as:
We got to see what three researchers’ coding
looked like. We could see how they underlined, or
highlighted and we got to see how they go about
the process of coding. It was also very interactive
and I like the fact that we could work at our own
pace. (Year 2 Methods)
Easy to navigate, provided a number of
perspectives/techniques for qualitative coding.
(Year 4 Seminar)
Interactive, gave good visual examples of coding,
showed different perspectives and how they affect
coding. (Year 2 Methods)
I thought it was very helpful because it was a
visual way of learning the coding process, and it
took you through it step by step. I also think it was
useful that three different perspectives to coding
were shown. (Year 2 Methods)
Many other students commented more generally on
how the LO provided a helpful opportunity to practice
coding, particularly as they found the technology to be
familiar, flexible and, for the most part, easy to use.
The program was separated into very logical, very
in-depth steps that were really easy to follow and
understand. Also, the “sleuths” were very efficient
in bringing forth relevant information, tips and
pointers. (Year 2 Methods)
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The second year students were particularly pleased that
the LO provided them with a visual representation of
coding:
I enjoyed “watching” as the researchers coded the
transcript. Watching the coding as well as listening
to their thoughts was very helpful (Year 2
Methods).
Overall, a majority of second year students commented
either on the ease of use of the LO or the appeal of the
LO’s visual dimension.
Students also noted various weaknesses to the LO.
Eight of the Year 2 students felt that the room they
were coding in was too noisy because they were in a lab
with many other students who were listening to the LO
at the same time. This was their most significant
complaint, although another five also encountered
technical problems despite the common response that
the technology was easy to use. Others found the LO
boring/repetitious/long (6), even though it only took
half an hour to complete.
[A main weakness was] when the ‘sleuths’ …
seemed to ramble on about the same
things over and over. (Year 2 Methods)
…is very tedious work. (Year 2 Methods)
The Year 4 students’ noted weaknesses were almost
entirely related to technical problems—they provided
twelve comments to this effect. Not only were the
fourth year respondents frustrated that the print
function did not work properly, but others found that
they lost their work when they hit ‘back space’ or
found the font too small during several of the coding
presentations.
Finally, in terms of weaknesses, six students from
the second year course remained confused about
focused coding, despite the assistance of the LO,
highlighting the on-going challenge of teaching
coding and the importance of supplementing any
technology with in-class teaching.
I found it somewhat confusing because I did not
entirely understand the focused coding aspect
(Year 2 Methods)
It perhaps didn’t focus enough on explaining the
differences between open and focused coding.
Maybe a little more insight into these is necessary
(Year 2 Methods).
These comments suggest to us that a LO is best
supplemented by in-class teaching and more personal
guidance.
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Finally, when asked about the overall value of
using technology such as learning objects as part of
campus-based courses, Year 2 students again cited the
value of hands on/practice (9), how it fits well with the
role of technology in their lives (8), that it is a new
approach (6), the visual nature of the LO (3), and that it
works best as a supplement to classroom teaching (2).
Year 4 students also appreciated how the LO fit with
the role of technology in their lives (6) but were more
likely to stress that it should be a supplement to
classroom teaching (4). They also suggested it provides
good practice (3), although one said that it offered
nothing new (1). Overall, most students were positive,
citing their ease and familiarity with technology and
valuing the option of hands-on practice.
We run and depend on technology now so it is very
desirable, if we can sit in our own room and learn
I’ll take it. (Year 4 seminar)
…the multimedia is more captivating than just a
textbook. (Year 4 seminar)
I think it is desirable because every student knows
how to use a computer and you made it easy
enough to use this learning object so I think
everyone learned something for this assignment.
(Year 2 Methods)
…it is a different way of learning, and more handson, which allows for better understanding. (Year 2
Methods)
The more critical responses to this question help
explain the slippage in scores on the questionnaire
items about ‘value added.’ Five of the Year 4 Seminar
students registered concerns that the LO, while a “great
complement” to classroom teaching, “should not take
the place of in-class learning” (Year 4 Seminar). The
slightly higher quantitative scores by the Year 2
Methods students may be explained by the fact that an
instructor was present when they used the LO. Indeed,
two of the Year 2 Methods students wrote that a
limitation of the LO is that it cannot answer their
questions in the way that an instructor can. One
summed up this position by stating, “I think it is
desirable to use technology as a supplemental teaching
tool. Lecture and teaching assistant help holds its value
as well because you can ask questions and get insight”
(Year 2 Methods).
Discussion and Conclusions
On the whole, both groups of students showed
enthusiasm for the qualitative coding LO, but as Kay
and Knaack (2007) observe, many evaluation studies
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similarly report that LOs are well received. The
important question is, did the LO help students learn
what we wanted them to learn? Based on the strongly
positive student self-reports of learning value, we think
it did. Moreover, because practice with the LO was
closely linked to the completion of coding assignments
which were evaluated, students were in an excellent
position to comment on whether the LO benefited their
learning. This is especially true of the Year 4 Seminar
students who completed the questionnaire after they
had received feedback on their coding assignment.
Another question that arises is why the
questionnaire items to do with ‘value added’—how
well the LO augmented other forms of instruction—
received lower scores. Gauging from the written
responses, this section of the questionnaire taps into
some students’ concern that the introduction of
instructional technology in general may be advancing
administrative cost-cutting agendas in the context of
diminishing resources for undergraduate education.
Although a majority of students did agree that the LO
helped them in ways that traditional formats did not, the
large number of tentative responses suggests that where
a LO is not supported by and integrated within other
forms of classroom instruction, students will respond
more negatively to it.
The question that remains is whether the LO was a
useful medium for teaching students about coding
considering the challenges we identified at the outset. It
turned out that introducing such a complex process as
qualitative data analysis was a lot to ask of a LO, and
we were aware of the compromises to both content and
process that had to be made. For example, our three
sleuths demonstrate coding using only a single page
excerpt of a single transcript. Students are told that the
transcript is one of thirty, but they are not given a
demonstration of the fact that most qualitative
researchers work intensively with much more data. It is
difficult to conceive how a LO could demonstrate (and
allow students to practice) common qualitative data
analysis techniques such as the Glaser and Strauss’
(1967) method of ‘constant comparison’ whereby
researchers confirm the soundness of their coding
categories by looking for similarities and differences
across instances.
Another area of qualitative data analysis that is not
addressed by our learning object is how to do narrative
analysis. As distinctive as our sleuths are, their
approaches are all loosely based on grounded theory
and qualitative content analysis. Narrative analysis is a
much different approach which works with the whole
transcript and avoids fragmenting the data by breaking
it into categories. Narrative analysis gives primacy to
identifying how the research subject works to construct
a narrative with certain properties and implications for
the self. In contrast, our sleuths tend to give primacy to
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the substantive content of the interview. Finally, the LO
does not demonstrate how to analyze the relationship of
the interviewer and respondent, including the power
dynamics between them. Our sleuths do not give much
attention to the researcher’s questions or the research
context, whereas many qualitative researchers examine
both the role of the question and the questioner in the kind
of data that get produced.
Despite these omissions, the LO did succeed in
modeling multiple styles and layers of qualitative analysis,
and it provided students with an opportunity to grasp the
interpretive nature of the process and to practice their own
coding techniques and style in a risk-free context. Only
after publishing the LO in two large learning object
repositories did we realize just how unusual our project
was in this respect. We have identified only one other
institution at which learning objects were created for
qualitative research instruction (Chenail et al., 2006).
Moreover, a search of the 20,292 online teaching and
learning materials indexed in MERLOT (Multimedia
Educational Resource for Learning and Online Teaching)
at the time of writing revealed that “Sleuthing the Layered
Text: Investigating Coding” is only one of two resources
available on the topic of qualitative methods; the other is
an on-line textbook.
So, the learning object did prove to be a sufficiently
flexible medium to meet our pedagogical objectives. It
was flexible also in the way it served students and
instructors in different types of courses. As a value-added
tool to their in-class learning, students reported it as having
merit. However, students were also clear that they wanted
the LO to be a supplement to, and not a replacement of,
their current instructional formats of lectures, seminars,
and labs, which is a concern we also share.
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Appendix A
Percentage Distribution, Mean and Standard Deviation
of Learning Object Evaluation for Second Year Methods Course (N=66)
Strongly
Agree
5

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

4

3

2

Strongly
disagree
1

Not
(Skipped
Percent
Mean
Applicable this question) Response (N) (SD)

Learning Value: The incorporation of the qualitative coding learning object into the course…
1.

helped me learn new skills and
concepts for this course.

15.6
(10)

78.1
(50)

3.1
(2)

0
(0)

1.6
(1)

1.6
(1)

(2)

100%
(64)

4.1
(0.58)

2.

helped me learn the material in a new
way.

25
(16)

65.6
(42)

7.8
(5)

0
(0)

0
(0)

1.6
(1)

(2)

100%
(64)

4.2
(0.55)

3.

helped me to better understand the
concept presented.

20.3
(13)

67.2
(43)

9.6
(6)

0
(0)

1.6
(1)

1.6
(1)

(2)

100%
(64)

4.1
(0.67)

4.

helped me learn these concepts at my
own pace.

26.6
(17)

67.2
(43)

1.6
(1)

3.1
(2)

0
(0)

1.6
(1)

(2)

100%
(64)

4.2
(0.62)

5.

helped me to visualize the concept
better.
I found that the multimedia learning
object was well integrated with the
other course components offered for
this topic area (i.e., lecture, text, etc).

40.6
(26)

53.1
(34)

4.7
(3)

0
(0)

0
(0)

1.6
(1)

(2)

100%
(64)

4.4
(0.58)

15.6
(10)

78.1
(50)

3.1
(2)

0
(0)

1.6
(1)

1.6
(1)

(2)

100%
(64)

4.2
(0.59)

6.

Value Added: When using the qualitative coding learning object…
7.

8.
9.

I was able to work through examples
in a way that would not have been
possible by attending a lecture or
reading a textbook.
I found it helped in that it reduced the
amount of time spent studying text or
notes in order to grasp the material.
I was able to experience situations that
I otherwise wouldn’t have done in the
classroom or studying from a textbook.

31.7
(20)

44.4
(28)

9.5
(6)

11.1
(7)

0
(0)

3.2
(2)

(3)

100%
(63)

4.0
(0.94)

31.7
(20)

36.5
(23)

23.8
(15)

6.3
(4)

0
(0)

1.6
(1)

(3)

100%
(63)

3.9
(0.94)

34.4
(22)

46.9
(30)

12.5
(8)

4.7
(3)

0
(0)

1.6
(1)

(2)

100%
(64)

4.1
(0.81)

47.5
(29)
47.5
(29)

45.9
(28)
42.6
(26)

3.3
(2)
3.3
(2)

0
(0)
3.3
(2)

1.6
(1)
0
(0)

1.6
(1)
1.6
(1)

(5)

100%
(61)
100%
(61)

4.4
(0.71)
4.4
(0.70)

41.7
(29)

42.6
(26)

1.7
(1)

1.7
(1)

0
(0)

1.7
(1)

(6)

100%
(60)

4.4
(0.61)

45.0
(27)

48.3
(29)

5.0
(3)

0
(0)

0
(0)

1.7
(1)

(6)

100%
(60)

4.4
(0.58)

(5)

100%
(61)
100%
(61)

4.2
(0.76)
4.2
(0.79)

(5)

100%
(61)

4.4
(0.75)

Usability: I found that…
10.
11.
12.
13.

the Qualitative Coding learning object
was easy to use.
the navigation within the Qualitative
Coding learning object was clear and
easy to use.
I was able to fully use the Qualitative
Coding learning object by following
the instructions provided.
the material presented in the
Qualitative Coding learning object
flowed in a logical order.

(5)

Technical Functioning: When using the qualitative coding learning object, I found….
14.
15.
16.

I was not disadvantaged because I
possess adequate computer skills.
I did not miss important information
because the technology worked
correctly.
the hardware/software requirements
did not present a problem for me.

39.3
(24)
36.1
(22)

47.5
(29)
50.8
(31)

4.9
(3)
4.9
(3)

4.9
(3)
6.6
(4)

0
(0)
0
(0)

3.3
(2)
1.6
(1)

49.2
(30)

42.6
(26)

1.6
(1)

4.9
(3)

0
(0)

1.6
(1)

(5)
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Appendix B
Percentage Distribution, Mean and Standard Deviation
of Learning Object Evaluation for Fourth Year Seminar Course
(N=17)
Strongly
Agree
5

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

4

3

2

Strongly
disagree
1

Not
Applicable

(Skipped
this
question)

Percent
Response
(N)

Mean
(SD)

(0)

100%
(17)
100%
(17)
100%
(17)
100%
(17)
100%
(17)
100%
(17)

3.9
(0.66)
4.1
(0.66)
3.9
(0.75)
4.2
(0.73)
4.4
(0.51)
3.9
(0.81)

Learning Value: The incorporation of the qualitative coding learning object into the course…
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

helped me learn new skills and
concepts for this course.
helped me learn the material in
a new way.
helped me to better understand
the concept presented.
helped me learn these concepts
at my own pace.
helped me to visualize the
concept better.
I found that the multimedia
learning object was well
integrated with the other course
components offered for this topic
area (i.e., lecture, text, etc.).

11.8
(2)
17.6
(3)
23.5
(4)
35.3
(6)
41.2
(7)
17.6
(3)

76.4
(13)
76.4
(13)
47.1
(8)
47.1
(8)
58.8
(10)
52.9
(9)

5.8
(1)
0
(0)
29.4
(5)
17.6
(3)
0
(0)
17.6
(3)

5.8
(1)
5.8
(1)
0
(0)
0
(0)
0
(0)
5.8
(1)

0
(0)
0
(0)
0
(0)
0
(0)
0
(0)
0
(0)

0
(0)
0
(0)
0
(0)
0
(0)
0
(0)
5.8
(1)

(0)
(0)
(0)
(0)
(0)

Value Added: When using the qualitative coding learning object…
7.

8.

9.

I was able to work through
examples in a way that would
not have been possible by
attending a lecture or reading
a textbook.
I found it helped in that it
reduced the amount of time
spent studying text or notes in
order to grasp the material.
I was able to experience
situations that I otherwise
wouldn’t have done in the
classroom or studying from a
textbook.

29.4
(5)

29.4
(5)

23.5
(4)

17.6
(3)

0
(0)

0
(0)

(0)

100%
(17)

3.7
(1.10)

11.8
(2)

52.9
(9)

17.6
(3)

11.8
(2)

0
(0)

5.8
(1)

(0)

100%
(17)

3.7
(0.87)

23.5
(4)

41.2
(7)

35.2
(6)

0
(0)

0
(0)

0
(0)

(0)

100%
(17)

3.9
(0.78)

41.2
(7)

52.9
(9)

5.8
(1)

0
(0)

0
(0)

0
(0)

(0)

100%
(17)

4.4
(0.61)

29.4
(5)

58.8
(10)

5.8
(1)

5.8
(1)

0
(0)

0
(0)

(0)

100%
(17)

4.1
(0.78)

41.2
(7)

52.9
(9)

5.8
(1)

0
(0)

0
(0)

0
(0)

(0)

100%
(17)

4.4
(0.61)

35.2
(6)

58.8
(10)

5.8
(1)

0
(0)

0
(0)

0
(0)

(0)

100%
(17)

4.3
(0.59)

Usability: I found that…
10.
11.

12.

13.

the Qualitative Coding
learning object was easy to
use.
the navigation within the
Qualitative Coding learning
object was clear and easy to
use.
I was able to fully use the
Qualitative Coding learning
object by following the
instructions provided.
the material presented in the
Qualitative Coding learning
object flowed in a logical
order.

Technical Functioning: When using the qualitative coding learning object, I found….
14.
15.
16.

I was not disadvantaged
because I possess adequate
computer skills.
I did not miss important
information because the
technology worked correctly.
the hardware/software
requirements did not present a
problem for me.

43.8
(7)

50.0
(8)

6.3
(1)

0
(0)

0
(0)

0
(0)

(0)

100%
(16)

4.4
(0.62)

25.0
(4)

31.2
(5)

25.0
(4)

18.8
(3)

0
(0)

0
(0)

(0)

100%
(16)

3.6
(1.09)

12.5
(2)

43.8
(7)

18.8
(3)

25.0
(4)

0
(0)

0
(0)

(0)

100%
(16)

3.4
(1.03)
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Appendix C
Comparison of Scores of Students in Year 2 Methods and Year 4 Seminar course
Percentage Agreement1
Mean Scores2
Year 2
Methods
(N=66)

Year 4
Seminar
(N=17)

Year 2
Methods
(N=66)

Year 4
Seminar
(N=17)

t-value

Learning Value
1.

helped me learn new skills and concepts

93.7

88.2

4.1

3.9

1.21

2.

helped me learn the material in a new way

90.6

94.0

4.2

4.1

0.63

3.
4.

helped me better understand the concept
helped me learn the concept at my own pace

87.5
93.8

70.6
82.4

4.1
4.2

3.9
4.2

1.04
000

5.

helped me to visualize the concept better

93.7

100.0

4.4

4.4

000

6.

well integrated with other course
components
Mean Learning Value

93.7

70.5

4.2

3.9

1.64

92.2

84.3

4.2

4.1

Value Added
7.

reduced time spent studying text or notes

68.2

64.7

4.0

3.7

1.11

8.

value added in working through examples

76.1

58.8

3.9

3.7

0.76

9.

value added in experiencing situations

81.3

64.7

4.1

3.9

0.90

75.2

62.5

4.0

3.8

Mean Value Added
Usability
10.
11.

easy to use
navigation was clear and easy to use

93.4
90.1

94.1
88.2

4.4
4.4

4.4
4.1

000
01.5

12.

able to fully use by following the
instructions
material flowed in a logical order

84.3

93.9

4.4

4.4

000

93.3

94.0

4.4

4.3

0.61

90.3

92.6

4.4

4.3

13.

Mean Usability
Technical Functioning
14. I possess adequate computer skills

86.8

93.8

4.2

4.4

0.98*

15.

the technology worked correctly

86.9

56.2

4.2

3.6

2.52*

16.

hardware/software requirements did not
present a problem

91.8

56.3

4.4

3.4

4.42*

88.5

68.8

4.3

3.8

Mean Technical Functioning
1

Percentage of Students who ‘Strongly Agree’ or ‘Agree’ with Each Item. Average percentages for each variable are indicated in bold.
Scores were rated on a scale of 1=‘Strongly Disagree’ to 5=‘Strongly Agree.’ Grand means for each variable are indicated in bold.
*Indicates significance at p=0.05.
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The importance of constructively aligned curriculum is well understood in higher education. Based
on the principles of constructive alignment, this research considers whether student perception of
learning achievement measures can be used to gain insights into how course activities and pedagogy
are assisting or hindering students in accomplishing course learning goals. Students in a Marketing
Principles course were asked to complete a voluntary survey rating their own progress on the
intended learning goals for the course. Student perceptions of learning achievement were correlated
with actual student learning, as measured by grade, suggesting that student perceptions of learning
achievement measures are suitable for higher educators. Student perception of learning achievement
measures provide an alternate means to understand whether students are learning what was intended,
which is particularly useful for educators faced with large classes and associated restrictions on
assessment. Further, these measures enable educators to simultaneously gather evidence to
document the impact of teaching innovations on student learning. Further implications for faculty
and future research are offered.

“Learning goals can be established at different
levels in the education process. At the course level,
faculty members normally have detailed learning goals,
which are addressed via the course plan or syllabus.
Course level assessments are each faculty member’s
responsibility” (AACSB, 2007a, p. 4).
Higher
education researchers suggest that if we are to
understand learning, a student’s viewpoint is important.
As recommended by Pratt (1997), to understand the
effects of teaching on student learning, educators must
move beyond seeking to understand teacher and
teaching method competence.
Educators need to
consider the students’ learning experience, as it is this
that should guide course design. Methods that directly
consider student perspectives on the activities of
teaching and learning enable educators to develop a
richer understanding of the contributions of various
learning activities to the achievement of specific
learning outcomes (Karns, 2005).
In addition to measuring student satisfaction with
the quality of teaching received, Engelland (2004),
consistent with the principle of constructive
alignment, suggests educators need to evaluate
whether students have learned what was intended. By
seeking to understand student learning, higher
educators can receive diagnostic information that can
result in actionable changes. Researchers heeding this
call (Rundle-Thiele, 2006) have demonstrated how
student perceptions of their own learning achievement
for course learning goals can provide insightful
information to inform course development. While
complementing course and marketing educator
evaluations, student perceptions of learning
achievement provide additional insight, allowing
educators to understand a student’s perspective of

which learning goals are being met and which learning
goals can be improved.
We acknowledge that student perceptions are not
the only means available for faculty members seeking
to understand whether students are learning what is
intended. Marketing faculty can evaluate whether
students have learned what was intended via
assessment, such as marking student papers or
reviewing quiz responses. However, large class sizes
can prevent such assessments from being made due to
institutional, faculty, or department restrictions on the
number of assessment items or the amount of time
allocated per student for marking. Indeed, large classes
present many challenges (c.f. Davis, 2007). Alternate
measures are required for higher educators dealing with
course enrolments that number in the hundreds and
even thousands. Therefore, it is important to know if
student perceptions of learning achievement are suitable
measures to consider student learning at a course level.
The current paper reports research that relates student
perceptions of their learning achievement for intended
learning goals to actual student learning for a first year
Principles of Marketing course in a public University.
This research will assist us to understand whether
student perception of learning achievement measures
should be considered by higher educators.
Literature Review
There is significant debate in the higher education
literature concerning the most effective way for
students to learn and the role of higher educators in the
learning process (e.g. Allan & Clarke, 2007; King,
1993). Biggs (2003) has been influential in the field of
higher education with his work in the area of what he
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calls ‘constructive alignment.’ The basic premise of
constructive alignment is that the curriculum is
designed so that the learning activities and assessment
tasks are aligned in order to support students to attain
the goals intended for the course. This concept
considers students to be responsible for their own
learning. In fact, Chonko (2003) advises that the most
important thing higher educators can do is persuade
students to take full responsibility for their own
education. This requires their active participation to
manage the process (Loranger, 1994). If students
construct their own learning, then it makes sense that
the real learning can only be managed by them. In light
of this view, the higher education literature (e.g. King,
1993) prefers educators to think of themselves more as
‘guides on the side, not sages on the stage.’ This role
leaves educators in charge of coordinating the activities
required to facilitate the learning experience and
adopting the necessary supportive learning strategies.
Learning outcomes are typically defined as
behaviors that students can perform after the learning
has taken place. As a starting point, higher educators
can align their courses by determining what the students
must become able to do. In practice this can be a
difficult task. Research into learning outcomes has
identified that business students perceive interpersonal
skills, leadership, and global economy issues to be most
important (Duke, 2002), while practitioner’s value
creative thinking as well as communication,
interpersonal, leadership and teamwork skills
(Carnevale, Gainer & Meltzer, 1990; Kelley &
Gaedeke, 1990). Marketing faculty on the other hand
consider a number of other skills to be important, such
as management (decision-making and leadership),
cognitive (problem-solving and critical thinking),
communication, bridging (cross-cultural competence
and foreign language), and interpersonal skills (which
they rank as being more important than do
practitioners) (Hyman & Hu, 2005).
Decisions
concerning learning outcomes should consider multiple
viewpoints including educator, practicing marketer, and
student views, in addition to other stakeholders (for
example parents and society as a whole). Multiple
perspectives are required since education serves
multiple customers (Bayer, 1996).
Once the required learning outcomes are
determined, higher educators then develop learning
goals, usually stated as course aims and objectives, to
achieve the desired outcomes. Learning goals are
established at different levels in the educational process
(AACSB, 2007b). At the course or topic level, faculty
members normally have very detailed learning goals.
Without clear goals and tasks, students will probably
lack the willingness to apply effort (Archer & Schevak,
1998; Campbell & Campbell, 1988). Setting clear
expectations, however, provides alignment between the
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objectives intended by the instructor and the inputs and
outcomes sought for the student (McKone, 1999).
Research shows that clearly stated goals that emphasize
learning, as communicated through course aims and
objectives, can increase intrinsic motivation (Stipek,
1996; Young, 2005), enhance performance (Campbell
& Campbell, 1988), and improve perceptions of
instructor effectiveness (McKone, 1999).
Next, teaching and learning activities must be
designed to enable students to achieve the intended
learning goals. O’Toole, Spinelli and Wetzel’s (2000)
study illustrates that students as well as educators feel
the delivery of material is an important learning
dimension. Young (2005) advises that an active
application-oriented
experience,
delivered
by
enthusiastic faculty who provide high interaction and
supportive feedback, is important. Karns (1993) found
the use of guest speakers in lectures to be students’
most preferred learning activity, followed by class
discussions. His follow-up study (2005) revealed
multiple-choice tests and field trips to be most
important, with internships, class discussion, and case
analysis identified by students as activities that
contribute most strongly to learning. Young, Klemz,
and Murphy (2003) found that student learning
outcomes (e.g. actual grades and self reported learning)
improve when students prefer the learning activities.
Overall, a variety of tasks are needed to enhance
student motivation, learning, engagement, and
satisfaction (Ames, 1992; Blumenfeld, 1992; LengnickHall & Sanders, 1997; Yair, 2000). A good deal of
research exists to assist educators in designing teaching
and learning activities.
The final step to determine if a course is
successfully aligned requires faculty members to
evaluate whether students have learned what was
intended. While prior research has considered student
perceptions of learning, researchers have not focused on
measuring student perceptions of learning achievement
for stated course learning goals. Maher and Shaw
Hughner (2005), for example, considered student
perceptions of their learning to compare simulated and
real client assessment items, finding no (statistically)
significant difference in student perceptions for the
activities considered. Young et al. (2003) considered
the simultaneous effects of multiple influences on three
learning outcomes including student grades, self
reported learning, and pedagogical affect.
The higher education literature acknowledges the
importance of constructive alignment to inform course
design and redesign, but a review of the higher
education literature suggests that a study has not been
conducted to measure student perceptions of learning
achievement for course learning goals. Further, no
study appears to have been conducted in the marketing
domain to understand whether student perceptions of
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learning can be used as a surrogate for measuring actual
learning. Young et al. (2003) investigated the effects of
learning styles, instructional technology, instructional
methods, and student behavior on learning outcomes
including students’ perceived learning performance,
pedagogical affect, and grade, but even here the
relationship between students’ perceptions of learning
achievement and grade earned was not examined.
This research responds to several gaps in the
literature. The current study seeks to address two aims.
First, it seeks to understand whether students have
learned what was intended in a Marketing Principles
course, using student perceptions of learning
achievement as a measure. Second, the study considers
whether student perceptions of learning achievement
for course learning goals can be considered as a
measure of student learning at the course or single-topic
level. We present the methodology next.
Method
Mark spreadsheets and a student perception survey
were the two sources of data used to explore student
perceptions of learning achievement measures in
Principles of Marketing, a core course offered at an
Australian public university. This course had a sixteenweek duration, with contact options for students that
comprised thirteen two-hour lectures, ten one-hour
tutorials, and a one-hour essay-writing workshop. Four
assessment items were set for the course, including two
group oral presentations, an individual essay, and a
final exam. The course is explained in detail in RundleThiele and Kuhn (2008). Consistent with University
policy, student marks for each of the four assessment
items were recorded in an Excel spreadsheet for the
purpose of calculating an overall grade for the course.
A questionnaire based on recommendations by
Pratt (1997) was distributed in lectures in the secondlast scheduled teaching week of the semester. The
questionnaire contained one seven-point item for each
course goal. Students were asked to rate their progress
for each course learning goal using a 7-point nominal
scale where zero was none, one was little and six was
extraordinary progress. Students had received feedback
on their first three assessment items at the time of rating
(individual written feedback was provided for each
piece of assessment). Completion of the questionnaire
was voluntary. Further, students were not required to
provide their student identification numbers, which
permit students to be personally identified. (Because
the researchers were teaching the course, students were
allowed the option to withhold their student
identification number.)
Where provided by
respondents, these were used to link data collected in
the survey to the students’ grades.
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Nine intended learning goals guided the design of
the constructively aligned Principles of Marketing
course. These are summarized in Table 1.
The Student Sample
One thousand and seventy-eight (1078) students
were enrolled in the first-year Principles of Marketing
course on two geographically separated campuses. Of
the 1078 students enrolled, 1034 received grades. The
remaining 44 students either formally withdrew from
the course or failed to submit any pieces of assessment
(indicating their withdrawal). Surveys were distributed
to all students, and a total of 325 learning perception
surveys were returned, representing a 31.4% response
rate. Of the returned surveys, 51 did not provide their
student identification number, which precluded these 51
cases from inclusion in categorical regression analysis
(n=274).
Independent t-tests were conducted to
determine if there were differences between the two
campuses in terms of student grades and student
perceptions of learning achievement. No significant
differences were found so results are reported for all
students in the course.
Data Analysis
Learning goals are established at different levels in
the educational process (AACSB, 2007b), including
course or single topic level and faculty level. At a
course level, actual learning can be measured using: 1)
individual assessment items, 2) course grades, or 3)
student self-reports of their own performance. Course
grades have been used in other studies (e.g. Brokaw &
Merz, 2000; Devadoss & Foltz, 1996; Mattern, 2005;
Romer, 1993; Young et al., 2003), while self reported
measures of learning have been used to a lesser extent
(Maher & Shaw Hughner, 2005; Young et al., 2003).
“Course grades, by intentional design, measure student
learning associated with content and activities specific
to a course” (AACSB, 2007a, p. 12). In this study,
actual student learning was measured using course
grades for two reasons. First, course grades have been
used most frequently by education researchers. Second,
the course was constructively aligned, with marking
criteria linked to each learning goal. Students could
earn a maximum of between eight and twelve marks for
each learning goal.
Categorical regression analysis was used to
consider whether student perceptions of learning
achievement are related to actual learning, as measured
by student grade. Categorical regression analysis was
the most appropriate method of analysis because actual
learning measured by student grades - a categorical
dependent variable - may be related to student
perceptions of learning achievement, which was

Kuhn and Rundle-Thiele

Learning goals

Curriculum Alignment

Table 1
Intended Learning Goals and Assessment Methodology
Assessment Items 1 and 2 (15% each):
Item 3 (30%): Item 4 (40%):
Group assessments (4-5 students) involving a 5
minute oral presentation to pitch the idea developed.
Ideas had to be based on market insights gained
through research
Team Problem 1: Develop a beer concept that would
appeal to 18 to 25 year olds
Team Problem 2: Develop an advertising concept to
reduce electricity demand in peak demand periods

1. Demonstrate awareness
that marketing thinking
starts and ends with
customers.

Individual essay –
1,500 words

Students had to
decide whether
marketers were
responsible for
the way alcohol is
consumed
One question was set in the
exam to assess student
understanding of the importance
of market research in the
marketing process.

Teams were encouraged to use primary or secondary
data to research the problem at hand.

One question was set in the
exam to assess student
understanding of the importance
of marketing in firm
performance.

4. Appreciate the role of
marketing in business.

5. Analyze and evaluate
marketing opportunities.

Individual exam – 2 hours, 5
short answer questions and one
case study with three questions
(all questions compulsory)

Students had to develop a solution for the problem at
hand that was based on market needs and wants.

2. Appreciate the
responsibilities of marketers
in our society.
3. Demonstrate an
understanding of the
importance of market
research in the marketing
process.
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Teams had to use their data sources to identify an
opportunity to solve the problem at hand.

Students had to
use five peer
reviewed journal
articles to justify
their point of
view.

6. Critically evaluate, at a
basic level, marketing issues
and the marketing literature.

7. Formulate, at a basic level,
innovative solutions to solve
marketing problems.

Teams had to develop an innovative solution to solve
the specified marketing problem e.g. develop a
product concept or an advertising story board.

8. Use oral skills to persuade
a target audience.

Teams had 5 minutes to present their solution.
Students voted for the best concept developed.

9. Participate as an effective
member of a team.

Students were placed in teams of up to 5. Team
members had to work together to solve a problem.
Effective teams earned higher marks.

measured as a nominal variable in this study.
Categorical regression mirrors conventional multiple
Ordinal and nominal variables can undermine
traditional regression. For ordinal variables the scale
is arbitrary, and different scales yield disparate
findings. For nominal variables, the output is
difficult to interpret and may not provide information

Students were presented with a
case study. Students had to
analyze the situation presented
in the case.
Students had to determine
whether a market existed for a
service. The case was presented
in such a way that students
could argue for or against
market entry. Their answers
had to be justified using data
from the case.
Students had to present a
strategy overview to guide the
service concept that would be
used to enter the competitive
marketplace presented in the
case.

regression. Categorical regression can be used when
a study contains nominal and ordinal variables.
about all of the relevant comparisons. When
categorical regression is used, the researcher does
not need to recode categorical variables into binary
variables. In categorical regression (called CTAREG
in SPSS), nominal and ordinal variables are
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effectively transformed into interval variables.
Multiple regression analysis is then applied to these
transformed variables.
Results
This section commences by presenting descriptive
statistics relating to student perceptions of learning
achievement for course learning goals and actual
learning judged from student grades. The results of the
categorical regression analysis are then presented.
Student Perceptions of Their Own Progress and
Student Grades
The learning goals for the Principles of Marketing
course are summarized in Table 2, along with student
perceptions of their progress on each of these goals.
One-half of students perceived excellent to
extraordinary progress on stated course goals relating to
team participation and the importance of market
research in the marketing process. Around threequarters of students felt they had made good to
excellent progress in appreciating the role of marketing
in business, the societal responsibilities of marketers,
and the concept that marketing thinking starts and ends

with customers. In general, students who completed the
learning survey perceived they had made good
(median=4) progress on the stated course goals. These
results indicate that, overall, students perceive there is
considerable room for improvement to attain
excellence. These perceptions are mirrored in the
grades assigned to students, with only 11% of students
achieving a grade of ‘distinction’ (U.S equivalent B to
C+), or ‘high distinction’ (U.S equivalent A+ to B+).
Student performance in the course (measured by grade)
is presented in Table 3. This table also indicates how
the Australian grade scale is aligned with the U.S grade
scale.
Eleven percent of students achieved a high
distinction (HD) or distinction (D) in the course, 36%
received a credit (C), 41% a pass (P) or pass conceded
(PC), while 9% of students who enrolled failed. A
further 4% deferred the exam, had their results
withheld, withdrew from the course, or failed as a result
of non-submission of assessment. The marks indicate
that three-quarters of students in the Principles of
Marketing course gained a credit or pass. Overall, this
suggests the majority of students demonstrated an
adequate or high-level understanding, with a smaller
proportion (11%) demonstrating a complete and
comprehensive understanding.

Excellent

Good

Average

Some

Little

None

Median

Table 2
Student Perceptions of Learning
Achievement for Course Learning Goals
Learning Perceptions (Perceived Progress)

Extraordinary

Course Learning Goals

355

Demonstrate an awareness that marketing thinking
starts and ends with customers

7%

29%

42%

18%

3%

1%

-

4

Appreciate the responsibilities of marketers in our
society

2%

24%

50%

16%

6%

2%

-

4

Demonstrate an understanding of the importance of
market research in the marketing process.

12%

38%

34%

13%

3%

-

-

4

Appreciate the role of marketing in business

06%

34%

41%

13%

5%

1%

-

4

Analyze and evaluate marketing opportunities

02%

16%

43%

30%

7%

2%

-

4

Critically evaluate, at a basic level, marketing issues
and the marketing literature

01%

13%

43%

32%

9%

2%

-

4

-

16%

47%

27%

7%

3%

-

4

Use oral skills to persuade a target audience

07%

20%

37%

27%

7%

2%

-

4

Participate as an effective member of a team

14%

36%

34%

13%

2%

-

1%

4

Formulate, at a basic level, innovative solutions to
solve marketing problems
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Grade
High distinction
Distinction
Credit
Pass
Pass Conceded
Fail
No result
n=1034
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Table 3
Student Grades for the Principles of Marketing Course
Proportion of students
Mark cut-offs
receiving grade
02%
09%
36%
39%
02%
09%
03%

Do students’ perceptions of learning
achievement measure learning? The data were
analyzed using categorical regression, using as
regressors the students’ perceptions of learning
achievement for each stated course goal (perceptions
one through nine). The results of the categorical
regression analysis are presented in Table 4. All
nine student perceptions of learning achievement
measures have a significant impact on student grade
(p=0.05 or less). Our results indicate that 27% of the
variance in grade is explained by student perceptions
of learning achievement for the nine stated course
learning goals (R 2 = 27%, F = 2.041, p < 0.00). The
magnitude of the R2 is consistent with prior studies
(see Note 2 in Young et al., 2003, p. 143).
According to our results, learning goal 3 –
demonstrate an understanding of the importance of
market research in the marketing process - was the
most important learning goal.
The standard
coefficient (Beta) for learning goal 3 was 0.278.
Increasing learning goal three by 1 point on the scale
while holding the other learning goals constant
would increase the standard deviations of grade
achieved by 0.278 (3%). It is interesting to note that
some learning goals (goals 4, 6, 7 and 8) were
negatively related to grade in this course.
As we would expect, multi-collinearity among
the nine independent variables is evident (see
collinearity statistics). Of the nine variables in the
equation, two have tolerance values just under 0.50,
indicating that half of their variance is accounted for
by other variables in the equation. Multicollinearity
reduces the overall R2 that can be achieved and
hence the predictive ability. However, our purpose
is not to predict student grades. Rather, our purpose
was to consider whether student perceptions of
learning achievement can be used to judge student
learning. The multiple R was 0.45, suggesting that
the dependent variable, namely student grade, is
moderately associated with the combined effects of
the independent variables, namely the nine student
perceptions of learning achievement. These results

85-100%
075-84%
065-74%
050-64%
048-49%
Less than 48%
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US equivalent
0B+ to A+
C+ to B
D to C0DF
F

suggest that student perceptions of learning
achievement for course learning goals may be used as
surrogate measures of actual student learning for
higher educators seeking insights into student progress
during the term. It is important to note at this juncture
that we do not expect self-report measures to be
entirely predictive of student grades.
The relationship between self report learning
measures and grades. Prior research (e.g. Clayson,
2005; Kennedy, Lawton & Plumlee, 2002) indicates
that students tend to overestimate their performance.
Kruger and Dunning (1999) suggest that students are
not able to estimate their own performance because
they are not yet fully informed and hence are unable to
make an informed judgment about their ability. While
student perceptions of learning achievement can
explain some of the variance in actual student learning
measured by course grade, the perceptions can not be
thought of as sole predictors of student grades. We
expect this result for two main reasons.
We expect that success in a University course is
a complex phenomenon likely to be driven by a
myriad of variables, many of which probably interact
with each other. Indeed, research seeking to predict
success in tertiary study highlights the importance of
many
variables.
Pre-enrolment
performance
measures or tertiary entrance scores (McKenzie &
Schweitzer, 2001), language ability for foreign
students (Spinks & Ho, 2004), the choice to perform,
level and persistence of effort (Campbell &
Campbell, 1988), the level of financial assistance and
student
work/life
pressures
(McKenzie
&
Schweitzer, 2001; Young et al., 2003), supportive
class behaviors (Young et al., 2003), teaching
strategies, and student approaches to study have all
been identified as key factors that can predict success
(or course performance) at the university level.
Therefore, while we expect that student perceptions
of whether they have learned what was intended may
assist in explaining student performance in a course,
we do not expect these perceptions to explain grades
in isolation.
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Table 4
Categorical Regression Analysis
Regression
Statistical Significance
Coefficients
Std.
Beta
t
Significance
Error
Demonstrate an awareness that marketing
thinking starts and ends with customers
Appreciate the responsibilities of marketers in
our society
Demonstrate an understanding of the
importance of market research in the marketing
process

357

Collinearity Statistics
Tolerance

VIF

0.55

1.81

0.54

1.85

.199

.060

10.980

.000

.137

.061

05.107

.000

.278

.062

20.226

.000
0.54

1.85

Appreciate the role of marketing in business

-.238

.059

16.318

.000

0.51

1.96

Analyze and evaluate marketing opportunities

.095

.060

02.490

.044

0.54

1.85

Critically evaluate, at a basic level, marketing
issues and the marketing literature

-.180

.059

09.346

.000

0.49

2.04

Formulate, at a basic level, innovative solutions
to solve marketing problems

-.197

.060

10.738

.000

0.45

2.22

Use oral skills to persuade a target audience

-.421

.063

45.375

.000

0.69

1.44

Participate as an effective member of a team

.158

.058

07.361

.000

0.74

1.35

n=274
Dependent Variable: Grade (R2 = 0.27)

Further, the moderate explanatory capability of the
nine learning goals may suggest the course goals are
not sufficiently aligned with the teaching and learning
activities occurring in the course. In response to the
question, ‘What else have you learned in this course?’
students noted additional learning achievements. They
commented that they had learned something about
different industries in teaching and learning activities;
that marketing can be adapted in every business;
marketing is everywhere; marketing influences their
own lives; and that developing effective marketing
strategy is significant for business performance. This
suggests that a review of the learning goals for the
course is warranted in order to more closely align
teaching and learning activities with the learning
achieved by students.
It is important to note at this point that the purpose
of our paper was not to predict actual student learning
as measured by grades. We sought to consider whether
student perception of learning achievement can be used
by higher educators. We recommend the use of student
perception of learning achievement for two main
purposes: 1) as a means for higher educators to
document their teaching effectiveness for teaching
award submissions and annual performance reviews,
and 2) to highlight the effectiveness of course activity
and pedagogical changes on student learning by
benchmarking on previous offerings or against peers.
Additionally,
student
perception
of
learning
achievement measures can be used during term for
faculty who need a quick diagnostic to assess the
progress of their students on stated course learning

goals. Some faculty, particularly those charged with
the responsibility of large classes and assessment
number restrictions, may require additional means to
understand if students are learning what was intended
(Biggs, 2003).
Limitations and Future Research Directions
The results of the current study must be viewed in
light of some key limitations. First, this study reports
on one first-year Marketing course in one Australian
public university. More evidence is needed to draw a
definitive conclusion. Second, the student perceptions
of learning achievement were measured using a
nominal scale recommended by Pratt (1997). This
scaling system involves scale point descriptions, which
are not clear progressions along a scale. In this paper,
student perceptions of learning achievement were
treated as a nominal variable with separate perception
categories. Future research is required, with scale
improvements called for, to enhance our analytical
capabilities. Analysis was restricted in the current
paper by the nominal scale. Third, our university mark
system required marks to be entered for each
assessment item overall, so we did not enter marks at
the criterion level. This level of marks entry would
have allowed us to judge actual student learning for
each of the nine course goals, enabling a more detailed
assessment to be made concerning the appropriateness
of student perceptions of learning achievement.
The results of this study must be viewed in light of
the fact that, generally, students perceived an average
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performance, which was reflected in student grades. A
lower proportion of high achieving students occurred in
the course (e.g. 11%) when compared to typical grade
distributions (25% of students achieving 75% or higher
is considered normal). A further limitation is the timing
of the survey.
Student perceptions of learning
achievement were measured in Week 12 of the course,
a little over two weeks prior to the final exam. It is
likely that additional learning occurred during study for
the examination and following its completion, when
answers to questions were compared with peers and
grade feedback was supplied. This additional learning
would have improved students’ ability to judge the
learning achieved for the course. Administration of the
perception survey at a later point is likely to result in
different learning perceptions. A final limitation of this
study is that perceptions were measured at one point in
time (toward the end of the course). There is a slim
possibility that student perceptions may not have varied
as a result of taking the Principles of Marketing course.
It may be more appropriate to measure perceptions at
two or three points in time during the course to identify
the degree of change (and hence learning) that students
perceive they have attained. If students do not perceive
a change, then student perceptions of learning
achievement are likely to be of limited use for higher
educators.
Further opportunities to extend our understanding
of the relationship between student perceptions of
learning achievement and actual learning are available.
First, refinement of the measures utilized in this study is
warranted, with attention to the scale categories
recommended. At a minimum, ordinal scales are
required to permit the use of different types of analyses.
Our paper was concerned with understanding learning
at a course level. Future research is recommended to
understand course learning at an individual level. To do
this, researchers would need to compare student
perceptions of learning achievement with actual student
performance for each stated course goal. To do this,
criterion-based assessment would be necessary, with
marks recorded at the criteria level. MANOVA could
then be used to provide a more robust test for the ability
of student perceptions of learning achievement to act as
a surrogate for actual student learning. In the analysis,
the dependent variables would be actual student
performance for each stated course goal (with marks
summated for relevant assessment item criteria). The
independent variables would be student perceptions of
learning achievement for each course goal.
Third, an understanding of student perceptions of
their marketing knowledge at the start of the course is
warranted. Marketing is taught in high schools, and
some students may have been exposed to key marketing
theories prior to enrolling at a university. Students with
prior marketing knowledge may learn differently than
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students who have no prior marketing exposure.
Finally, further consideration of the student population
would provide greater insight. For example, students
electing to study the course may have different
perceptions of learning achievement than students who
are required to study the course.
Implications for Higher Educators
Student learning is a complex phenomenon and
learning goals must be established at different levels in
the educational process, from single-topic to course,
minor, major, and finally program level. This paper
considered student learning at the course level, where
nine goals were set to guide student learning in the
course. Our findings have important implications for
higher educators and their course learning goals. Each
implication will now be discussed in turn.
Higher educators requiring interim measurement of
student learning during a course term can use student
perceptions of learning achievement measures.
Measures of student perception of learning achievement
can provide insights into the learning goals that require
further emphasis. In this study, student perceptions of
learning achievement highlighted that students on
average perceived they could improve their ability to
analyze and evaluate marketing opportunities, critically
evaluate marketing issues and the marketing literature,
formulate innovative solutions to solve marketing
problems, and use oral skills to persuade a target
audience. These insights suggest that more emphasis
needed to be placed on these learning goals for actual
learning to be improved. Measurement of student
perceptions of learning achievement can occur in class,
taking no more than five to ten minutes of student time,
but it provides instant feedback for higher educators.
Those who choose to implement measures of student
perceptions, however, must take caution when
reviewing student perception results. Students tend to
overestimate their performance (c.f. Clayson, 2005;
Kennedy et al., 2002), and higher educators must
review results keeping this ‘overestimating bias’ in
mind.
Student perceptions of learning achievement can be
used to judge the impact of teaching innovations or
assessment changes on student learning between course
offerings. This can assist marketing faculty to judge
whether changes to a course are likely to improve
student learning, thus providing an additional measure
to support teaching innovations. For example, RundleThiele (2006) considered the impact of assessment
changes on student perceptions of learning and found
that the use of active learning pedagogies improved
MBA student learning on five out of six stated course
learning goals.
Students perceive some teaching
innovations negatively for reasons such as increased
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workload and difficulties associated with the task,
resulting in lower teaching ratings for marketing faculty.
Alternative measurements, such as measures of student
perceptions of learning achievement, offer a different
metric to judge the impact of teaching innovations, or
assessment changes, for course assessment. If teaching
ratings fall as a result of a teaching innovation, but
student perceptions of learning achievement rise,
marketing faculty can demonstrate merit for the change.
The theory of constructive alignment (see Biggs,
2003) should be considered by higher educators in course
design. This paper reports a constructively aligned
Marketing Principles course. Table 1 summarized the
nine learning goals, indicating how each learning goal
was assessed. The use of criterion based assessment
(Sadler, 1996) enabled marks to be assigned to each
learning goal, thereby encouraging student effort for each
goal. Higher educators recording marks for each
individual criterion can directly assess actual student
learning for each course learning goal. In our case,
students could receive a maximum of eight to twelve
marks for each of the nine learning goals.
Finally, these results indicate that the measurement
of student performance by grades is a complex
phenomenon.
Grades in a marketing course are
influenced by factors both inside and outside of the
classroom. Higher educators are unable to control many
of the factors influencing student achievement. Those
seeking to understand how they can enhance actual
student learning are encouraged to gain background
information on their students to understand student
commitments, study habits, and preferences, in addition
to measuring student perceptions of learning
achievement.
This information will assist higher
educators in developing a series of guidelines and
recommendations to promote awareness of the
requirements for academic success in marketing.
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Perceptions of First Year Undergraduate Students
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This article reports on a piece of research designed to explore students’ perceptions of what
constitutes effective teaching in a modern UK university. Definitions of effectiveness, based on
work in both the schools and university sectors, are explored and summarized into four domains:
providing a supportive learning environment; having high expectations; scaffolding learning; and
providing clear explanations. The research was undertaken with first year undergraduates studying
education-related non-teacher training programs. Data gathered from three focus group interviews
were developed into a 32 item Likert scale questionnaire completed by a sample of 80 students, 65
of whom participated in further focus group discussions. Consensus regarding ten factors that
describe effective university teachers is posited. The article concludes by suggesting that notions of
effectiveness are predicated less on university teachers having high academic expectations and more
on the provision of a supportive environment in which teachers scaffold learning effectively and
promote effective interaction with their students.

The climate of accountability in higher education
in the UK is gradually shifting in emphasis from quality
assurance to quality enhancement, an evolution that has
resulted in a movement away from discipline-specific
audit trails to institutional audits and a concomitant
“explicit focus on institutional strategies for improving
the quality of learning opportunities” (QAA, 2007, p.
3). An example of one of these strategies is the
establishment by the Government of 74 Centres for
Excellence in Teaching and Learning, their purpose
being “to recognize and reward specific areas of
excellence in higher education institutions and to
promote its further development to benefit students,
teachers and universities and colleges” (HEFCE, 2006,
p.18).
At an individual level, the national teaching
fellowship scheme, first launched in the UK in 2000,
was expanded in 2004 to provide rewards to 50 HE
teachers annually for excellence in promoting learning.
As the authors have argued elsewhere, “this strong
interventionist stance is serving to harness significant
resources to enhance student learning and to promote
and provide the opportunity for successful participation
in HE to everyone who can benefit from it” (Allan &
Clarke, 2007, p. 64).
Whilst quality assurance processes have long taken
into account students’ perceptions of the teaching they
receive, their views have not been as influential in the
UK as, for example, in the United States where,
according to Shevlin et al (2000, p. 38), information
from student evaluations of teaching “can be used for
faculty decisions about conditions of employment such
as salary and promotion.” The introduction in England
and Wales of a national student survey in 2005,
modeled on the survey developed in Australia in the
1990s, seeks final year undergraduate students’
perceptions of the effectiveness of the teaching they

received against prescribed criteria, thus underlining the
increasing influence of the student voice in HE.
Paradoxically, while a number of recent studies
(Vielba & Hillier, 2000, Hillier & Vielba, 2002,
Skelton, 2004) focus primarily on teachers’ perceptions
of high quality university teaching, the dearth of
research relating to HE students’ perceptions of
effective teaching as reported by Reid and Johnston
(1999) still applies almost a decade later. Muïjs (2008)
claims that his research shows that evidence gleaned
from students is highly reliable, while research into
teacher effectiveness implies “that the primary indicator
of effective teaching is located at the level of the
student, rather than the teacher” (Fenstermacher &
Richardson, 2005 p. 687). In this article, we thus report
on a case study exploring first year undergraduate
education students’ perceptions of what constitutes
effective teaching in a modern English university in the
West Midlands.
Definitions of Effectiveness
A study of extant literature on effectiveness in
teaching in both schools and higher education reveals
that defining effectiveness is inherently contentious.
Evans and Abbott (1998) maintained that there can be
no consensus about what characterizes effective
teaching until the aims of higher education are agreed
upon. Debates about the purpose of higher education
proliferate, and the emphasis placed by teachers on the
rapid acquisition of evolving knowledge or the
development of high level cognitive and personal skills
colors diverse notions of the aims of HE and hence of
effectiveness.
Biggs (2003) posits that the purpose of higher
education teaching is to promote the development of
high order learning processes, which he suggests appear
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to come naturally to high-achieving undergraduates but
not necessarily to all students. Taking a constructivist
view of education, Biggs (p.27) sees the secret of high
quality teaching as ensuring that there is “alignment
between what we want, how we teach and how we
assess” in a system where all components address the
same agenda. Thus “the students are entrapped in the
web of consistency, optimizing the likelihood that they
will engage in the appropriate learning activities, but
paradoxically leaving them free to construct knowledge
in their own way” (p. 26). This suggests that any measure
of effectiveness should take into account contextual
issues, a point reflected in studies (Mortimore, 1998;
Hopkins & Reynolds, 2001; Campbell et al, 2004) that
recognize that social, economic and political factors all
have an impact on notions of effectiveness.
In order to avoid becoming embroiled in complex
debates and analysis about the purpose of education,
much of the teacher effectiveness literature, with some
notable exceptions (e.g. Dunne & Wragg, 1994;
Kyriacou, 1997; Campbell et al 2004; Berliner, 2005),
posits a model that is assumed to be value-free.
Effectiveness is measured through student achievement
outcomes, which are maximized by establishing the most
efficient institution and classroom processes. Campbell et
al (2004, p. 456) argue that an output model:
Despite appearances, [it] is not value-free so much
as based in a value system of instrumental
pragmatism, in which ends are taken for granted and
means pursued without reference to them. The
consequence has been that the literature has
insulated effectiveness research from both the larger
moral frame of education, and from the need to see
this reflected in more specific values underlying the
teaching process.
As Campbell et al (2004) point out, most studies in
teacher effectiveness take achievement against
standardized tests as the benchmark for an outcome
measure, with the implication that these tests stand “as a
proxy for other kinds of learning” (p. 457). In a
contemporary HE context, these other kinds of learning
may be defined as:
• becoming an independent learner;
• developing meta-cognitive skills;
• solving problems;
• acting on feedback;
• assessing one’s strengths and weaknesses;
• acquiring
generic
study
skills,
e.g.
communicating effectively, making effective use
of technology to promote one’s own learning;
• working effectively with others and;
• efficient time-management (Allan & Clarke,
2007).
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The promotion of these skills is as difficult for
university teachers to assess as it is for school teachers,
but if such learning is embodied in the expected
learning outcomes, a valid model of an effective
university teacher must logically include this
assessment.
In teasing out what might be meant by an effective
university teacher, Yates (2005, p. 687) suggests that it
is “crucial to differentiate between the notion of the
“effective” teacher
(indexed by student learning
criteria) and that of the “good teacher” (indexed by
professional respect and humanistic criteria)”. Berliner
(2005) perceives these as conceptually separate parts –
he suggests that good is normative, representing what is
expected of a professional in a teaching post, while “in
contrast, effective teaching is about reaching
achievement goals, it is about students learning what
they are supposed to in a particular context, grade or
subject” (p. 207). The implication of this is that
assessment of teaching effectiveness should derive
more from the extent of student engagement and
positive achievement outcomes than from overt
measures of teacher behavior or performativity, the
latter relating more to teacher evaluation or appraisal
than any evaluation of their effectiveness.
Perversely, while this stance is logical from an
educationalist’s perspective, policies and discourses
that inform higher education policy and governmental
notions of high quality provision are heavily associated
with performativity, managerialism and marketization
(Ball, 2003). These three contextual factors are posited
by Skelton (2005) as providing a useful framework to
consider notions of excellence in higher education
teaching. New managerialism emphasizes the 3 Es of
economy, efficiency, and effectiveness, which together
comprise crucial criteria for judging excellence from
the perspective of governments and senior managers in
higher education and also provide the basis for greater
accountability, the salient feature of structures and
systems dependent on market forces and competition.
High rankings in public league tables render institutions
more attractive to potential students who, increasingly,
expect high quality teaching.
The third factor of performativity is defined by
Ball (2003, p. 215) as requiring teachers “to organize
themselves as a response to targets, indicators and
evaluation.” Seen through this lens, high quality
teaching is evidenced, inter alia, by student
completion rates, external audits, evaluation feedback,
and responses to national student surveys. While not
exclusively predicated on students’ perceptions,
measures of student achievement draw increasingly
heavily on judgments made by students but reported
by government and senior managers, for example in
the annual National Student Survey.
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Discourse
relating
to
effective
teaching
increasingly refers to teaching excellence rather than
teaching effectiveness. Accordingly, superlatives such
as best practice and best value have become more and
more prevalent in descriptions of HE practice. Akin to
effectiveness, the slippery and contested concept of
excellence is used inconsistently in the literature. In
this article we are defining effective teaching in terms
of the impact that strategies to promote learning,
teacher characteristics, teacher expectations, and the
learning environment created by teachers have on
students’ achievement.

based on the work of Marsh, 1987; Swartz
1990; Entwistle & Tait 1990; Ramsden,
Lowman & Mathie, 1993; Brown and Atkins,
Porter and Brophy, 1988; Patrick & Smart
Vielba & Hillier 2000; Hillier, 2002; ILT
Biggs, 2003; Skelton 2004; & Yates 2005.

et al,
1991;
1993;
1998;
2002;

Dimensions of Teaching Effectiveness

•
•
•

Although Patrick and Smart (1998) claim that
there appears to be little agreement on the nature and
number of dimensions that represent teaching
effectiveness, their view is not shared by most
researchers in the field. For example, working in the
context of schools, Harris (1998, p.169) asserts that
“despite the diversity of approach, there is a degree
of consensus about the generic features of effective
teaching.” Focusing on HE, Ramsden (1991)
comments, “although good teaching is undoubtedly a
complicated matter, there is a substantial measure of
agreement among these empirical studies about its
essential characteristics” (p.131).
Similarly comprehensive critiques of effective
teaching research undertaken in Australia by Yates
(2005) and in the UK by Harris (1998) support the
existence of some consensus. Although some of
these studies focus on school teaching, their findings
both inform and have resonance with the developing
body of knowledge relating specifically to teaching
in HE. Hopkins et al (1997) posit three broad
dimensions of effective teaching. The first is
teaching effects, a concept which embraces both
teaching skills and teaching behaviors, e.g.
management of time, promoting independent
working, establishing clear routines, and being well
organized. The second relates to the acquisition of
effective teaching models and describes particular
types of learning environments that a teacher
establishes in his/her classroom. The third dimension
is teacher artistry, which “emphasizes the personal
responsibility for creating the conditions for
effective learning undertaken by the teacher. While
effective learning can take place in the absence of
effective teaching, optimum results will occur when
there is a good match of the two” (Harris, 1998, p.
179).
Over the past 30 years, a remarkable portrait of
an effective HE teacher from teachers’ perspectives
has emerged from a range of research studies. The
summary of these dimensions, depicted in Table 1, is

Table 1
Findings from Effectiveness Research:
Dimensions of Effective Teaching
Supportive Learning Environment
•

•

provision of intellectual excitement, enthusiasm and a
stimulating & creative environment;
high degree of subject knowledge;
respect for, and interest in, students;
climate of approachability; provision of a motivating
environment;
recognition of student diversity.

Academic Expectations
•
•
•
•
•

high level of expected output;
expected outcomes expressed directly in academic terms–
explaining to students what they are to learn and why;
clarity in standards and assessment criteria;
appropriate workload and level of difficulty;
development of critical thought..

Scaffolding Learning

•
•
•
•

varied ways to teach content;
anticipation of misconceptions in students’ existing
knowledge;
appropriate pace for the group being taught;
high level of engagement;
excellent management of student behaviour;
systematic, well organised and well structured sessions;
students work collaboratively with both their peers and their
teachers;
effective and timely feedback;
encouragement of independent learning;
encouragement of active learning;
effective & sympathetic guidance.

•
•

strong, unambiguous presentation skills
high quality explanation.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Clarity

Table 1 incorporates dimensions which are
principally grounded in the views of teachers.
Unusually, the study undertaken by Reid and Johnston
(1999) adopted a phenomenographic approach (see
Methods section of this article) to explore variance in
how notions of effective teaching were understood by
teachers and students in a HE context. Their findings
suggest that students showed no appreciation of the
role that teachers’ research played in enhancing
teaching and that teachers demonstrated little or no
awareness of the importance students place on
teachers’ approachability. In addition, students are
“three times as likely as their teachers to identify
interest as a characteristic of good teaching, while
teachers are, by about the same margin, more likely to
emphasize participation and active involvement of
students in the teaching process” (p. 277).
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Method
This case study was also undertaken from a
phenomenographic perspective (Marton, 1981; Marton
& Booth 1997) to examine students’ perceptions of,
and insights into, effective undergraduate teaching in
the first year of their study.
Phenomenography
explores how concepts, principles, and phenomena are
perceived, experienced, and understood in specific
contexts and is thus concerned with the direct
exploration of experiences (Marton, Hounsell, &
Entwistle,
1984).
The
study
follows
a
phenomenographic approach in its quest to describe,
analyze, and understand (Marton, 1981) how students
construe effective teaching. However, our approach is
limited to the examination of perceptions and does not
explore in depth variations between them as would be
expected from a more purist phenomenographic study.
In total, 195 students studied education-related,
non teacher-training programs in the academic year
2007/8. All students were invited to take part in the
study; no coercion was exercised, and there were no
penalties for non-participation. 16 students participated
in the initial pilot focus group interviews and 65 in the
principal focus groups. 80 students responded to the
Likert-scale questionnaire.
The study explored two interrelated questions: (1)
What do students perceive to be effective teaching in
their first year in HE? (2) What are the qualities of
teachers that first year students perceive to promote
their learning?
Data were gathered from three focus groups: a
pilot group consisting of four students and two groups
each made up of six students. Of the total 16 students,
six students were male and ten female. The interviews
were conducted on a semi-structured basis, which
enabled the group to enter into and extend the
discussion (Lichtman, 2006).
Participants’ opinions were recorded on a flip-chart
and amended throughout the interviews. In this way,
conversation and discussion were facilitated (Holliday,
2007), and using an iterative approach enabled a degree
of consensus relating to students’ perceptions to be built
up. The function of the focus groups was thus to
provide a grounded perspective of students’ beliefs. The
facilitator for each of the initial focus groups was a
teacher/researcher who taught some but not all of the
students. Students were given an outline of the research
before the interviews took place and prior to choosing
whether to participate. They were assured of the
anonymity of any of their comments and were asked
not to name specific teachers but rather to identify the
characteristics that effective teachers displayed that
they felt were beneficial to their learning.
The data collected in the first phase were analyzed
and grouped into four broad categories:

•
•
•
•

teaching skills;
subject knowledge of teachers;
personal qualities of teachers; and
aspects of teaching that may hinder students’
learning.

These were then presented to a further five focus
groups, each comprising between 10 and 12 students,
which were intended to refine, develop, and validate the
initial ideas. The focus groups were asked (a) to
discuss and modify the original statements and (b) to
add any additional statements as appropriate and record
their responses on flipcharts. They were led by a final
year student who had been given some support in
interview techniques.
The data from the first phase of the study were
summarized into 32 statements incorporated into a
Likert questionnaire (see Appendix A).
As the
respondents were all first year undergraduates, the term
“university teacher” rather than “teacher” was used in
the questionnaire to signal to the respondents that the
locus of the study was their current experience in
university and not their perceptions of their teachers in
school. Despite this, a number of students referred to
“effective lecturers” in their response to the open-ended
question included in the survey. The questionnaire was
piloted, modified, and then distributed to 121 first year
undergraduate students. A five-point Likert scale was
used, which allowed respondents to express strong
disagreement (1), disagreement (2), neutrality (3),
agreement (4) or strong agreement (5) in response to
each of the statements included. 80 responses were
received, giving a return rate of 66%. 36 of the
respondents answered the open question inviting them
to comment further on effective teaching.
The cohorts recruited in these subjects are
predominantly young female undergraduates; this is
reflected in our sample, among which 65 (81%) of
respondents were female and 57 (71%) aged between
18 and 25. Only 21 (26%) were 26-40 and two were
aged over 40. The latter two groups were combined for
the analysis. All respondents were studying either a
specialist or a joint degree in Early Childhood Studies,
Education Studies, or Special Needs and Inclusion
Studies. Other demographic data were not collected on
the respondents. The questionnaire data were analyzed
using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS) 12.0. In order to build a more detailed profile
of students’ perceptions of effective teaching, we
undertook both factor and correlational analysis of the
data.
Finally, it should be emphasized that the study
sought the perspective of students on what constituted
effective teaching by ordinary university teachers.
Ordinary is not used as a pejorative term; rather, it

Allan, Clarke, and Jopling

First Year Perceptions

signifies “those teachers who have not been singled out
through awards for excellence” (Skelton, 2005, p.89)
and thus serves to differentiate this study from those
that focus on analyzing the characteristics of excellence
as defined by national award schemes.
Results and Discussion
Details of the statements included in the
questionnaire, along with the mean responses and
standards deviations for each statement, are included in
Appendix A. Analysis of the responses to the Likert
questionnaire in Table 2 shows the five responses with
the highest proportion of strongly agree and agree
responses.
Table 2
The Top 5 Statements Describing
Effective University Teachers the Most Positively
Effective university
% of Strongly Agree
teachers….
and Agree Responses
demonstrate excellent knowledge
of their subject
include group activities during
sessions

99
95

encourage discussion

94

are approachable

91

start sessions on time

91

The first item, effective university teachers
demonstrate excellent knowledge of their subject, was
reinforced by respondents in the focus groups who
expressed a strong belief that excellent subject
knowledge was a necessary attribute of an effective
teacher. What emerges from this research is not, as
Reid and Johnston (1999) suggest, that students have
little appreciation of teachers’ research but rather that
they value the rigor this can bring to teaching. One
student stated that “research definitely gives a deeper
understanding, relevance, and meaning to the subject,”
while another felt “research encourages students to
have wide subject knowledge.”
Nevertheless, our research suggests that, at least
in their first year in HE, students only value research
that is relevant to their studies: “it is useful but only if
it is applicable to the topic,” and comprehensible:
“you can get bored and easily switch off if the
research
examples
are
irrelevant
to
your
understanding.”
These perceptions align strongly with the analysis
presented in Table 1 in relation to the importance of
creating a supportive learning environment and
scaffolding learning, and notably with Biggs’ (2003)
work on constructive alignment. It is not unexpected
that first year undergraduates in a modern university
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rate highly teachers who ensure the relevance of their
sessions to the module being studied; indeed, this
facet of effective teaching also features highly in
Table 3. It is also wholly consistent with an achieving
(Biggs, 1987,) or strategic (Tait et al, 1998) approach
and, given the political influence on education
discussed in this article, with enhancing achievement.
The high value placed by students on including
group activities and encouraging discussion in sessions
chimes with the consensus of teachers’ views on the
contribution that varying ways of teaching content,
promoting active learning, and assuring a high level of
engagement make to effective learning. Given the
ranking of both of these items, it was somewhat
surprising that respondents did not add any further
comments relating to them in either the focus group
discussion or the open ended section of the
questionnaire.
Conversely, the fourth ranking item, being
approachable, was accorded a strong emphasis by the
students.
For some students the notion of
approachability was linked to promoting self-efficacy
and to a climate of trust: “effective university teachers
are approachable and understanding. They make, or
rather give you a sense that you can achieve what you
are striving for.” Others stated that “they need to be
approachable and offer guidance – otherwise students
become lost on the course and lose their focus,” and
that “if they aren’t approachable the students become
afraid to ask questions.”
For some students,
approachability was associated with teachers’ time
management: “some lecturers are more approachable
than others who are rushed;” “an effective lecturer has
the time to listen to doubts on an area of discussion or
an assignment and aims to help their students achieve
the best they can.” Another emphasized the value
placed on teachers who “spend more in-depth time
discussing assignments and ensuring the student is clear
on what they are doing.”
The explicit references to lecturers’ clarifying
assignment requirements finds resonance in a study
undertaken by Bloxham and West (2007, p. 84), who
reported that students value those teachers who
provide verbal clarification or “almost a translation
into language that they could understand,” which
prompted them to posit that “effective teachers, at
least in students’ initial engagement with HE are those
that can slip effortlessly from subject to everyday
discourse and back again” (p.85). The strength of this
assertion is further supported by the positive responses
reported in connection with teachers’ preparedness to
explain.
That said, the importance that students accord to
teachers specifically having time for their students
does not find resonance in current literature. This
perception perhaps arises from the increasingly high
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staff-student ratios, which are prevalent in modern
universities together with the ever widening demands
that are being placed on university teachers both to
undertake research and generate income through
external projects. Furthermore, the unexpected presence
of the fifth item in Table 2 relating to starting sessions
on time suggests that students do indeed regard in high
esteem those teachers who prioritize their teaching.
This echoes the marketisation/performativity argument,
which threatens to change the teacher-student
relationship.
The second notable tranche of items cluster around
those that received no strongly disagree and disagree
ratings in the questionnaire. These items are indicated
in Table 3.
Table 3
The Statements Describing Effective University
Teachers and Attracting No Disagreement
Effective university teachers….
demonstrate excellent knowledge of their subject
ensure the relevance of information within sessions
are patient
respect students’ opinions
are enthusiastic about learning

The only item to appear both here and in Table 2
above (which contains items with the most “agree” and
“strongly agree” responses) was “demonstrate excellent
knowledge of their subject,” making it the most highly
regarded factor.
Focusing on the personal attributes identified in Table
3 that are highly valued by new undergraduates, patience
does not feature in any of the literature reviewed. One
student associated it with the recognition of individual
difference: “effective lecturers need to be patient –
everyone is different, we all learn in different ways – some
get things, others don’t.” It was further developed in one
of the focus groups by a number of students who regarded
the recognition of, and appropriate responses to, different
learning styles among students as an important attribute of
an effective teacher who “takes into account different
learning styles and attempts to incorporate this into their
teaching,” and “incorporates different learning styles to
adapt to the background of the variety of students.”
Differentiation does not feature in extant research on
teacher effectiveness in HE, but, given the diversification
of students that has resulted from the widening
participation agenda, it begs the question as to the extent to
which 21st university undergraduate curricula should be
predicated on a pedagogy modeled on the principle of
differentiation.
The second personal attribute that students agreed
upon was the role that respect plays in effective
teaching. Two facets that qualified respect emerged.
The first, its importance in promoting motivation (“if
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there’s no respect, it discourages student motivation”),
was congruent with the perceptions of all the students
in the focus group where it was discussed. This stance
is also explicit in Table 1 and is supported by Biggs,
(2003, p. 13), who argues that “motivation is a product
of good teaching, not its prerequisite” and that effective
teachers create learning environments where students
experience the need to learn. A clear implication of
respect is that “effective lecturers listen to students’
opinions and make students feel comfortable and
confident to speak out and do not put them on the spot in
front of a large group making them feel uncomfortable.”
Another student emphasized, “they listen to you without
singling you out. They do not highlight your weaknesses
but do give clear constructive criticism.” These
comments illustrate the consensus relating to the
importance of respect that was prevalent in both our
study and the corpus of research embodying teachers’
perceptions, summarized in Table 1.
The final personal attribute identified in Table 3 is
that of enthusiasm, which respondents associated with
engendering a high level of engagement: “effective
lecturers are passionate about what they teach and make
sessions fun and engaging for the students to learn more
effectively.” Passion was also identified by another
student who valued teachers who “are very passionate
about their topic and engage students fully.” Research
undertaken by Bauer (2002) in the States with 130 first
year college chemistry students placed strong emphasis
on enthusiasm, which was the category in this study with
the most positive responses. Furthermore, the link with
engaging students in learning finds support in the
literature summarized in Table 1, which recognizes the
centrality of engagement in scaffolding learning.
Analyses
Having focused the initial analysis on the most
commonly approved characteristics of effective teachers,
parametric analysis of the questionnaire data was also
undertaken using SPSS. Firstly, a relatively simple factor
analysis and a component matrix test were run on the
statements using SPSS, which did not reveal any striking
results. Following this, they were grouped into three
sections (1-7, 8-23, and 24-32) to reduce the problem of
the narrow spread of responses to most of the statements.
To avoid losing data, seven missing answers were replaced
by the median response (Agree) in the knowledge that this
would slightly reduce the amount of variation. Factor
analysis revealed that there were no significant differences
between the three degree groupings. All the p values were
much greater than 0.05 (which indicates significance) and
0.1 (sometimes described as “suggestive”). Significant
differences were found by age, however, with respondents
over 26 giving consistently higher scores when ANOVAs
were run of the statement means in each of the groupings
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Table 4
Correlations Between Respect and Enthusiasm and Other Variables
Give Examples Drawn
Are Enthusiastic
Relate Their Research
from their Own
About Learning
Directly to Modules
Experience
Respect Students’
Opinions

Are Enthusiastic
About Learning

368

Do Not Put Students
On the Spot

0.829**

0.800**

0.799**

0.516**

Give Examples
Drawn from their
Own Experiences

Explain Any New
Language or Concepts
Clearly

Allow Adequate Time
for Discussion

Are Approachable

0.813**

0.788**

0.762**

0.068

** p<.01

(see Appendix B). Finally, tests were run on the scores
using the first two statements (“demonstrate excellent
knowledge of their subject” and “demonstrate the
research they undertake in their subject area”) as
factors. There was no evidence of differences between
degree groups or sexes, but a difference that is just
significant (p=0.049) was found between the age
groups for the first factor (see Appendix B). In the
absence of more compelling evidence, this could reflect
generally higher scores allocated by older students, or it
may be a chance effect.
As the factor analysis had offered inconclusive
results, correlational analysis was then undertaken of
the questionnaire data, again using SPSS, to calculate
correlation coefficients for the questionnaire responses
using Spearman’s rho. Analysis of correlations across
the entire dataset supported the previous analysis,
which found that responses were tightly clustered (see
Tables 2 & 3). Significant correlations tended to be
positive, with 20 statements having no negative
coefficients and only one statistically significant
negative correlation reported (see below).
The
strongest positive correlations clustered around two of
the factors already identified in Table 3: “respect
students’ opinions” and “are enthusiastic about
learning.”
As Table 4 indicates, these factors were strongly
correlated with a number of variables. The strongest
correlation was between the two variables themselves
(0.829**), with respect being strongly linked to “relate
their research directly to modules” and “give examples
drawn from their own experience” and, interestingly,
less strongly linked to “do not put students on the spot.”
Enthusiasm was also strongly correlated with “give
examples drawn from their own experience” as well as
with “explain any new language or concepts clearly”
and “allow adequate time for discussion.” Enthusiasm
was weakly correlated with approachability, although
not significantly. Fairly strong positive correlations
were also found between “recognize that students learn
at different rates” and “acknowledge students’ previous
learning or work experience” (0.784**) and between

“encourage
questions”
and
“value
student
contributions” (0.777**).
In summary, the correlation analysis confirmed the
previous analysis in that responses tended to cluster
together and be positively rather than negatively
correlated. The stronger positive correlations were
between respecting students’ opinions, enthusiasm, and
giving examples from teachers’ own experience. There
were slightly surprising outcomes associated with
patience and approachability, and with variables such as
recognizing that students learn at different rates and
customizing information that warrant further
examination.
Conclusion
This study suggests that the context of a modern,
post-1992, teaching-intensive university is providing a
student-led profile of an effective higher education
teacher that is not wholly consistent with extant
literature. Students in this sample regarded the
provision of a supportive learning environment in
which teachers scaffold learning as a requisite of
effective teaching. Each of the top-ranked items
supports this assertion. In contrast, while there is
evidence to suggest that teachers deem having high
academic expectations for their learners to be
important, students do not rank this item highly. None
of the characteristics cited in Table 1 relating to
academic expectations and clarity are valued highly
by respondents. Rather, students favor actions that
lead directly to the enhancement of their own learning,
to teaching strategies, and the personal attributes of
teachers that they believe improve the interaction
between them and their teachers. The students selected
factors that refer to the creation of an environment and
processes that are conducive to developing their own
understanding
and
achievement, and
which
demonstrate that their teachers are sympathetic to the
challenges they face as first year undergraduates. This
suggests that the students’ notions of an effective
teacher are predicated on their seeing themselves as
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partners in learning, not recipients of knowledge.
Students thus have a pivotal role in making teaching
effective. The findings of this study present a
challenge to university teachers to take on board this
profile of effective teaching and to (re)conceptualize
their role as a subject specialist-cum-teacher.
As a small-scale study with a sample of 80
participants, the potential for generalizing
the
findings is limited by its size and its foundation on a
case study of the perceptions of students studying
education and education-related subjects. Further
research is now required to investigate the extent to
which the ten characteristics that have emerged have
equal resonance with first year students in a range of
other disciplines.
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Appendix A
Questionnaire and Responses
Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning: Research Questionnaire:
Students’ perceptions of effective teaching in higher education.
Introduction
This questionnaire is designed to collect your perceptions about effective teaching in higher education. All
responses will be treated anonymously.
The questionnaire should take you less than 5 minutes to complete.
Background
Which degree are you studying?
Are you
Please indicate your age group
Q
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

Statement - Effective university teachers:
demonstrate excellent knowledge of their
subject
demonstrate the research they undertake in their
subject area
relate their research directly to module sessions
relate theory to work-based practice
encourage discussion
enable students to understand the content of
each session
create a safe climate for all students to
participate in discussion
convey knowledge in a way that is accessible to
students.
ensure the relevance of information within
sessions
do not put students on the spot when
questioning
are patient
recognise that students learn at different rates
are prepared to explain
encourage students to ask questions
are enthusiastic about learning
explain any new language or concepts clearly
acknowledge previous learning/work
experiences of students
are approachable
respect students’ opinions
give clear guidance when asked for help
value students’ contributions
give examples drawn from their own
experiences
start sessions on time
use Powerpoint as prompts only
limit the information given in any one session
allow adequate time for discussion
give full citation for any references given
customise information for their students
explain inconsistencies clearly
provide clear assessment briefs
include group activities during sessions
recap at end of sessions

Male

or

Female

18-25

26-40

Valid
79

Mean
5.519

Std. Dev
0.503

Range
1

79

5.025

0.698

3

80
80
80
79

4.563
4.538
5.175
4.696

1.135
1.147
0.708
0.822

4
4
4
3

80

4.838

0.818

3

80

4.700

0.736

3

80

5.013

0.515

2

80

4.600

0.894

3

80
80
80
80
80
80
79

5.013
4.275
5.150
5.063
4.888
4.575
4.380

0.490
1.113
0.618
0.700
0.779
0.991
1.066

2
4
3
4
2
4
3

80
79
80
80
80

5.313
4.924
4.888
5.063
4.863

0.805
0.747
0.795
0.700
0.882

3
2
3
3
3

80
80
80
80
80
79
79
80
80
80

5.088
4.338
3.925
4.613
4.788
4.316
4.494
4.863
5.038
4.550

0.640
1.102
1.065
0.684
0.669
0.968
0.696
0.689
0.625
0.884

3
4
4
4
3
3
3
3
4
4

41+
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Service Learning as an Opportunity
for Personal and Social Transformation
Steven A. Meyers
Roosevelt University
Service-learning can be used as a teaching tool to promote social justice, and its implementation can
encourage both students’ personal development and social engagement. In this article, I illustrate
how service-learning can help students become more self-aware, appreciative of diversity, and
agents of social change. This process involves students reaching out to marginalized populations
through community placements, reaching in through detailed reflection and introspection about their
attitudes and experiences, and reaching around their communities through advocacy and activism to
address social problems that are evident at field sites. I include supporting qualitative data that
document how these experiences impacted students’ personal growth and civic participation.

Too often students’ experience in higher education
is to absorb information passively. It is then students’
responsibility to apply this material to areas of their
lives (e.g., families, careers, or communities) at some
later point in time. However, faculty can use a teaching
method that simultaneously links information taught in
the classroom with the skills and insights that students
learn when they volunteer in their communities.
Service-learning improves education by enriching
the curriculum and by encouraging students and
instructors to put course matter into context.
Consequently, academic work and service are
completed together so that students study issues and
become participants in addressing them in a particular
community setting (Speck, 2001). An overarching goal
of service-learning is to foster the development of
citizenship by integrating theory and practice so that
students can begin lifelong involvement in social issues
and public life.
The success of service-learning as a powerful
strategy to teach and encourage engaged citizenship is
well-documented.
Hundreds of investigations
regarding its effectiveness have been conducted over
the past 25 years (cf. Eyler, Giles, Stenson, & Gray,
2001).
Students who engage in service-learning
perform better academically.
They have higher
graduation rates and are more satisfied with their
college experience.
They become more engaged
citizens and demonstrate greater cultural and racial
understanding.
They often develop socially,
emotionally, and morally because of this work (Astin &
Sax, 1998; Eyler, Giles, & Braxton, 1997; Sax & Astin,
1997).
Personal development and social engagement are
two particularly important and worthwhile goals for
college education and are especially germane to
discussions of service-learning. Regrettably, many
professors prioritize content mastery over these
objectives when teaching, but this does not have to be
so. Seventy years ago, John Dewey (1938/1997)
underscored that one of the main purposes of education

is to help individuals become active participants in
their democracies, and that the boundaries between
society and the school must be permeable to reflect
this reality. Even earlier in his writings, Dewey
(1897) expressed the conviction that “education is the
fundamental method of social progress and reform.”
Contemporary progressive educators carry this
sentiment forward and believe that college teaching
must reflect and enrich students’ lives, empower
students, and promote equality (hooks, 2003). For
instance, Ira Shor and Paulo Freire (1987) explained
that professors who promote personal and social
transformation allow students to grapple with and
critically examine social issues regardless of their
discipline while respecting students’ experiences and
values. A “liberating education” calls students to
change society because it encourages them to envision
a world that is different. As a pedagogical tool,
service-learning is uniquely poised to address this
challenge.
In this article, I explain how college faculty can
use service-learning to encourage students’ personal
and social transformation. I highlight how servicelearning can help students not only to become more
self-aware, tolerant, and appreciative of diversity but
also to become agents of social change. Specifically, I
first outline how service-learning can provide
undergraduates with opportunities to “reach out” and
interact in meaningful ways with broad segments of
their communities, providing them with valuable
opportunities to work with the disenfranchised.
Second, I explain how instructors can use reflection
exercises to encourage students to “reach in” and
connect their service-learning work with their own
attitudes, values, and personal history through critical
introspection. These bridges can widen the impact of
service-learning on students’ lives and facilitate their
personal development.
Finally, I describe how
professors can use service-learning as a method to
promote students’ civic engagement and allow them to
“reach around” their communities. Students’ first-
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hand experiences provide them with compelling
stories that can be effectively incorporated into
advocacy efforts consistent with course themes.
To support my suggestions in all three sections, I
include narrative statements from undergraduates who
have completed my own service-learning course, Field
Placement with Children and Families, during the
Spring 2005, Spring 2006, and Spring 2007 semesters.
In this class, students work directly with at-risk children
in the community for 6 hours each week. For example,
they care for families living in domestic violence
shelters, cradle hospitalized infants, tutor inner-city
teenagers, and support children who grieve the loss of a
parent. At the end of each semester, students complete
a final essay documenting how these service-learning
experiences and related assignments (i.e., completing
journals, discussing field experiences in class, and
contacting their legislators) impact their personal
growth and civic engagement. I complement these
representative excerpts with concrete descriptions of
how I have used service-learning to promote personal
and social change, and I suggest ways for faculty to
accomplish these objectives, regardless of their
professional discipline.
Reaching Out: Direct Interactions with “The Other”
Faculty who use service-learning make the
boundaries between the university and its surrounding
community more permeable. By definition, students
enrolled in service-learning classes interact with people
in the community as part of their course responsibilities
(Jacoby & Associates, 1996). This direct contact, per
se, has demonstrable benefits. Large scale studies of
undergraduates’ participation in volunteer work or
community service indicate a positive association with
social responsibility, personal empowerment, a
commitment to promote racial understanding, as well as
educational benefits (Astin, Sax, & Avalos, 1999). In
contrast to volunteerism or “pure service,” servicelearning further ensures that (a) both students and
community partners mutually benefit from the
experience; (b) students provide services in settings or
communities that are intentionally related to the content
of the course; and (c) the design of the educational
experience ensures frequent bridges between
coursework and field work (Furco, 1996). These
additional elements enhance students’ benefits derived
from their direct interactions in the community;
however, the time that students spend helping others in
their neighborhoods is often an independent catalyst for
changes in their values, beliefs, and academic outcomes
(Vogelgesang & Astin, 2000).
Through service-learning, students reach out and
help others through sustained and meaningful
interactions outside of the immediate college
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community. Instructors can broaden the impact of
these educational experiences by developing
partnerships with sites that allow students to spend
extended periods of time with others who have
backgrounds different than their own. Serving at
community-based organizations that address the needs
of people who have been marginalized because of their
race, social class, sexual orientation, or physical ability
allow students to gain first-hand experiences so that
they can shed their preconceived stereotypes.
This premise is supported by the research of social
psychologists, who have documented that constructive
contact between members of different groups promotes
the development of greater understanding and
acceptance (Sigelman & Welch, 1993). These attitude
changes extend beyond a perception about a particular
individual.
Rather, reductions in prejudice and
stereotyping expand to include the student’s beliefs
about entire racial or ethnic groups and attitudes about
social policy affecting minority populations (Pettigrew,
1997).
The service-learning literature similarly highlights
that students’ reaching out to diverse populations
reduces their negative stereotypes, helps them identify
commonalities
across
groups,
and
promotes
understanding (e.g., Kingsley & McPherson, 1995;
Reardon, 1994). For instance, Eyler and Giles (1999)
presented qualitative data demonstrating that
community service enabled many undergraduates to
meet people whom they would not have otherwise
known and to become more empathic to social
problems. For this reason, I encourage students to
pursue service-learning placements that allow them to
work with children or families who lack privilege and
experience adversity. As suggested in the reflection of
this student, such site work is often poignant and
powerful:
As for my field placement experience itself, it has
been a roller coaster of emotion that has left me 10
times stronger and wiser than I was before. I
thought that I knew what compassion for another
human being was. I am now able to give it to
others in the most meaningful way imaginable.
I cannot explain how it feels to stare a battered
woman in the face and try to tell her that
everything will be all right when she is hurting
inside and out. When the man that she loves who is
the father of her children has stripped her of her
dignity and self esteem. I cannot explain how it felt
to have beautiful little children standing in front of
me with sad eyes and broken hearts because they
are scared and sad and they miss their dads. All
that I can say is that I spent a lot of time thinking,
praying, crying, and growing, and I will never
again be the same, and I am so grateful for that. I
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feel that I have done things to help the people at the
shelter, but the life lessons that they taught me are
worth their weight in gold.
Reaching out to others through service-learning
widens students’ perspectives and helps them to
become more compassionate. It prompts personal
engagement and self-examination in ways that reading,
lecture, or discussion simply cannot.
When going into this adventure, I wish I knew how
attached I would become to these children and
what an impact they would have on me. I had a
third grade girl cry in my arms because children
were picking on her; I had a fifth grade girl open
up to me about herself when she had no mother to
turn to; and one day I actually was scared to have a
five year old child talk to me because I feared what
he would say -- his mother was in the army and
never came back.
Moreover, service-learning allows students to
make connections to broader issues that are embodied
in the daily lived experience of people at their sites. As
another student commented:
I think that, although no one would say their life is
perfect, it can be easy to forget just how many
families struggle with extreme poverty, abuse,
and/or neglect when we aren’t directly confronted
with it every day. To continue to be in denial of the
fact that there is still racism or destitution in this
country is just naïve. Obviously, these factors also
play a big part in what kinds of adults these
children will grow up to be. I have become even
more empathetic and open-minded to everyone I
encounter, because you never know what a person
may have to struggle with at home or behind closed
doors.
The opportunity to serve diverse, marginalized, or
underserved groups is not restricted to one discipline.
Heffernan (2001) and others have provided many
illustrations of relevant placements, such as
architecture students participating in design projects to
enhance the residences of people with physical
disabilities;
computer
science
undergraduates
providing training for personnel at community
organizations about how to use different software
programs; linguistics students investigating the use
and structure of African American Vernacular English
and applying this knowledge to teach reading skills to
African American elementary school children; or
chemistry undergraduates assessing the presence of
toxic chemicals in compressed wood used in
playgrounds in poor neighborhoods.
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In sum, reaching out through service-learning
allows students to make real contributions to the lives
of people residing in nearby communities while
simultaneously demonstrating the relevance of abstract
course topics. In the process of helping others, students
actually develop greater feelings of individual wellbeing and demonstrate a range of positive outcomes.
Moreover, professors have the opportunity to broaden
the impact of service-learning by encouraging students
to serve in organizations that cater to diverse
populations.
This focus challenges the insularity
common among college students, in which
undergraduates predominantly associate with those who
are most like themselves (Sidanius, Van Laar, Levin, &
Sinclair, 2004). Reaching out to disenfranchised people
widens students’ perspectives and can challenge
commonly-held stereotypes.
Reaching In: Opportunities to Connect and Reflect
Students who assist community members in the
context of service-learning often find the experiences
exciting and rewarding; however, field work can also
be confusing and stressful for them (Rhoads, 1997).
One of the main reasons why this occurs is that many
students encounter “disorienting dilemmas” (Mezirow,
1991) at their sites, especially when they work with
people whose backgrounds and lives differ significantly
from their own. During these times, students observe
situations or have interactions that are radically
discordant with their previous experiences or
worldviews. Nevertheless, these disorienting dilemmas
can prompt personal and intellectual growth for
students. Professors can use such service-learning
experiences in transformative ways when they help
students critically examine their assumptions,
encourage them to seek out additional perspectives, and
ultimately acquire new knowledge, attitudes, and skills
in light of these reflections (Mezirow & Associates,
2000).
In other words, students not only reach out during
service-learning, but they also need to reach inward
through an extensive reflection process about their
experiences. Reflection allows students to bridge what
they experience at the site with their academic studies.
This reflection process also helps students gain greater
self-awareness, clarify their values, and become more
open to observed differences rather than reflexively
imposing their beliefs on others during their site work
(Robert, 2009).
Many faculty members who use service-learning
facilitate introspection by the use of journaling or
similar writing assignments. Bringle and Hatcher
(1999) suggest that students can format reflection
journals in a variety of ways, such as (a) a key phrase
journal, in which they integrate a set list of course
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concepts into their entries; (b) a double-entry journal, in
which they detail their site experiences, personal
thoughts, and reactions in one column and develop
connections with class material in a second column; and
(c) a critical incident journal, wherein students select a
specific event, such as a disorienting dilemma or ethical
quandary, and critically examine the experience and
their responses. In my own classes, students use
journals as a forum to describe their activities at their
sites; document connections between their volunteer
work and the course material and readings; and
comment on what they learned, found interesting, found
confusing, and their emotional reactions in separate
sections:
Completing the journals was crucial to examining
and absorbing important events during our
volunteering. Instead of just showing up, leaving
for the day and repeating it the next week until it's
all a blur, we were forced to think about what we
encountered, what we learned from those
interactions, how that might shape our future
choices.
Encouraging reflection is especially important for
those professors using service-learning to teach
tolerance and encourage the appreciation of pluralism.
Although attainable and important, professors
sometimes find this goal more difficult to achieve than
expanding students’ subject knowledge for several
reasons. First, many students (like many people) are
not necessarily aware of their own biases or values and
how these in turn shape their interactions. Other
students may believe that their own belief systems and
views of “normal”, desirable behavior are superior to
others’ (Robert, 2009). Reflection can help make
students conscious of such preconceptions and
understand the direct implications for their servicelearning work. Second, students do not typically begin
classes with firmly held ideas about the subject matter
in most disciplines. However, they do arrive in
classrooms with existing attitudes about race, ethnicity,
social class, gender, sexual orientation, and disability.
This is inevitable because (regardless of the specific
content of their beliefs) such attitudes have been
crystallized over the span of years based on their
previous experiences, socialization, and internalization
of societal beliefs. Professors can find it difficult to
encourage some students to reflect and grapple with
issues relevant to diversity and service-learning because
this process may be implicitly challenging students’
established worldviews.
Michelle Dunlap has written extensively about
ways to support students who complete service-learning
in multicultural settings. In particular, she expects that
students’ community work with disenfranchised groups
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will likely elicit feelings of guilt, fear, and racism
among those who have experienced societal privilege
(Dunlap, 1998). Furthermore, Dunlap advises that
many of these students will be uncomfortable when
issues of diversity related to service-learning are
broached in class; they may become defensive, quiet, or
resistant to engage in discussion (Dunlap, 2000).
She proposes several strategies to facilitate greater
understanding and tolerance. First, Dunlap explains
that structured reflection about multiculturalism should
be an integral part of service-learning. Journals become
safe and productive places where students grapple with
their personal struggles around issues of difference.
This also gives instructors a venue to provide support
and feedback to students in ways that do not engender
shame or concerns of reprisal. Professors can similarly
assign students autobiographical essays in which they
explore their own racial, ethnic, religious, gender, or
sexual orientation identities to increase self-awareness.
Students can write about their emerging awareness of
their identity; how family, friends, and institutions
during childhood socialized them in this regard; their
experiences with discrimination; and their current
attitudes toward and experiences with membership in
their particular group. This self-reflection brings
students’ assumptions to the foreground for critical
analysis in their service-learning journal entries.
Second, Dunlap suggests providing students with
readings and resources that help students understand
how their own identities serve as a filter for their
interactions with those who are different from them at
their service-learning sites.
These readings can
sensitively and compellingly address issues such as
white privilege (McIntosh, 1990), racial identity
(Helms, 1990), and societal inequalities (Adams et al.,
2000).
Instructors encourage students to reach inward and
reflect on their service-learning experiences through
classroom activities and discussions that complement
written assignments. This is especially important when
professors want to increase students’ self-awareness
about how issues such as racism, sexism, heterosexism,
ableism, or classism are relevant for site work. Adams,
Bell, and Griffin (1997) present activities that raise
consciousness about racism such as placing students in
small groups to identify the aspects of their own
racial/ethnic heritages about which they are proud,
review patterns in their personal relationships regarding
people from different backgrounds, articulate ways in
which society supports racism, and encourage frank and
respectful dialog between white students and students
of color. This sort of interpersonal reflective dialog is
not possible when students only complete individual
journal entries.
In my classes, students share their experiences
around diversity issues, listen to those of other students,
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and make connections to the course material and site
placements. Consider the following assignment:
Race, ethnicity, and culture matter in the lives of
children. This is a critical theme that runs through
the experiences of the children of color who are
described
in
your
textbook,
Ordinary
Resurrections (Kozol, 2001). In the book, race
intersects with socioeconomic status to influence
the daily experiences and life chances of children.
However, race and ethnicity can shape our
experiences in middle-class families and
neighborhoods as well.
Discuss the central question in class today: What
role do race and ethnicity play in childhood?
Discuss specific illustrations that you find in
Ordinary Resurrections, relevant observations
from your field work, and your personal
experiences. Remember that race also influences
the experiences of White children; however, people
in the group with power are generally less aware of
these issues.
These occasionally difficult conversations, coupled
with the direct interactions that occur in community
settings, often foster insight and attitude change. Selfexamination and candid personal reflection – regardless
of whether students have similar backgrounds to those
whom they serve in their placements – are critical for
understanding difference and becoming more tolerant.
Coming from a family that has been labeled in
“poverty” on and off throughout the years, I can
see where these kids are coming from. I feel like
those personal experiences really helped me to
understand what many of the kids were going
through, especially when it came to medical things
since I have been on Medicaid as a child, and I
have been uninsured for periods of time. I have
seen first-hand how you are treated differently and
can receive the minimal amount of care, and it is
really sad.
In sum, reflection assignments are an essential
component of service-learning.
These not only
communicate the expectation that students connect field
work and coursework, but structured reflection also
encourages students to reach inward to bridge these
experiences with their own lives. Students’ careful
contemplation of their site interactions provides them
with a lens to critically examine their attitudes, beliefs,
and worldviews. Reflection also permits students to
grapple with fundamental social issues, especially when
they serve at sites that cater to the disenfranchised.
Professors often need to proceed with caution and
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intention when addressing students’ value systems, but
reflecting on these topics is wholly consistent with
progressive and transformative educational approaches
(e.g., Mezirow, 1991; Shor & Friere, 1987), and
embraces service-learning as a tool to enhance personal
and social growth.
Reaching Around: Speaking Out for Change
Reaching out to others through service-learning
provides students with an avenue to care for those who
may need their attention. Reaching in to reflect on how
their site experiences dovetail with their values and
worldviews establishes personal relevance for students.
However, college faculty members who are committed
to social transformation can use service-learning to
encourage students to become agents of change in their
neighborhoods and beyond. Students can magnify their
impact by reaching around their communities to
become a voice for those who often do not have one.
Inspiring advocacy and action is a logical but
seldom implemented extension of service-learning that
aligns with social justice. Specifically, social justice
involves “a vision of society in which the distribution
of resources is equitable and all members are physically
and psychologically safe and secure” (Adams et al.,
1997, p. 3). Those who advocate for social justice
believe that all members of society should have equal
rights and access to opportunities, regardless of their
race, ethnicity, religion, age, ability, gender, or sexual
orientation.
Social justice education involves
increasing students’ awareness of current inequalities,
uncovering the roles that individuals and institutions
play in maintaining them, and taking action to correct
these issues.
In other words, service-learning can do more than
facilitate students’ personal transformation in which
they critically examine their beliefs and learn to
understand and accept those who are different. Servicelearning can be a catalyst for change in which students
challenge the marginalization of others on a broader
level.
Addressing social problems evident at sites.
There are many ways in which professors can use
service-learning to promote social action that is
consistent with students’ site work. One strategy is to
direct students’ attention to how societal forces affect
the people whom the community partner assists. This is
important because many students focus exclusively on
individual-level functioning when they volunteer.
However, a commitment to social transformation
requires that students and faculty attend to the broader
dynamics of inequality that are evident in the placement
and contribute to the challenges that people ultimately
face. Conversely, students who work in settings that
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serve more affluent populations can observe the effects
of racial or socioeconomic privilege.
Furthermore, instructors can use problem-based
service-learning or community-based action research in
which students work with site personnel to understand
and remedy a community problem (Heffernan & Cone,
2003). Students’ service can go beyond working with
individuals in need to focus on advocacy or policy
reform using knowledge and skills derived from their
academic field of study. Students can interview
community members to identify relevant issues,
conduct relevant policy analysis, write a literature
review on the topic, use research methods to assess the
scope of the problem, identify potential allies to
collaborate in addressing the issue, and disseminate
findings to influence change (Community Social Action
Project Groups and Community Partners, n.d.; see also
Sen, 2003).
Consider the example of students who distribute
free meals to people with low income at a local church
as part of their service-learning requirement for a
course in the social sciences. Problem-based servicelearning or community-based action research could
involve students: (a) interviewing church staff to
understand the site’s history, role, and aspirations in
addressing hunger in the community; (b) researching
the prevalence of hunger at the state and community
levels using sources of data in the public domain; (c)
conducting a literature review about hunger in the
United States that elucidates the groups of people most
affected, its causes, and its implications; (d)
interviewing people who receive food from the church
to understand their related struggles and experiences;
(e) identifying and collaborating with other
organizations in the community that also focus on
feeding or serving the hungry; and (f) raising awareness
about the issue of hunger in the community through
writing advocacy editorials to local or university
newspapers, creating or participating in relevant cocurricular activities, conducting campus-wide education
events and projects, and organizing a march or
demonstration.
More generally, Goodman and Schapiro (1997)
provide students with a framework for planning social
action by having them define their proposed actions in
concrete terms, list the resources and materials needed
to accomplish their objectives, develop strategies to
obtain the needed resources, create realistic timeframes,
identify risks involved in taking action, anticipate and
counteract likely obstacles, identify sources of support,
and articulate ways to evaluate the success of their
work. Regardless of the particular focus, social action
projects capitalize on the heightened awareness that
students develop through service-learning and allow
them to become agents of change who help create a
more tolerant and equitable society. These sorts of
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exercises empower students, persuade them that their
convictions matter, and promote their enduring
community engagement.
I saw at my site and around my community how
policy and socioeconomic situations effect
children's development. I always knew that there
were problems, I just never knew why. Until I was
a part of this class I was fighting an ambiguous
enemy. Taking this class opened my eyes. I have
never seen that before, now I feel more prepared. I
will go back to my site even after this class is over
to continue the growth in my community.
Legislative advocacy. Professors can also build
on service-learning to create class assignments that
impact others on a political level and allow students to
advocate for those who are disenfranchised.
In
particular, students can research federal and state
legislation that is relevant to course topics and students’
service-learning placements (see Meyers, 2008).
Students can find active legislation in the United States
Congress through the Internet at http://www.senate.gov,
http://www.house.gov,
and
http://thomas.loc.gov.
Many state legislatures have similar online resources.
Students can search key words related to course content
to determine an agenda.
With this information in hand, students can then
correspond with their legislators to support or oppose
particular policies. They can call their elected officials
and can follow-up with written correspondence in
which they state their position on the issue using the
knowledge gained from the course. Students can also
concretely explain how the piece of legislation has a
direct bearing on the community in which they serve.
Importantly, students’ service-learning experiences
provide the means through which they can describe the
potential impact of policy in vivid and personalized
ways to increase the effectiveness of their contact.
Here is an excerpt of a letter that one of my students
wrote to her United States Senator in support of
increased funding for early childhood education
programs:
I am writing in support of Senate Bill 152, the
Early Education Act of 2007. Following my recent
call to your office, I was very pleased to learn of
your commitment to ensuring that quality
education is provided to every American from preschool through adulthood.
I am a college student in Chicago who is part of a
class that encourages civic participation regarding
child and family issues. To this end, I volunteer as
a tutor with children in the community. The
children I work with are from low-income
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families, and many of them have never had the
opportunity to attend pre-school. As a result, many
enter kindergarten and first grade not knowing their
alphabet, or are unable to spell their names. I
currently work with a third grader name Cortez.
Cortez is a very engaging child, full of life, and has
a very engaging personality. He recently took the
state tests, but his teacher, though wanting to be
optimistic, believes that he did not receive passing
grades. The problem is that Cortez cannot read,
even though he is nine years old. His teacher and I
firmly believe that this would not be the case if he
had the opportunity to attend pre-school…
Studies show that the early years of a child’s life
are extremely critical for brain development.
Children enrolled in early education programs
perform better academically than children of
similar backgrounds who have never participated
in these programs. Unfortunately, however, not
every child gets the opportunity to participate in
early education programs. This is especially true of
poor children living in poor neighborhoods. Quite
often, they attend public schools that are
inadequately funded in comparison to schools in
wealthier areas…
We take pride in the knowledge that we are the
richest nation with some of the most educated
people in the world. Thousands enter this country
everyday in search of receiving quality education
provided in our academic institutions. We need to
provide similar opportunities for every child in all
of our communities regardless of race or income.
Your support of this bill is extremely important. It
will help to provide our nation’s children with
opportunities to receive early education that will no
doubt increase their chances for success later on in
life.
Undergraduates in my classes have lobbied for
greater support of lesbian and gay students in public
schools, petitioned for expanded services for children
with developmental disabilities, and advocated for
additional assistance for children in foster care. These
students, most of whom are the first generation in their
families to attend college, have met personally with
their state Senators, have questioned members of their
local school boards, and have spoken directly with the
legislative staff of their United States Senators and
Representatives.
I realize that things can only change if I speak up
and not sit silent. As I read various bills, I was
very shocked to see that many that would benefit
children are not being passed mainly because
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there are not enough sponsors, or require that
more people speak up in support. I found that
many elected officials are not doing what they
had promised to do before they were elected -fighting for the rights of disadvantaged children
and individuals. I see that I have the ability to
make a difference, by writing to these officials,
to let them know that they are not doing what
they said they would.
This legislative advocacy assignment is highly
flexible for use across disciplines. For example,
economics undergraduates who complete servicelearning projects with neighborhood business councils
can explore bills related to job creation, the minimum
wage, or tax policy; biology or premedical students
who complete their placements in hospitals can
advocate for health care reform; education students who
serve in low-income schools can articulate their
position on school funding initiatives; and women’s
studies students who assist in domestic violence
shelters can advocate for programs that curtail the abuse
of women. Admittedly, the process of contacting a
legislator is intimidating for many students. They often
feel unprepared because many have been socialized into
believing that their opinions cannot have an impact on
policy.
I feel that although I was scared to death of this
project, I have learned a lot about what I can do to
encourage my position on legislation and how
relatively easy it is to actually talk to the people
involved. Also, I learned that talking to political
leaders on the phone is not as scary as I first
imagined.
However, professors’ support and encouragement
often prompt students to take the actions that are
ultimately needed to create a fairer and more respectful
society. In sum, service-learning allows students to
observe and to have an impact at two levels: the
individual, micro-level as well as the social, macrolevel. Undergraduates are generally aware of the
moment-by-moment interactions that they have with
people at their sites and the challenges that they
encounter. However, instructors can use servicelearning help students to amplify their impact by
“reaching around” their communities and to become
active citizens. Individuals’ experiences at sites where
students serve often illustrate and illuminate broader
social problems for students and policy makers alike.
Professors and service-learning supervisors can help
students make these links and develop skills needed to
take effective action in ways consistent with course
content. Students can use service-learning not only to
make a difference one person at a time, but more
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broadly through community-based research, advocacy,
and political involvement.
Conclusion
There is a story of a Chasidic rabbi who instructed
others to place a slip of paper in their two pockets, each
containing a different passage from the Jewish
scriptures. The note for the right pocket read, “For my
sake the whole world was created,” whereas the one for
the left side stated, “I am but dust and ashes.” Servicelearning gives students the opportunity to truly
appreciate this duality. The message for the right
pocket reinforces the importance of students’ personal
growth through their examination of the ways that their
unique experiences, histories, and values shape how
they perceive the world. However, the second slip
represents a counterbalance, and highlights the need for
students to see far beyond themselves and to use their
knowledge and skills to help others in compassionate
and just ways. Reaching out, reaching in, and reaching
around through service-learning allows students to
become more self-aware, sensitive to the plight of
others, and engaged in their communities. Personal and
social transformations become intertwined in the
learning process. This provides them with more than an
opportunity to learn information -- students can use this
experience to discover who they are capable of being
and what they are capable of doing.
You cannot come away from this class the same
as you went in. If you are willing to be a work in
progress, openly admitting that our world or
society, in its humanness is flawed, then you will
have the opportunity to make sure that everyone
is privileged to a measure of social justice. I
leave this class forever changed; happy to have
stood in someone else’s shoes, knowing that I
still had my own, if those didn’t quite fit.
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Learning Through Life Books: Teaching Human Growth
and Development in an Emotionally Rich Community Context
John Korsmo, Jacquelyn Baker-Sennett, and Trula Nicholas
Western Washington University
One challenge experienced by many educators working in pre-professional programs involves
designing courses to support students as they learn how to apply subject area knowledge to
professional practice. This article describes a successful collaborative community-based project that
contextualizes the often abstract and predominately linear theories of human development through
the creation of life books for children in the foster care system. The learning activity includes upper
division undergraduate Human Services students reviewing case files, contacting, interviewing, and
meeting with members of the adoptive child’s families, researching the child’s medical background,
and documenting the child’s life story to date. This method supports students’ understanding of
human development within the context of the systems in which they will be working.

This paper supports the use of community-based
teaching methodologies to bring contextual awareness
to the classroom. In this paper we outline the
implementation of an emotionally rich communitybased learning activity in a required Human
Development course and describe how this program
supports the learning of students in the pre-professions.
Collaborating with the Washington State Department of
Children and Family Services (DCFS), students in our
undergraduate Human Services program create “life
books” for children who are in the foster care system.
This opportunity to engage in an emotionally rich
community-based learning experience contextualizes
the often abstract and predominately linear theories of
human development.
Requisite Courses in Human Growth and
Development
Professional preparation programs in fields such as
education, social work, counseling, nursing, and human
services commonly require courses in human growth
and development. National standards for the education
and training of human service professionals, board
certified and entry-level school counselors, teachers,
school social workers, and school psychologists include
at least one standard devoted to this subject. The
Council for Standards in Human Service Education, for
instance, specifies that the curriculum shall include
individual human development theory (Council for
Standards in Human Services Education, 2005).
Similarly, the National Board for Professional Teaching
Standards (2002) provides standards for the education
and training of practicing school counselors. Standard
3 (Human Growth and Development) states that
“accomplished school counselors apply comprehensive,
in-depth knowledge of human growth and development
to improve student learning and well-being” (National
Board for Professional Teaching Standards, 2002, p.
34). Likewise, the Council on Social Work Education

(2001) incorporates a standard stating “social work
education includes theories and knowledge of
biological, sociological, cultural, psychological, and
spiritual development across the life span” (Council on
Social Work Education, 2001, p. 9). The National
Association of School Psychologists’ (2000) standards
require that “School psychologists have knowledge of
human development processes” (National Association
of School Psychologists, 2000, p. 15). Finally, the
Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related
Educational Programs, the accreditation body for nine
major counseling areas, includes human growth and
development as required curriculum for graduate level
practitioners (Council for Accreditation of Counseling
and Related Educational Programs, 2001).
While these organizations and accreditation bodies
acknowledge the need for professionals to understand
human development, none speak of how best to
contextually integrate subject matter knowledge with
professional practice. Course texts have traditionally
addressed
human
development
theory
from
psychological perspectives that highlight individual
development in-- or compared to-- middle class
Caucasian-American culture (Dixon, 2000). With
relatively few lifespan development texts approaching
development from a pre-professional, multicultural, or
contextual perspective (Greenfield & Suzuki, 1998;
Paludi, 2002; Rogoff, 2003), it is becoming
increasingly important to supplement reading materials
with learning activities that capture a more culturally
diverse and professionally grounded understanding of
lifespan development and provide experiences
expanding upon classroom learning (Hugg &
Wurdinger, 2007). Given that many pre-service
professionals will eventually work with diverse groups
of clients in emotionally demanding community-based
settings, it is important to provide pre-professional
students with the opportunity to make meaning of
specific subject matter for their own professional
practice (Fox, Katz, Eddins-Folensbee, & Folensbee,
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2007; Fusco, 2000; Kolb, 1984; McIntyre, Grout,
Jennings, & Poppei, 2001).
One way of helping pre-profesional students
acquire a rich understanding of human growth and
development is through participation in contextually
meaningful and experientially grounded learning
activities. Owens and Wang (1996) argue, “Effective
learning engages both head and hand and requires both
knowing and doing…[and]…decontextualized learning
fails to enable students to examine the ideas they bring
to the learning situation, to learn from their errors, or to
look for patterns [in their thinking and learning] (p. 6).
This notion aligns with the extensive literature base
relating to experiential education dating back more than
a century (e.g. Flexner, 1910; Kolb, 1984; Lewin, 1942,
1946; Thorndike & Woodworth, 1901) and recently
advanced by sociocultural and activity theorists who
argue that learning results from participation in social
and cultural activities that take place in real-world
communities of practice (e.g. Chaiklin, Hedegaard, &
Jensen, 2003: Rogoff, 2003; Tuomi-Grohn &
Engestrom, 2003).
Life Books for Adoption Placement
Life books are a “collection of information about a
child’s life that includes historical data, recollections,
memorabilia, and stories by and about a foster child”
(Beste & Richardson, 1981, p. 529). As stated by
Backhaus (1984), the life book “generally includes a
narrative describing what has happened to the child” (p.
551). More recent sources describe life books as
chronological compilations comprised of “photographs,
letters, and documents such as birth certificates and
report cards…include[ing] a narrative of the child’s
life” (Holody & Maher, 1996). Holody and Maher
(1996) suggest that “Life books are well-established as
effective tools for helping children in family foster care
cope with past events and future plans” (p. 321).
According to the Washington Department of Social
and Health Services (n.d.), the life book serves
“primarily [as] a bridge to the adopted child’s past. It is
a way to help the child understand that what happened
[to have him or her removed from the home] is not his
or her fault and was beyond the ability of the child to
have changed or influenced [his or her past].” Biggert
(1978, as cited in Backhaus, 1984, p. 3) explains this by
stating:
So many children in foster care are subject to the
trauma of repeated moves and lack continuity in
their lives, it is exceptionally difficult for them to
develop complete, intact personal identities. The
information that forms the foundation for identity
is fragmented or absent from their conscious
memory. (Backhaus, 1984, p. 552)
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According to Backhaus (1984), when a child leaves
the foster care system “without the facts about their
years in care [the child will] find it virtually impossible
to integrate those years into their life experience…life
books [are] a tool for establishing continuity” (p. 552).
Creating life books for children who are being
adopted through the foster care system in Washington
State (USA) has been a requirement for State
caseworkers for more than 26 years (D. Gomi, personal
communication, June 7, 2006). With a total of 8000
children in licensed foster care and 3,500 children in
kinship care (Caseload Forecast Council, 2008),
individual caseloads for state adoption workers
commonly exceed 30 families per worker (M. BaderNesse, personal communication, March 17, 2008).
Given this caseload, DCFS workers rarely have the
time to complete meaningful life books for children.
Based on the actual need for life books to be created, a
partnership was launched with DCFS to develop a
course assignment that is mutually beneficial for the
DCFS office, the children and families receiving the
books, and the university students who create the
books. The creation of life books has become a
powerful and popular service learning experience
through which students are able to learn of human
development in context by studying an actual child and
his or her real life experiences.
Implementation of Assignment
The undergraduate Human Services major at
Western Washington University is an interdisciplinary
major that prepares students to work primarily in nonprofit, government, and educational organizations in
direct service positions. Requirements include a
course in Human Development and Human Services,
typically taken during a student’s first or second
quarter in the Program. In partnership with the State
DCFS offices, students in the course are assigned to
create a life book chronicling the life and
developmental milestones of a child who is being
adopted and the history through which the child came
to be placed in foster care or pre-adoption placement.
Four upper-division classes, with a total of 85
students, have created twenty-three life books for
children in foster care during a two-year period.
Students are oriented to the project by the professor and
DCFS staff, who serve as project partners throughout
the quarter and are available to address students’
questions, help navigate volumes of case materials, and
debrief with students. During the first quarter of the
project, one of the co-authors of this paper completed a
faculty internship assisting the Child Protective
Services unit at DCFS and participating in creating life
books on-site in the DCFS offices with small groups of
students who were involved in the life book
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assignment. Additionally, all three authors completed a
life book for a child who was in care, working under the
same timeline and requirements as the students in the
course.
The learning activity includes reviewing case files
(frequently more than a thousand pages), contacting,
interviewing, and meeting with members of the child’s
biological, foster, and/or adopting families, researching
the child’s medical background and biological family
history, and documenting the child’s life story to date.
Scrapbook supplies and materials are provided to the
students by the DCFS office. While students are given
creative liberty to determine how the information is
presented, the life books typically include the
following:
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

Birth information and statistics (where child
was born, date, weight, size, etc.)
Biological and adoptive family trees/
connections
Developmental milestones (rolling over,
walking, talking, etc.)
Personal interests/hobbies of the child
Photos and artifacts (birth photos, birth/death
certificates, passports, awards, medical
documents, and growth charts)
Messages from influential people in the
child’s life (teachers, biological and/or foster
family members, case managers, etc.)
Creative space to add to the life book over
time (future oriented)

Students work in small groups of between two
and four members to complete the life books. At the
end of the quarter, workgroups present the completed
life books to other class members and to DCFS staff.
In many instances, foster and/or adoptive families
attend the presentation with their children and are given
their life books directly from the students. During their
final presentation of the completed life book, students
discuss connections between their child’s case and the
overall course content, including the literature and
classroom lectures and discussions.
Contextualizing Learning
A goal of this learning activity includes supporting
students’ understanding of human growth and
development within the family and community context
of the systems in which they will be working. A review
of the literature finds that faculty sometimes
supplement human development course readings with
teaching techniques and activities that include
observations, class demonstrations (Corpus & Eisbach,
2005), autobiographical analysis (New, 1996), case
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studies (Sudzina, 2000), service learning opportunities
(Lundy, 2007), panels of discussants representing
different age-groups (Vacha-Haasce, 1996), and
improvisational role play and performances (Fusco,
2000). It is reported that these methods result in deeper
understanding of course content (Corpus & Eisbach,
2005), higher exam scores, and increases in emotional
empathy (Grant, 2001; Lundy, 2007).
Our course engages students in community-based
learning specifically to support understanding of the
complexities of human growth and development.
Community-based learning is grounded in cognitive
research and used in many forms (Burant & Kirby,
2002; Carter, Cadge, Rivero, & Curran, 2002; Cooper,
2007; and Sleeter, 2001) including “field trips,
observational projects, service learning projects, [and]
community-based internships” (Carter et al, 2002, p.
158). In this vein, we are using the collaborative
engagement with DCFS to provide pre-service
interaction in the environments where many of our
students will be working in the future. Students
consistently report the value of embedding their
learning within a contextually rich learning assignment.
As one student described in a written reflection,
I have taken many Human Development classes
over my college career [and] have been assigned
reading on many theorists such as Freud, Piaget,
Vygotsky, and many others. Even an occasional
presentation was required for the class. However,
none of my previous Human Development classes
have given me an opportunity like the life book
assignment. It provided a tangible experience
where we could see firsthand what we learn about
every day. Not everything we learned about in
class is represented in the assignment, but we were
able to take an individual and look in depth at
different stages of their life. The life book
assignment provided an outlet to look at the
development of an individual and gave me an
opportunity to apply concepts to an individual’s
life. To add to everything, this assignment evokes
some emotion because looking at the history of this
individual brings up different feelings. (Postproject student reflection paper)
This student’s perspective is echoed in numerous
ways by other students’ accounts of enthusiasm for
learning of human development experientially, in the
context of their chosen practice. The life book project
has been viewed by students as a substantive
supplement to traditional classroom-based learning. As
one student noted,
It allowed for me to make connections between
what we were learning in class and reality,
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something we don’t get the opportunity to do often.
It provided the group a sense of purpose to the
class and its applicability to the human services
field. (Post-project student reflection paper)

came over me. I wanted to do everything to help
this child and ensure that he is going to be in a
better living environment. (Post-project student
reflection paper)

Emotional Foundations of Learning About the Life
Course

To assess student perceptions of learning as a result
of participation in the life book assignment, a
combination of pre- and post- questionnaires with five
Likert-scale questions and three open-ended questions
was developed. The questionnaires asked students their
opinions about the efficacy of life books in connecting
adopted children to their past, the degree to which the
assignment was positive and useful, the degree to which
the assignment was emotionally challenging, and
perspectives of how the assignment aided each student
in learning about his or her own development. Students
reported via the pre-project questionnaire that they
expected to gain a heightened sense of self-awareness
through the life book assignment. For instance, all
responding students (n=80) reported that they believed
the assignment would help them learn about their own
development, with 46% somewhat agreeing and 43%
strongly agreeing. Upon completion of the project, on
the post- project questionnaire (n=41), 61% of students
indicated that the assignment had been ‘emotionally
challenging’ (37% slightly agree and 24% strongly
agree).
In addition to the pre- and post-project
questionnaires, more in-depth qualitative data was
obtained through reflection papers (generally 4 to 6
pages) that described what and how students learned
about lifespan development by completing the project.
The emotionality of the assignment was prevalent in
these reflection papers as students frequently reported a
“roller coaster” of emotions, with a cycle of initial
excitement about the prospect of obtaining experience
in the field, stress related to completing the assignment
in a community setting, and multiple emotions
associated with reading and learning about family
tragedies and egregious acts perpetrated on children.
Reflection papers frequently opened with
statements such as: “The life book project was an
extremely emotional process”; “I was really excited
about doing the life book, unfortunately my
excitement turned into frustration”; “More so than
any other project, this has evoked the most stress, but
has [been] the most rewarding as well”; and
“Overwhelmed was the feeling I had throughout the
life
book.
I
was
overwhelmed
with
excitement….because we were finally able to do
something helpful and meaningful, rather than just
learning in a classroom setting.” Some students
described their learning experience as being
emotionally
difficult
and
painful.
Reading
voluminous case files about children who were
frequently removed from their homes for shocking

With the goal of contextualizing learning through
an emotionally rich pre-professional experience, we
aim to support undergraduate students as they prepare
for the emotional, social, and cognitive demands of
applying their learning of human development to their
future professional practice. The life book learning
experience is intentionally designed to support students’
understanding of the emotional aspects they will
encounter when providing services to children, families,
and communities in real world settings. It is designed
with the intent that students will retain and understand
how to apply course concepts when information is
reinforced through an emotionally salient learning
experience. The course is intentionally placed early in
the sequence of learning to give prerequisite knowledge
and opportunities to experience real-world, emotionally
laden situations as a group, prior to moving into the
field independently as an intern.
Our expectations are guided by research in the area
of cognition, learning, and memory (Davidson,
McFarland, & Glisky, 2006; Neisser & Libby, 2000) as
well as pedagogically oriented investigations with preservice teachers such as that conducted by Grant
(2001), who followed pre-service teachers as they
participated as literacy tutors in a service learning
project. Grant (2001) found that very successful tutors
could be distinguished from less successful tutors by
the way they understood the complex relationship
between emotions and learning. Similarly, research by
Lundy (2007) found that students in a life-span
development course who participated in an emotionally
rich, community-based service learning experience
scored significantly higher on course exams and
emotional empathy assessments than students who
participated in other project options such as interviews
or a course research project.
Remarks from the students who engaged in the life
book project indicate that this was indeed an
emotionally rich learning experience, with students
consistently self-reporting both an increased
understanding of course content and a high degree of
emotional empathy. As one student noted,
[The project] was a very emotional experience for
us. We have never experienced so many traumas
[sic] and misfortunes in our lives than “Joshua” has
experienced in just his four short years of life. The
strongest feeling of empathy, sorrow, and anger
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and heinous acts inflicted on them, and who were
sometimes ‘bounced’ from one placement to another,
took its toll on the students. The personal nature of
the assignment was frequently cited as influential in
tempering the degree to which students were
emotionally engaged in the process of learning.
Using such analogies as ‘roller coasters,’ ‘waves,’
and ‘storms’ of emotions, students expressed a general
pattern of experiencing excitement, anxiety, fear,
intimidation, empowerment, and joy as their
assignment progressed and they learned about human
development through the life of a child and his or her
families.
The range of emotions experienced through the
project, together with the ultimate satisfaction of
having both learned the intended content matter and
having made a lasting contribution, is well stated in
the following segment of a final reflection paper:
A life book is in essence the story of someone’s
life. The creation of one, for someone who is
unknown is a daunting and extremely rewarding
task. It has caused me many mixed emotions but
at the same time a wonderful sense of excitement,
both in anticipation of what the girl who we
created the book for will think as well as for
myself. The process has been a long one, but it is
not an experience that I would trade for anything.
I found it to be one of the most rewarding things I
have done…
When I first heard of the project, my initial
reaction was excitement. Here I was in my major,
and I was getting to do a real life project in a real
life human services position. I felt like I was
getting a real [professional] experience with
this…My initial excitement faded away the first
time I set foot in DSHS …I became
overwhelmed…I sunk lower and lower into my
chair…Looking into the case files of our little girl
was the most daunting thing I had ever done. I
could feel my stomach twist in knots. It was so
hard…she had been through so much. I
experienced so much frustration and anger that
day. Her life was something that I had, until that
point, only read about in text books…I was close
to tears….but this is an experience I would not
trade for anything…The glimpse that I have had
into this girls’ life has had a tremendous impact
on my own life… (Post-project student reflection
paper)
Learning about Human Development
As indicated in the post-project questionnaire,
according to 73% of respondents, the life book
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assignment helped them learn about human
development across the lifespan. Similarly, 88% of the
respondents either slightly or strongly agreed (20% and
68% respectively) with the statement “Our life book
assignment has been a positive learning experience for
me.” The qualitative data obtained through student
reflection papers has generated insights into both the
product and process of students’ learning about human
growth and development in a community-based
context. Using a grounded approach to identifying
categories, or common themes and characteristic
features of the students’ experience (Gall, Gall, & Borg,
2003; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Miles & Huberman,
1994), we identified areas of both what students learned
and how they learned it. While explaining the learning
process, one student expressed, “The life book project
was something completely new and unique to my
learning experience. I had never before been given the
opportunity to be so hands-on with a real situation that
directly pertained to what I was interested in.”
Numerous students echoed the significance of learning
about children and families through the life book
experience. The following segment from a student
reflection paper is presented to provide a closer look
into the process of learning through the eyes of a
student:
The life book project gave me the opportunity to
deal with an actual child and see everything that he
has been through. I was shocked by some of the
stories that I heard and determined to create a
meaningful book for this child in his new life. As I
set out on this quest to complete this project I had
no idea what I would find or how it would
eventually affect me….Although parts of this
project were difficult, I thoroughly enjoyed the
whole process….This project has really had an
impact on me. People are always talking about how
resilient children are, but to actually be able to see
the extent of this boy’s resilience was rewarding….
This project was amazing and […] I liked that I
received the opportunity to see a child grow. I wish
that every class allowed me to interact with
children like this. (Post-project student reflection
paper)
With regard to what was learned, students
frequently expressed a deeper understanding of early
childhood and adolescent development and issues
surrounding attachment, bonding, relationships,
identity, and developmental transitions. While
considering such aspects of human development, one
student reported, “Another issue that came to mind as
we constructed the life book was the issue of
attachment and social relationships…I feel that since he
was placed with his grandparents and previously had a
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lot of experience with them, it most likely made the
transition a lot easier.”
Students were also able to develop an
understanding of the socio-cultural and ecological
contexts of development in relationship to biological
contributions. One student stated, “Stories of abuse,
medical neglect, and health problems brought me back
to our reading about lifespan development and how
environmental influences at a young age can
drastically impact children.” Another example of the
consideration of the concept of nature versus nurture
is evident in the following segment of a student
reflection paper:
After doing some further research about “Jim’s”
biological father, we came to discover that his dad
was a talented musician. An interesting
connection to this fact is that “Jim” has shown a
passion towards music. His foster mother
mentioned that he loves to make different sounds
and uses anything as an instrument to make
music…I remembered in class one day, we had an
open discussion about this very idea. How did
each of us come to be skilled in certain hobbies?
Did we get these talents from our parents or
somewhere else? Jim has never met his
father…he has never even heard of his existence.
It would be fascinating to see when Jim gets older
whether he will follow in his father’s footsteps
toward music. (Post-project student reflection
paper)
Emphasis was given to differences in normative
and
non-normative
development,
particularly
regarding children who were born with Fetal Alcohol
Syndrome and affects from other types of substance
use by the biological mother during pregnancy. Many
of the children who were recipients of life books had
been severely physically or sexually abused and/or
neglected by family members and caregivers, leaving
them with physical and emotional consequences.
Learning about abuse and neglect in a communitybased setting allows students to put textbook
principles into practice and assists them in making
professional connections between family and
community contexts and human growth and
development.
One theme that has emerged from the
implementation of the life book project is a general
appreciation from participating students for the
relevance of the assignment to the profession.
Students report the life book assignment as relating
directly to the work they plan to perform in the field,
blending areas of research, interviewing, and case
management with a conceptual understanding of risk
and resiliency and various aspects of human
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development and growth across the lifespan. For many
students, this assignment was their first experience
working with “real” clients, and they experienced
first-hand what it is like to directly influence the life
of another human being in the helping professions.
Often, the highlight of the class came for students
when they were able to present the life book to the
child and his/her family at the end of the quarter.
Our experiences with the life book learning
activity, based on the perceptions of students and
course outcomes, indicate that this contextually based
learning activity provides pre-service professionals
with an understanding of the complexities of human
development across the lifespan. Perhaps more salient
than the assessments of the efficacy of the life book
project as a learning tool, determined by faculty
members, are the sentiments of learning as perceived
by the students. In the words of one such learner,
Because this Human Development class was
about applying what you learned to the people
and community around you, the experience will
stick with me for a long time. Knowing the ideas
the theorists come up with is good but knowing
how to apply it and hold onto it will help me even
better in life and my future career. All the class
assignments and discussions made me think about
knowledge gained in previous classes and how I
can use it to work with people in all stages of
their developmental growth. (Post-project student
reflection paper)
Given the mutual benefits to the students, the
professor, the DCFS staff, and the adopting families,
the life book project is now in its third year and is
becoming institutionalized within DCFS and within
the Human Services curriculum. Not only has the
implementation of this project offered a way to help
students make meaning of the often decontextualized
learning that takes place in human development
courses, it also provides important opportunities for
acculturation into professional practice shortly after
students enter their major. By embedding the life
book project within the broader scope and sequence of
the curriculum, students have the opportunity to
engage with clients early on. They are also able to
understand and translate professional artifacts such as
case records and child/family assessments for the
foster children who will be recipients of life books.
Students have the opportunity to learn about the lives
of foster children and the professionals who work with
them while also obtaining an understanding of how
content and theories related to human development are
incorporated into professional practice, and it becomes
clear through this project that an understanding of
human development is necessary but not sufficient for
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successful work
professionals.

with

children,
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Photovoice as a Teaching Tool:
Learning by Doing with Visual Methods
Kara Schell, Alana Ferguson,
Rita Hamoline, Jennifer Shea, and Roanne Thomas-Maclean
University of Saskatchewan
There has been a lack of research done on in-class teaching and learning using visual methods. The
purpose of this article is to demonstrate an enriched teaching and learning experience, facilitated by
a Photovoice project, in an Advanced Methodology class where sociology graduate students were
exposed to various social research methods and methodologies. Students were asked to take
photographs that would represent a research interest or a lived experience based in their own social
world. The article weaves four students and the professor’s experiences to document the impact the
Photovoice project had on each of them. Through this process, it was found that Photovoice is a
successful tool for conducting research, teaching students to think critically, and introducing students
to a new medium to create knowledge. Students experienced what it is like to be a researcher and a
participant in a qualitative research project and discovered the overwhelming potential visual
methods have to inform society about lived experiences.

Increasingly, qualitative researchers have embraced
visual methods, including photography, as a means to
create knowledge and convey understanding (Gibbs,
Friese, & Mangabeira, 2002; Pink, Kurti & Afonso,
2004). However, there has been little discussion about
the ways in which students and other researchers might
begin to learn about the instructional uses of
photography.
Visual methods have tremendous
potential both inside and outside of the classroom.
However, without discussion of pedagogical uses, the
potential of these methods for furthering understanding
of various social issues may not be recognized, even
though scholars such as Harrison (2002) state that
visual imagery can give strong insight into “wider
cultural perceptions, categories, and metaphors, and
provide us with views of how things are or should be”
(p. 857). Our work, shared in this article, represents
one example of the ways in which visual imagery can
be used to enhance learning experiences.
Bagley and Cancienne (2002) write of “voices of
imagery” (p. 126), which is an appropriate way to
describe our unique work with photography that bridges
some of the gaps between teaching, learning, and
research in the context of visual methods. This article
features a compilation of voices and imagery resulting
from a Photovoice project in a research methods course
at the University of Saskatchewan, in Canada. Wang
(1999) defines Photovoice as a “process which people
can identify, represent, and enhance their community
through a specific photographic technique” (p. 185). It
enables participants to share their stories by taking
photographs and involves selecting images that most
accurately reflect the issues, explaining what the
photographs mean, and identifying theories, issues and
themes that appear (Wang, 2005). It is often used in
community-based participatory research projects and
employed with the intentions of 1) empowering those

who are silenced, and 2) promoting social change
(Wang, 2005) in areas such as health (Carlson,
Engebretson & Chamberlain, 2006), Indigenous studies
(Castleden, Garvin & Huu-ay-aht First Nations, 2008;
Moffit & Vollman, 2004), women’s issues (Frohmann,
2005), and economically and ethnically diverse groups
of people (Radley, Hodgetts & Cullen, 2005).
The course, entitled Advanced Methodology, is
taken for fulfillment of graduate degrees in the
Department of Sociology. In 2007, the class included
several assignments and labs that encouraged students
to learn qualitative research techniques and to
experience being a researcher “in the field.” The
instructor, Dr. Roanne Thomas-MacLean, assigned a
photography lab based on the Photovoice concept
developed by Wang and Burris (1997). The focus of
the assignment, through the application of photography,
data analysis, and knowledge dissemination, was not
only to foster and enhance research skills but also to
provide insight about issues relevant to qualitative
research, including an awareness of social issues
(Carlson, Engebretson & Chamberlain, 2006), the links
between the researcher and the researched (Shah, 2006;
Snelling, 2005), and the self-reflective and interpretive
nature of qualitative social science methods (Creswell,
2003; Mason, 2002).
We have brought together voices that describe this
visual assignment, which utilized photography as a way
to attach imagery to lived experiences. This work
details an exceptional teaching and learning experience
for students and the instructor. As students in the class,
participating in this assignment not only gave us unique
insight into our social lives but also presented us with
an opportunity to explore ideas and create our own
meaning by applying our knowledge and actively
engaging in the learning process. It was a positive
learning experience in which we could begin to explore
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researcher and participant dynamics in sociological,
visual, and qualitative methods. The inclusion of visual
methods as a learning tool in the classroom proved to
be very powerful. As for the instructor, it was the first
time she developed collaborative relationships with
students more akin to a research team rather than the
student-teacher relationship. This is the only course
resulting in a publication for all authors, whose history
includes many years of undergraduate and graduate
courses as students and well over ten years of university
teaching for the instructor.
Although we discuss the process in more detail in
the methodology section of this article, in summary, the
class was introduced to Photovoice through
presentations and journal articles utilizing the method.
Each student was asked to create his or her own
Photovoice project that incorporated ongoing research
or conveyed a personal experience. Herein, we discuss
the elements involved in the Photovoice assignment and
focus on the benefits of this class project, which
facilitated an immense learning experience for us
compared to other classroom settings. We were able to
view our world, as sociology students and as
individuals, through a new lens, to develop as
qualitative researchers, and to expand our
understanding of meaning and knowledge. This article
is essentially our “voices of imagery” (Bagley &
Cancienne, 2002, p. 126) which were brought together
in the context of our course.
Relevant Literature
Key ideas associated with sociological research
and visual images provide the foundations for our work.
The first issue discussed here is the use of visual images
in sociological research. We then highlight issues
associated with teaching visual sociology in the
classroom setting.
Visual Sociology in Research Methods
A multidisciplinary review of the literature shows
that there has been an evolution of visual research over
time. Some forms were already being employed in the
early nineteenth century (Banks, 1998), and changing
technologies and influential researchers have continued
to expand the understanding and use of visual research:
Mead and Bateson’s (1942) anthropological research is
regarded as highly influential; Garfinkel’s (1967) work
in ethnomethodology established the basis for
expanding visual research to other disciplines; Collier
and Collier (1986) closely examined the use of
photography in ethnographic fieldwork; and Becker’s
sociological work (1974) was important in establishing
the connection between photography and social
research (in Riley & Manias, 2003). However, despite
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the development of visual research and the rich history
of photography in anthropology (Cheatwood, 1978),
visual methods have only played a minor role in social
research (Riley & Manias, 2003).
Existing literature makes it clear that there are a
variety of ways images can be used in research: as
documentation; in analysis; as a catalyst to create
knowledge and develop understanding; to track data;
and as data themselves (see Glover-Graf, 2000; Killion,
2001; Riley & Manias, 2004; Samuels, 2004).
Photography is a “powerful research tool” (Riley &
Manias, 2003, p. 89), and while the various uses of
images will depend on the focus and objectives of the
research topic, there is the suggestion that it is possible
to approach any image as sociological inquiry (Grady,
2001). Images have complex histories, including who
produced them, who the intended audience is, and what
they were used for, and “encode an enormous amount
of information in a single display or representation”
(Grady, 2001, p. 85). As Killion (2001) states, “A
single photograph may contain a thousand references”
(p. 50). In sociological inquiry, which explores the
complexity and depth of significance of those things
that often seem commonplace or mundane (Grady,
2001), questions are regularly asked that should
uncover “fascinating, useful and important information
even in seed catalogues” (p. 94). This implies that
photographs of any kind can be highly useful for
research, since they have the potential to stimulate ideas
or raise questions when approached sociologically.
There are a variety of methods used to integrate
photographs into sociology in order to conduct research
and create knowledge. The choice to use photo novella,
Photovoice, or photo elicitation, and the decision to
have photographs taken by the researcher, a participant,
or a professional, provide a number of options to
explore research topics. Each will have different
implications for the research and depend on the nature
of the research focus. What the research question is,
what type of information the researcher wants to gather,
and what type of knowledge the researcher wants to
produce are all issues that need to be taken into account
when deciding how to incorporate photographs in
research (Glover-Graf, 2000; Killion, 2001; Samuels,
2004; Goopy & Lloyd, 2005/2006; Farough, 2006).
Another important element to consider when utilizing
photographs in research is the interpretations of the
photographs – how they are explained and how they are
presented – because people will understand the images
based on their own cultural knowledge (Killion, 2001).
The literature suggests that the value of
photographs to sociological research, however they are
used, lies in their ability to create and support meaningmaking. Photographs are used to help focus responses
to particular ideas, connect the world of the researcher
and researched, create richer data, and act as a means to
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help enhance memory (see Riley & Manias, 2004;
Samuels, 2004; Goopy & Lloyd, 2005/2006; Farough,
2006), thereby eliciting understanding. For example,
nursing students who used photographs to explain their
conceptions of culture’s effects on health were able to
see gaps in knowledge, were exposed to their own
biases, and were able “to see the world through the eyes
of other persons, perhaps for the first time” (Killion,
2001, p. 53). The value of photographs in exploring
understanding and creating new ideas is discussed in
the literature, indicating its use in facilitating meaning
making.
As McAllister and Rowe (2003) state,
“analytic skills [including interpretive and meaningmaking skills] require a degree of playfulness,
passionate engagement, and creativity” that often come
from engaging in unique methods (p. 297).
Teaching Visual Sociology
The literature focusing on teaching visual
sociology creates a picture of the complexity involved
in incorporating the medium in the classroom. Grady
(2001) suggests that many are uncertain about
incorporating visual images because of a discomfort
with camera technology and an unfamiliarity with ideas
and conventions in art history and film criticism.
Therefore, future visual researchers must develop skills
in order to work with photographs, including
developing an understanding of the mechanics of
photography. The widespread use of cameras today
may create the assumption that there is general comfort
and experience with taking photographs, but
professional photography skills are necessary to create
a useful product that will help further sociological
knowledge. Students and researchers need to step
outside of the discipline of sociology in order to learn
about photography technology, including types of
cameras, equipment involved, and techniques used to
take photographs (Cheatwood, 1978). In addition to
knowing the equipment, it is also vital to know how to
take photographs, to have the ability to see the world
with a photographer’s eye, and to become familiar with
editing (Cheatwood, 1978; Grady, 2001).
Along with the mechanics of photography, it is
essential to learn how to think with a critical eye. In
order to make photography sociological, individuals
must learn the broader connection of “visual
conceptualization to the study of society” (Cheatwood,
1978, p. 388). In other words, students and researchers
must be able to see the connections between
photographs and sociological thought. At the same
time, visual images can be used as a way to develop a
critical or qualitative eye (McAllister & Rowe, 2003),
or sociological imagination (Grady, 2001; Hanson,
2002). In addition to analyzing the images, researchers
must also learn how to effectively present their research
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and ideas. Therefore, teaching visual sociology should
make students think about the most appropriate way to
package their product, how to present the images to
their audience, and how to link those images to theories
and ideas so they become clear to the audience
(Cheatwood, 1978).
There is also some discussion in the current
literature directed at the actual teaching of visual
sociology in a classroom setting. The variety of uses of
visual images and the various techniques used in
research creates a range of options for the classroom
setting (Grady, 2001), and a review of current literature
indicates that there are opportunities to incorporate
lessons in the classroom that encourage the growth of
visual sociologists and qualitative researchers.
Sociologically analyzing images in the classroom is a
common suggestion to help develop skills in visual
sociology and qualitative research (for example, see
Grady, 2001; McAllister & Rowe, 2003). Showing
students images should also encourage their
imaginations and stimulate their senses (McAllister &
Rowe, 2003). Some literature presents the option of
students generating knowledge in visual sociology by
taking photographs themselves in order to create
understandings of a particular subject or issue such as
health (see Killion, 2001) or disability (see GloverGraf, 2000).
As Glover-Graf stated, “deep
understandings are gained when students generate
rather than repeat knowledge” (p. 287). Supporting
students sharing their own work, as well as encouraging
classroom discussions, are also techniques that are
beneficial to instructors teaching visual sociologists and
qualitative researchers. Looking at other people’s work
allows one to improve his or her own skills (Grady,
2001), discussion can impress in students the variety of
perspectives that exist (Killion, 2001; McAllister &
Rowe, 2003), and photographs can stimulate discussion
and actually increase participation (Killion, 2001;
Hanson, 2002).
Including visual images and visual research
techniques in classroom instruction should increase the
acceptance of and familiarity with visual sociology and
support the growth of the discipline as its boundaries
are stretched and its capabilities for knowledge creation
are expanded. The visual image is one more tool to
gain understanding of the social world. Exploring the
possibilities of visual images and photography in
sociology will produce new ways to learn and understand:
“As studies show success in thinking and learning visually
instead of or in addition to traditional lectures and verbal
description, a shift in technique is required” (Stokes, 2002,
p. 14).
By incorporating visual sociology in the
classroom, such as the case with this Photovoice
assignment, instructors support students’ growth in the
discipline, encourage them to grow as researchers, and
give them the opportunity to learn by doing.
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Method
Eleven graduate students from a variety of
disciplines were enrolled in this class. There were
eight women and three men in the class, and the ages
of the students varied: eight were 20 -30 years of age,
two were between age 31-40, and one student was
between ages 41-50. The instructor designed the
course based on previous teaching experiences in the
area of qualitative methods and sociology and
provided students with opportunities to engage in
hands-on exercises comparable to field research. Prior
to beginning the assignment, students received
assignment guidelines and ethics guidelines and
viewed the work of a guest speaker who utilized
Photovoice in her doctoral research. Students were
asked
to
view
the
Photovoice
website
(www.photovoice.com), and reading materials
pertaining to Photovoice were assigned, including the
work of Carlson, Engebretson and Chamgerlain
(2006), Goopy and Lloyd (2005/2006), and Samuels
(2004). Students were also encouraged to pull from
other course material that would further their ability to
carry out the assignment. While all students had used
digital cameras previously, none had completed any
formal photography or digital camera training.
Cameras were inexpensive models which are widely
available, so no high end or professional
photographers’ cameras were used for the assignment.
The assignment required students to select a topic
to explore, which could be related to current graduate
research or another well-defined topic of interest. The
students were invited to take as many photographs as
they wished but were asked to choose four to eight of
the most valuable to analyze and present. Students
were free to determine the value of the photographs
based on their own consideration, but assignment
guidelines included suggestions such as choosing the
photographs that most revealed the topic or were the
most visually compelling. Following guidelines for
the interpretation of photographic data and pulling
from previous knowledge of sociological theories,
themes and issues, each student was asked to analyze
his or her photographs and share the images and their
interpretations with the class in an eight to ten minute
PowerPoint
presentation.
The
presentations
incorporated a brief explanation of each photograph in
such a way as to explain the significance of the image
– both its intended meaning and its sociological
significance. The presentations had the mimetic
quality of conference presentations with regards to
time, theoretical background, theme, delivery, and
post-presentation questions from peers. Each student
also had to prepare a two to three page brief
highlighting the project’s design, method, and
findings, which was submitted to the instructor.
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The methodology noted above provides a general
overview of the assignment and its intended outcomes.
There was variation in topic, theoretical basis, research
procedure, selection criteria, and process of analysis
among the class because the assignment criteria
presented certain freedoms that gave the students the
opportunity to make decisions about the direction of
their work. We, the first four contributing authors of
this article, were students in the class and have each
described our personal, unique account of the
Photovoice project. Our photographs document key
substantive areas in sociology – family, health, religion,
and identity. Kara Schell portrays the changes her
family experienced as her grandmother recovered from
the aftermath of a stroke. Alana Ferguson’s work
depicts a few days in the life of a young mother with
her newborn child and the challenges that this young
woman faced. Rita Hamoline links her project to
ongoing research into the effects of religious
institutions on the health and everyday lives of women.
Jennifer Shea explores the topic of Inter-Provincial
migration, reflecting on her move from the shores of
Newfoundland to the prairies of Saskatchewan.
Following is Dr. Thomas-MacLean’s reflections upon
this assignment. We then recount the things we have
learned from this hands-on classroom experience that
instilled within us the value of images as a teaching
tool, a research method, and a means to construct
knowledge and create understanding.
The Lived Experience
Kara Schell. For this assignment, I decided to
focus on my experiences within a family trying to adapt
and manage after a grandmother suffered a stroke. It
was an opportunity to understand the impact an
individual’s health condition has on a family, as
everybody was involved in aiding her recovery,
creating an environment that would work with her new
limitations, and figuring out how to exist with the
changes that had occurred. Before picking up a camera,
I spent time brainstorming ideas about my own
understanding of the situation and discussed
experiences with family members, considering both the
tangible impact in daily life and the more subjective
thoughts and emotions. I then began taking pictures
that would translate those ideas visually, capturing
images of obvious physical implications caregiving had
around the home (see the Appendix, Photograph 1), and
images that presented or symbolized concerns,
difficulties, and the emotional impact of the situation. I
was able to encapsulate many themes and issues in the
photographs. Two major sociological themes covered
were health and the family, and I was able to cover
issues of changing roles and responsibilities,
dynamics in family relations, the physical presence
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of caregiving, the impact on work and daily life, and
the emotions involved. One example is a picture of a
long, empty road surrounded by nothing but fields at
dusk (see the Appendix, Photograph 2). It came
about after a family member and I had both
verbalized thoughts about how difficult and uncertain
the path as a caregiver was. The picture represents a
number of emotions that we had experienced
throughout the process, such as feeling lost, not
having a clear direction in it all, and trying to
navigate alone along an empty path.
This assignment presented opportunities to
engage in new experiences and develop a range of
useful skills throughout the process. The act of
taking photographs required creativity that does not
often get a chance to surface in the classroom setting.
Taking pictures with the purpose of conveying
meaning allowed me to discover a new way of
looking at the world, and there was much careful
consideration needed at this stage of the assignment
as I decided what I would photograph to represent
ideas. When the photographs had been taken, I then
had to consider how to present my ideas, which
images to use, and how to convey the meaning I
attached to each. At that point in the process, I spent
much time thinking about the metaphors, symbolism,
and layers of meaning that were situated in both the
photographs and the issues that I was trying to
present, and I also had to consider how others would
understand the meanings I was conveying. To then
apply my own experiences to sociological thought, I
was required to link my photographs to broader
sociological themes and consider the connections
between my own experiences and bigger issues in
society. I also had to decide how to best present my
product to the class and consider how to clearly
explain my ideas to a wider audience. Sharing my
assignment with the class was a beneficial
experience because it allowed me to develop skills
necessary for presentations and gave me practice in
that type of setting. In general, the whole process of
this assignment was very beneficial to me as a
student, a researcher, and as an individual. It shed
light on a new type of medium to present ideas, and
the project expanded my vocabulary by introducing
me to the use of visual images as a way to convey
and create meaning. I was able to apply knowledge
– theoretical and practical – that I had learned in the
classroom to the assignment, which is an opportunity
not always presented, and most importantly, I was
able to create meaning myself. This Photovoice
project was one of the most instructive and
stimulating assignments I have experienced as a
student, and the opportunity to engage in such a
challenging and rewarding process benefited me
extensively.
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Alana Ferguson. I took pictures with a young new
mother who was facing many changes and challenges in
her life. She chose which images would best reflect her
experiences in her new role as a mom, and together we
took fifteen photos inside her home and around the city
in which we live. Her narrative flowed out as we
looked at the photographs and discussed their
significance. The use of images captured emotions and
metaphors where words would not have been enough,
so she was able to express to me her lived experiences
in depth. I was able to connect two main sociological
themes out of her Photovoice, one being the social
stigma the healthcare system attaches to being young
and having a baby. She described a picture of a hospital
(see the Appendix, Photograph 3) as the beginning of
many frustrations that resulted from being treated
unfairly and being made to feel as if she was too young
to have a baby. Other pictures were also taken to
signify the stigmatisation from healthcare workers, but
many photos were captured to represent experiences of
caregiving and to make meaning out of being a mother.
This second theme of caregiving reveals insights found
in the perspective of both sociology of the family and
sociology of religion. Family life was often a struggle
with a husband who was taking full time classes and
leaving her with a lot of responsibility. However, it
was essential for her to acknowledge the support she
did have in her life through a picture of a sign that said
“Faith, Family, Friends.” (see the Appendix,
Photograph 4). She felt that without these three things
in her life she could not properly raise a child. Despite
the rollercoaster of emotions and experiences she has
had, she was thankful to be blessed with her baby girl
and viewed her as a gift from God.
The process of working closely with this
participant in such a creative way allowed me to
personally experience the importance of visual methods
in qualitative research. This project facilitated an
immense personal learning opportunity that I can
recognize on three main levels. First, invaluable
research skills were presented to me in working with
Photovoice around the exploration of participantresearcher dynamics. Having experienced the role of
researcher in working with this young mother greatly
helped me with my Master’s thesis. I was able to learn
what researchers and participants go through together in
participatory research projects; it truly is a joint
endeavour, and often the methodical process is equally
as important as the findings. The second learning
opportunity was through the exposure to connecting
visual images to lived experiences or social realities.
Pictures really do speak volumes of words, and in this
case, the photographs told stories. I was able to see
firsthand the power of Photovoice as a technique to
capture detailed narrative about incidents and emotions
in life and then connect those to the social world around
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us. The third level of learning for me came with
presenting this project to the class. It gave me brilliant
insight into how difficult it is to choose which aspects
of research projects to present, how important it is to
be true to a participant’s words but still offer your own
interpretation, and how much of an impact Photovoice
projects can have on other researchers. I related to
others in the class through having undergone a similar
research experience and also through seeing the
emotional connectivity classmates had within their own
Photovoice projects. This was an amazing assignment
to prepare myself for future qualitative projects. I am
thankful to have been given this in-class opportunity to
expand as a researcher, but I am also thankful to have
learned a lot about myself as a person.
Rita Hamoline. This assignment allowed me to
face, examine, and define issues that arose from a
public conflict that was intimately connected to a
personal experience. I drew from sociological concepts
emerging from feminist, conflict, social control and
social constructionist theories. I incorporated
knowledge gained from the sociology of health,
religion, medical sociology, ethnic, and gender relations
that informed the premise for my Master’s thesis. In
The Sociological Imagination (1959), C. Wright Mills
wrote that “urgent public issues and insistent human
troubles” (p. 21) are inexorably connected. The public
and the private cannot be disassociated. Feminists have
long used the phrase “the personal is political,” and I
found that this assignment allowed me, with the use of
a sociological imagination, to center my thoughts on
what the project would reveal.
Keeping C. Wright Mills’ theories in mind
regarding the interconnections between public issues
and private problems, I set out on a cool and gray
February morning to find locations and situations that
would help me link my Master of Arts research to the
Photovoice assignment. I took approximately 50
photographs that focused on the potential for personal
conflict and social identity fragmentation in the lives of
Roman Catholic women who try to balance the choice
between secular contraceptive technologies and
faithfulness to rigid Catholic health mandates for
women regarding birth control, sexuality and personal
agency. The public struggle for women’s autonomy
regarding reproductive choices and historical efforts to
control women’s rights through regulation of their
private sexuality by the Catholic Church fits Mills’
proposed links between the public and the private.
My class presentation and report for the assignment
juxtaposed images of Mary as the eternal and
sacrosanct Virgin against Eve as the eternal and
consummate sinner. The photos noted in this article
illustrate the power of Photovoice concepts and
techniques to help graduate students explore the
creativity of using photography in qualitative research
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techniques for knowledge creation and dissemination. I
fashioned a mini-narrative, or a visual metaphor, to
capture the contrast between images of traditional
expectations of female behaviour in the Catholic
Church (see the Appendix, Photograph 5) and women’s
reality of making and living out choices in their
everyday lives in a contemporary world. As a student, I
made meaningful connections in my research between
abstract theory and real life applicability that helped me
to focus my thoughts and create a template for future
work. The old picture, with its worn and faded print
removed from the fragile fame, is recast against a white
cloth (see the Appendix, Photograph 6). The
composition of the photograph suggests a disconnect
between tradition and reality, and the white cloth is a
contrast between the whiteness of purity to which all
Catholic women are to aspire and the white shroud of
death that symbolizes an absence of opportunities to
engage in meaningful debate around Catholic women’s
identities as publicly faithful women and private
arbiters of personal autonomy.
Jennifer Shea. For my Photovoice assignment, I
focused on my recent move and adjustment to
Saskatchewan from Newfoundland.
Two key
sociological themes were incorporated: Inter-Provincial
migration
and
cultural
adjustment.
As
a
Newfoundlander, migration and the acculturation to
new cultures has always been of interest to me given
the high out-migration rates experienced by my birth
province. As Finnie (1999) argues, movement within
Canada enhances diversity through the blending of
provincial cultures and our knowledge of these. In
thinking through this project, I referred to Marshall and
Foster’s (2002) work in which they applied Bourdieu’s
notion of habitus to highlight “the fields of interaction
between two distinctive cultures” (p.64). Habitus refers
to individual’s agency, as exercised through existing
social conventions, rules, and so on. While
Newfoundland and Saskatchewan are unique in their
cultural backgrounds, I was also drawn to identifying
the cultural similarities that are shared by the two. This
assignment provided me the opportunity to further
reflect on the sociological issues and my social
experiences of enculturation in moving to a new
province.
The pictures I took for this assignment were taken
on a cold, dull Sunday in late February of 2007. I drove
through the city seeking images that would reflect my
thoughts and experiences of a new cultural and social
setting. Throughout my drive in the city, I observed
what was different or unique during my adjustment to a
new community, comparing these visual images to what
I had left behind in Newfoundland. I chose to divide my
pictures in three predefined themes: architecture, nature
(see the Appendix, Photograph 7), and animals. In my
final analysis I chose the most compelling, personal
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images to include for the in-class presentation and my
assignment write-up. During the presentation, I shared
my narrative and explained my thematic analysis of the
eight images I selected to discuss. A photo of a granary
is one example of an image that was captured, taken
just outside of the city of Saskatoon, to highlight my
theme of architecture (see the Appendix, Photograph 8).
Prior to my move to the province of Saskatchewan, I
had never seen a granary. For me the granary
represents a quiet beauty, as well as a shift in
economies. Coming from a fishing dependent province,
I grew up surrounded by the ocean and was used to
seeing boats and water. Having family members
engaged in the fishing livelihood, I recognized that
farming holds the same importance and is as entrenched
in Saskatchewan’s culture as fishing is in
Newfoundland. Although the two industries are very
different, this observed commonality between the two
provinces offered me a sense of comfort and connection
with the home I left behind.
This assignment meant a great deal to me both
personally and academically. Personally this project
gave me the opportunity to reflect upon my move out
west, what it meant to me, and what I left behind.
Academically it provided me with an extremely
valuable learning experience. Through the hands-on
application of the assignment, I felt immersed in this
qualitative method. I feel that I have gained knowledge
and understanding which would have been impossible
to achieve from just completing related readings. This
assignment allowed me to understand roles and
experiences of both the researcher and participant. In
my experiences as a participant, I reflected upon my
future role as a researcher. This project enabled me to
understand how participants may respond to me as a
researcher when I carry out my future research. I
thought about how they may feel in regards to the use
of this method and the topic that we will explore
together. This assignment and my reflection of both
roles will benefit my future research incorporating
Photovoice, as I now feel more knowledgeable about
the method and the meanings and experiences attached
to its application.
Dr. Roanne Thomas-MacLean: Notes from the
instructor.
My previous qualitative courses
incorporated assignments and activities that provide
students with opportunities to develop understandings
of methods through close approximation of what
happens in the field. For example, my classes have
utilized mock focus group discussions and interviews.
This course represented the first use of an assignment
utilizing visual methods, prompted by its growing
prominence in qualitative research and based on my
own research of Aboriginal women’s experiences with
breast cancer utilizing Photovoice (Thomas-MacLean,
Poudrier, & Brooks, 2008). Its growing popularity
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makes it essential for students to acquire the necessary
skills to use the method in data collection and analysis.
I was quite apprehensive about the process, but the
class in which students shared their photos was the
most profound classroom experience I have had in
about ten years of teaching, as demonstrated in this
article. In fact, while students in other classes produced
“journal-quality” papers, this was the first teachinglearning experience that lent itself to the actual
production of a manuscript and ongoing collaboration.
I believe it was the nature of Photovoice and the
immediacy of the immersion into one another’s work
that helped to facilitate the collaborative process
between the co-authors of this article. However, our
intent in producing this article has been to promote the
use of visual methods in teaching and learning, and it is
in the spirit of this intent that I offer some ideas about
the benefits and challenges of using photography in the
classroom along with some pragmatic suggestions for
those who might wish to incorporate visual methods in
their own courses.
After completing the assignment, I asked the
students to share what they saw as the benefits of this
assignment. Students liked the fact that they were
asked to do something creative, that they had freedom
to explore whatever subjects they chose, and that they
had the opportunity to share their work with their
classmates. The sharing of the work was vital to the
assignment as it allowed students to see critical thinking
in action as each of them presented their work and their
rationale for taking certain photos. These elements of
sharing interpretations and ideas as they occurred may
be unique to photographs. Students could immediately
see and begin to interpret the “data” or photos of others.
This made the Photovoice assignment quite different
from others such as mock interviews, which provided
opportunities for skill development but did not allow
students to see and hear thought processes in action.
Photos provided immediate feedback to the studentpresenter but also reminded students that there is a level
of interpretation that occurs when research findings are
read, interpretations that are well beyond the control of
the researcher. Thus, students felt the assignment
helped develop aspects of critical thinking, both as a
collective group and individually. In reflecting upon
photos to be taken and selecting photos to be shared,
students were allowed to branch off into new areas, to
bring their research topics into focus, or to understand
their interests more deeply. The photos required a level
of reflection that exceeded what conventionally occurs
when students get to know a topic through a literature
review and provided detailed perspectives on a variety
of substantive areas within sociology, including family,
religion, gender, and place/space. In short, the use of
Photovoice provided unique learning opportunities for
me and for the students.
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Challenges associated with this assignment were
very much centered upon dilemmas faced regularly by
qualitative researchers. Students said they had to work
to envision pictures that could capture experience but
that they also began to appreciate the complexities of
qualitative methods, both for participants and
researchers. While such work has been common to
other assignments (i.e., interviews), working with
photographs seemed to require more awareness of the
skills involved with interpreting data. For instance,
some students said that the selection process was
challenging. Interestingly, this challenge could also be
viewed as a benefit if considered part of the
development of critical thought. Other challenges were
associated with the personal nature of photography and
with balancing personal involvement and work. This
aspect of the assignment provided students with some
firsthand experience in reflexivity, a concept that does
not as readily emerge from an experiential point of
view with respect to interview and focus group
facilitation and analysis. The students’ challenges were
therefore directly connected to the benefits of the
project, thereby illustrating the opportunities for critical
and analytical thinking provided by Photovoice.
More pragmatically, from an instructor’s point of
view, there are a series of challenges that must be
addressed if using visual methods in the classroom.
First, all of the students in the class had access to digital
cameras. While disposable cameras have been used in
Photovoice research, and they are quite accessible, they
are not always reliable. If visual methods are to be
embraced, institutions will likely have to support such
work through the establishment of qualitative research
centers. A second, related challenge associated with
this work is that Photovoice is at a nascent stage.
Students may not have a clear understanding of the
importance of visual methods and their potential use for
understanding social issues. While preparation for this
assignment involved a guest speaker, articles, a
handout, and class discussions, it is possible that more
information about Photovoice could have been
beneficial.
Discussion
While emphasis in the article is on the value of this
Photovoice assignment from a sociological perspective,
our own experiences reveal the compelling potential of
incorporating Photovoice as a teaching and learning
tool into other disciplines such as social work, nursing,
education, and medicine. It presented to us a new way
of understanding the world, it was a challenging and
creative way to encourage critical thinking skills, and
the hands-on nature of the project allowed us to learn
and apply practical research skills, which are all lessons
that can be of use to other disciplines. The assignment
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benefited us in a variety of ways, and as a result we
were able to learn not only as sociology students but
also as qualitative researchers and as individuals.
Our experience of Photovoice gave us valuable
hands-on research experience, which was extremely
valuable to our graduate research and our following
work in academic and professional fields. It was
incredibly instructive to learn by doing, and we not only
gained experience specific to the Photovoice process as
we went through the steps to complete the assignment,
but we also learned more broadly as researchers. The
assignment was open-ended in a number of ways,
which required us to make choices that would impact
how our assignments were completed. This was similar
to those decisions made as a research project is planned
and carried out, and exposure to that process benefited
each of us as we were beginning to engage in our
graduate research. The whole of the project gave us a
new level of understanding of the complexities
involved in a research process because we were able to
learn by doing. This Photovoice assignment also
developed our presentation skills, as we were
challenged to decide how to package the project, how to
present the images, and how to convey to the audience
the connection of the photographs to theories and ideas.
The opportunity to create a presentation allowed us to
understand the importance of translating knowledge
effectively, and presenting our research helped us
acquire more skills and experience to prepare us for
conferences and other academic and professional
presentations.
We also filled various roles in the research,
therefore experiencing the project from the points of
view of both researcher and participant.
As
participants, we were asked to share our stories or
ideas and portray experiences in photographs. This
was useful as it allowed us to understand the time,
thought, and oftentimes self-disclosure we as
researchers ask of participants. The lesson informed,
and continues to impact, the relationships with our
own participants, as we appreciate the vulnerability
and generosity of those who are involved in our work.
As researchers, we were responsible for analyzing
those personal stories and subjective ideas in order to
connect them to broader ideas within the discipline.
We experienced the great responsibility of
constructing academic themes and ideas to share
publicly from very personal, private stories, which
provided us with a greater appreciation of the
intricacies of qualitative research.
Engaging in the assignment also allowed us to
grow more specifically as qualitative researchers, which
again benefited us academically and professionally.
The assignment allowed us to learn and apply technical
skills of qualitative research such as creating a research
focus, selecting which photographs to use as data, and
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analyzing images to create meaning. Because of the
complex nature of qualitative data, we were engaged in
critical thought throughout the assignment in order to
create and present ideas that were meaningful, credible,
and authentic, which we understood more fully after
engaging in the process ourselves. In addition, there
are other skills valuable to qualitative research,
including compassion, passion, integrity, tolerance of
ambiguity, and the willingness to play with ideas
(McAllister & Rowe, 2003, p. 296). Experiencing the
perspectives of the participant and the researcher in this
project allowed us to recognize the importance of these
skills in qualitative research and informed our
understanding of researcher-participant relations.
In addition to developing research skills both
specific to Photovoice and more generally as
qualitative researchers, this assignment also
presented the use of visual images as a legitimate and
valuable way to construct knowledge and create
understanding about the surrounding world. Using
photographs to convey meaning in an academic
setting opened our eyes to a new way to approach
issues, which presented us with another outlet to
explore sociological issues. We were able to use
Photovoice to focus on key areas within the
discipline, such as family, health, religion, and
identity, and it allowed us to construct and express
meaning about themes using a new and creative tool.
The addition of this method in research expands our
ability to express ideas and convey meaning.
Another valuable component of this Photovoice
assignment involves the critical thinking it promoted
throughout the process. We were charged with
generating our own knowledge, and applying this
creative approach sociologically required thought as
we developed our research focus, decided how to
express ideas in photographs, chose which pictures to
present, applied sociological analysis to those
images, and presented them to the class. The
freedom we each had to make decisions about our
assignments created much variation in the process of
taking photographs, the selection of images, the
analysis of the data and connection to themes, and
the theories that directed our understandings. We
were all expected to apply our previous sociological
training to the assignment in order to make meaning
and develop connections between images and
themes, affirming that the history of sociological
theory is not only “a repository of illuminating
insights, but that quality of mind we prize and try
and develop in our students, the sociological
imagination, is, at its simplest, an alert consciousness
poised for insight” (Grady, 2001, p. 97). The
sociological imagination developed through years of
undergraduate and graduate schooling was spurred
on by the creativity demanded by this assignment,
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and it led to layers of meaning and depth of
understanding. We also learned from others by
sharing our photographs and their meaning and
sociological themes. It was useful to see the various
perspectives that were constructed out of the same
assignment; every classmate had a unique way of
carrying out the project, of choosing various themes
and ideas to focus on, and of capturing certain
images to convey ideas, which served as a reminder
that each individual has a unique way of seeing the
world.
Through our engagement with this project, our
personal understandings of various social issues
expanded, our critical thinking and research skills
grew, and our understanding of photographic
methods emerged. We were able to see the benefits
and strengths of combining imagery and social
theory within a class setting and, by extension, a
larger dedicated social research agenda.
Conclusions
In the context of teaching and learning
sociology, we have demonstrated immense learning
experiences that can be translated into other
disciplines.
Individually this project facilitated
visual insight into our own social lives, challenged
us to think and see the world in a new way, and
brought invaluable research experience through our
engagement in the process and involvement as both
participant and researcher. We have shared the value
of a creative qualitative research method and suggest
that its application in the classroom setting would
have benefits beyond sociology. As demonstrated by
our individual stories, each of us had a profound
learning experience because of this assignment, and
as a result we have grown as researchers, as
sociologists, and as individuals. In this assignment
we were able to capture our experiences through
photos and then present them to the class, where we
could reflect and learn from others’ experiences as
well. Our “modes of thought” as researchers were
enhanced through learning practical research skills.
Also, our values and “structures of feeling” were
deeply reflected on and made meaning out of by
choosing a personal social experience to capture and
present visually.
With the advent of new
technologies, it is clear that visual images will only
become more prevalent and accessible. Our work
shows the importance of engaging with visual
methods as teachers and as students. We strongly
encourage other instructors to experiment with
Photovoice and other visual techniques to encourage
critical thinking, enhance social learning, and expand
our ideas of how we can create knowledge and
convey understanding.

Schell, Ferguson, Hamoline, Shea, and Thomas-Maclean

References
Bagley, C., & Cancienne, M. B. (2002). Dancing the data.
New York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing.
Banks, M. (1998). Visual anthropology: Image, object and
interpretation.
In J. Prosser (Ed.), Image-based
research: A sourcebook for qualitative researchers (pp.
9-23). London, ENG: Falmer Press.
Becker, H. (1974). Photography and sociology. Studies in
the Anthropology of Visual Communication, 1, 3-26.
Carlson, E. D., Engebretson, J., & Chamberlain, R. M.
(2006). PhotoVoice as a social process of critical
consciousness. Qualitative Health Research, 16(6),
836-582.
Castleden, H., Garvin, T., & Huu-ay-aht First Nation.
(2008). Modifying photovoice for community-based
participatory indigenous research. Social Science &
Medicine, 66, 1393-1405.
Cheatwood, D. (1978). The use of still photography in
student projects. Teaching Sociology, 5(4), 387-408.
Collier, J., & Collier, M. (1986). Visual anthropology:
Photography as a research method. Albuquerque, NM:
University of New Mexico Press.
Creswell, J. W. (2003). Research design: Qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Farough, S. D. (2006). Believing is seeing: The matrix of
vision and white masculinities.
Journal of
Contemporary Ethnography, 35(1), 51-83.
Finnie, R. (1999). Inter-provincial migration in Canada: A
longitudinal analysis of movers and stayers and the
associated income dynamics. Canadian Journal of
Regional Science, (Autumn), 227-262.
Frohmann, L. (2005).
The framing safety project:
Photographs and narratives by battered women.
Violence Against Women, 11(11), 1396-1419.
Garfinkel, H. (1967).
Studies in ethnomethodology.
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.
Gibbs, G. R., Friese, S., & Mangabeira, W. C. (2002). The
use of new technology in qualitative research. Forum:
Qualitative Social Research, 3(2). Retrieved from
http://www.qualitative-research.net/fqs-texte/2-02/202hrsg-e.htm.
Glover-Graf, N. M. (2000). Student-produced photography: A
constructivist approach to teaching psychosocial aspects of
disability. Rehabilitation Education, 14(3), 285-296.
Goopy, S. E., & Lloyd, D. (2005). Documenting the human
condition in everyday culture: Finding a partnership
between
ethnography
and
photo-documentary.
International Journal of the Humanities, 3(5), 33-38.
Grady, J. (2001). Becoming a visual sociologist. Sociological
Imagination, 38(1-2), 83-119.
Hanson, C. M. (2002). A stop sign at the intersection of history
and biography: Illustrating Mills’ imagination with
depression-era photographs. Teaching Sociology, 30(2),
235-242.

Photovoice

399

Harrison, B. (2002). Seeing health and illness worlds Using visual methodologies in a sociology of
health and illness: A methodological review.
Sociology of Health and Illness, 24(6), 856-872.
Killion, C. M. (2001). Understanding cultural aspects
of health through photography. Nursing Outlook,
49, 50-54.
Marshall, J., & Foster, N. (2002). “Between
belonging”: Habitus and the migration experience.
Canadian Geographer, 46(1), 63-83.
Mason, J. (2002). Qualitative researching. London,
ENG: Sage Publications.
McAllister, M., & Rowe, J. (2003). Blackbirds singing
in the dead of night?: Advancing the craft of
teaching qualitative research. Journal of Nursing
Education, 42(7), 296-303.
Mead, M., & Bateson, G. (1942). Balinese character:
A photographic analysis. New York, NY: New
York Academy of Sciences.
Mills, C. W. (1959). The Sociological imagination.
New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Moffit, P., & Vollman, A. (2004).
Photovoice:
Picturing the health of Aboriginal women in a
remote northern community. Canadian Journal of
Nursing Research, 36(4), 189-201.
Pink, S., Kurti, L., & Afonso, A. I. (Eds.). (2004).
Working
images:
Visual
research
and
representation in ethnography. London, ENG:
Routledge Publishers.
Radley, A., Hodgetts, D., & Cullen, A. (2005).
Visualizing homelessness: A study in photography
and estrangement. Journal of Community &
Applied Social Psychology, 15, 273-295.
Riley, R., & Manias, E. (2003). Snap-shots of live
theatre: The use of photography to research
governance in operating room nursing. Nursing
Inquiry, 10(2), 81-90.
Riley, R. G., & Manias, E. (2004). The uses of
photography in clinical nursing practice and
research: A literature review. Journal of Advanced
Nursing, 48(4), 397-405.
Samuels, J. (2004). Breaking the ethnographer’s
frames: Reflections on the use of photoelicitation
in understanding Sri Lankan monastic culture.
American Behavioral Scientist, 47(12), 1528-1550.
Shah, S. (2006). Sharing the world: The researcher and
the researched. Qualitative Research, 6(2), 207220.
Snelling, E. (2005). Hungry researchers: The tensions and
dilemmas of developing an emancipatory research
project with members of a hearing voices group.
Journal of Social Work Practice, 19(2) 131-147.
Stokes, S. (2002). Visual literacy in teaching &
learning: A literature perspective.
Electronic
Journal for the Integration of Technology in
Education. 1(1), 10-19.

Schell, Ferguson, Hamoline, Shea, and Thomas-Maclean

Thomas-MacLean, R., Poudrier, J., & Brooks, C.
(2008).
Envisioning the future with young
Aboriginal breast cancer survivors. Atlantis: A
Women’s Studies Journal.
Wang, C. (1999). PhotoVoice: A participatory action
research strategy applied to women's health.
Journal of Women's Health, 8(2), 185-192.
Wang, C. (2005).
Photovoice. Retrieved from
http://www.photovoice.com.
Wang, C., & Burris, M. (1997). PhotoVoice: Concept,
methodology, and use for participatory needs
assessment. Health Education & Behavior, 24(3),
369-387.
_______________________
KARA SCHELL is a Master of Arts graduate in
sociology at the University of Saskatchewan. Her
thesis explored the experiences of women with arm
morbidity after breast cancer, which focused on major
areas of health, disability, gender roles, and identity.
She is now in Vancouver, British Columbia, working as
a Research and Evaluation Analyst for a health research
funding organization.
ALANA FERGUSON is a Master of Arts graduate
from the Department of Sociology, University of
Saskatchewan. Her thesis applied innovative qualitative
methodologies and methods; including ethnodrama,
participatory action research, and autoethnography. She
currently works as a Health Research Facilitator for the
office of the Associate Vice President Research-Health
(University of Saskatchewan)/Vice President Research
and Innovation (Saskatoon Health Region).
RITA HAMOLINE is a PhD candidate in the
Department of Sociology at the University of

Photovoice

400

Saskatchewan. Her dissertation employs qualitative
methodology, specifically applied phenomenology, to
reveal how primary care physicians find meaning in
their work. This research aims to identify strategies
that family practice physicians use to create and sustain
balance and fulfillment in their professional lives. She
works at two research positions at the University of
Saskatchewan that deal with cancer survivorship.
JENNIFER SHEA is a Ph.D. Candidate in Sociology at
the University of Saskatchewan. Her research areas
include: Aboriginal Health, qualitative health research,
visual methods, youth, and gender. She is currently
engaged in a community-based qualitative study with
First Nations female youth that incorporates Photovoice
as a part of the research design.
ROANNE THOMAS-MACLEAN is Associate
Professor in the Department of Sociology. She holds a
Canadian Institutes of Health Research/Saskatchewan
Health Research Foundation New Investigator Award
and recently received the University of Saskatchewan’s
Distinguished Researcher Award. Roanne is also the
Co-Director of the Qualitative Research Centre, and has
developed and taught both undergraduate and graduate
courses in qualitative methods.
Acknowledgements
We want to acknowledge our fellow students in the
class and all those people who contributed to or
supported our Photovoice assignments. We would also
like to thank one another for the encouragement and
cooperation in all our academic endeavours based on
this assignment.

Schell, Ferguson, Hamoline, Shea, and Thomas-Maclean

Photovoice

Appendix

Photograph 1

Photograph 2

Photograph 3

Photograph 4

401

Schell, Ferguson, Hamoline, Shea, and Thomas-Maclean

Photovoice

Photograph 5

Photograph 6

Photograph 7

Photograph 8

402

International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education
http://www.isetl.org/ijtlhe/

2009, Volume 21, Number 3, 403-409
ISSN 1812-9129

Plagiarism in Academia
Syed Shahabuddin
Central Michigan University
Plagiarism sometimes creates legal and ethical problems for students and faculty. It can have serious
consequences. Fortunately, there are ways to stop plagiarism. There are many tools available to
detect plagiarism, e.g. using software for detecting submitted articles. Also, there are many ways to
punish a plagiarist, e.g. banning plagiarists from submitting future articles for publication. In
addition, scholarly journals should clearly state their policies regarding plagiarism and require
authors to sign a statement indicating that their articles meet the requirements of original work. The
reviewers should be supported by the journal’s board and editors when they report any occurrences
of plagiarism.

The American Heritage Dictionary defines the verb
“plagiarize” as “to steal and use the ideas or writings of
another as one’s own.” The Oxford Dictionary defines
plagiarism as “to take and use another person’s
thoughts, writing, invention etc. as one’s own.” As
Moulton and Robison (2002) have stated, plagiarism
can also be seen as “depriving authors of profit that is
rightfully theirs [, which] is theft. Depriving authors of
credit might also be a form of theft.”
Obviously, plagiarism is a misconduct considered
to be unethical and immoral regardless of who commits
it. However, people risk getting caught for plagiarism
because, if they get away with it, plagiarism can have
many rewards. For example, the academic plagiarist
might benefit at the expense of the original author in the
form of public recognition based on someone else’s
work, promotion and/or raise in salary, and/or grants or
patents. These would all be undeserved rewards.
Therefore, plagiarism amounts to receiving undeserved
compensation, promotion, grants, patents, or
recognition. Thus, plagiarism is unethical, immoral,
and—if the plagiarized material is copyright
protected—illegal, and it needs to be stopped.
Plagiarism has become a serious problem in
academia. For example, Guterman (2008) has reported
on recent research revealing that “More than 70,000
article abstracts appeared disturbingly similar to other
published work when scanned by a new search program
… The researchers examined 2,600 of these abstracts
by hand and found 3 instances of what appears to
outright plagiarism.” Besides outright plagiarism, there
are many examples of double publishing, which mean
publishing the same paper in different journals (but not
as a reprint). According to Cicutto (2008), “The Office
of Research Integrity, U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, reports that approximately 25 percent
of the total allegations received concern plagiarism, and
that
these
allegations
typically
represent
misunderstandings of what exactly constitute
plagiarism and accurate citation procedures.”
Bleomenkamp et al. (1999) found that a large

proportion of articles in Dutch medical journals have
been duplicated. Schein and Paladugu (2001) found that
16 percent of the original articles published in leading
surgical journals could be considered redundant
publication. Clarke (2006) reported that, “During the
review process for this paper, a paper submitted to AISsponsored major conference was found to be highly
plagiarized. About 70 percent of the paper was copied
almost exactly, without quotation marks.” Clarke also
referred to the case of Scheier (2005), whose article
published seven years earlier was plagiarized by
someone. Scheier stated that “the author in question has
a track-record of plagiarism.” According to Schulz
(2008), “A chemist in India has been found guilty of
plagiarism and/or falsifying more than 70 research
papers published in a wide variety of Western Scientific
journals between 2004 and 2007.”
Plagiarism is not only unethical but also creates a
problem for the original author once he/she locates
his/her work in another article. For example, Armstrong
(1993) recalled that “A young university radiologist
recognized his own writing in a professional journal
under another’s authorship, with attribution to himself.”
He wrote the author of the article, who responded,
“What a remarkable coincidence, great minds think
alike.” The young radiologist decided not to pursue.
Unfortunately, when one reports a case of
allegation, one cannot be sure of its consequences. For
example, a case reported by famousplagiarists.com
stated the following:
An allegation directed against a member of Argosy
University's faculty resulted in what appears to be
an attempted institutional cover-up on behalf of a
plagiarist. After the student made allegations
against Bindu Ganga, “confid[ed] to a professor
that she believed Ganga's thesis might have been
plagiarized,” she herself was accused of ethics
violations involving “a pattern of unprofessional
comportment…including disrespect toward those
in authority!” The Argosy University student,
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Marla Decker, did end up receiving her degree
after the university tried to have her dismissed, and
her “ethics violations” ended up as a “part of her
permanent academic record” (D. Newbart,
“Student Scolded Over Plagiarism Accusation”).
What a crooked way to deal with plagiarism
accusations on the part Argosy University officials!
It gets even worse. The title of Ganga's doctoral
thesis? Deception vs. Perception: A Critical Look
at the Intricacies of Lying Within the Therapeutic
Relationship, in which Ganga borrows heavily
from sources including Charles Ford's book Lies!
Lies!! Lies!!! without acknowledging extensive
verbatim appropriations.
Thanks to a Turnitin.com “originality report”
commissioned by the Sun-Times, the allegations by
Argosy University student Marla Decker were
substantiated (“a 45% match” as revealed by the
“originality report”), and the unethical attempts to
silence this student were exposed:
Update: As of March 3, 2006, Argosy University
had reversed its earlier position and decided to fire
Bindu Ganga over the plagiarism allegations raised
by Marla Decker. As reported in the Sun-Times,
Argosy “also took away Ganga's doctorate in
clinical psychology.” (Newbart, D. “University
fires official accused of plagiarism”)
There are many more cases of plagiarism. In an
editorial note, Bouysson et al. (2002) described a case
of an author caught by a referee stating, “This is the
first time I discovered a 100% plagiarism in math
publication. Then it struck me that recently I heard
about a plagiarist in a letter from a well known
mathematician. I found it – it was about Marcu!!” The
note further stated that “Marcu is a notorious plagiarist.
After further search of Marcu’s publication, at least five
additional articles were found to be plagiarized.”
An example of communication between a reviewer
(of the original article) and the editor of the journal to
which a plagiarized article was submitted further
illustrates the dilemma. Enders and Hoover (2004)
wrote about the response of a reviewer: “A simple
rejection along with a refusal to consider future papers
is not sufficient. No one would allow similar behavior
from a student to go unchecked.” However, the editor
responded, “I have received input from our advisory
panel and several colleagues. They and I both are
concerned about possible liability for the journal of any
aggressive course of action.”
When Onsekez (a non-English speaking author)
(2002) was caught plagiarizing, he responded in a
letter:
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For those of us whose mother tongue is not
English, using beautiful sentences from other
studies on the same subject is not usual… In my
case, I aimed to cite all the references from which I
sources information, although I may have missed
some of them.
Williams (2008) reported that an article by Warda
and Han had been withdrawn. The report quotes the
editor of a journal stating, “The article has been
retracted because it contains apparently plagiarized
passages from several previously publishing articles.”
In this case, the editor acted as soon as the matter was
exposed.
Martin reported (2007) a case in which an author’s
1993 article had plagiarized another article published in
1980. According to Martin, “The allegation was
investigated, and it was agreed that it was a serious case
of plagiarism.” While investigating this author, who has
published over 100 articles, two more articles of his
were found to be a plagiarized. During the process of
investigation, they found the plagiarist’s article itself
was plagiarized.
Martin wondered how such
misconduct had gone unchecked for so long.
According to Massey and Webster (1997):
In the past, those in academia spoke little of
plagiarism; it was just not something that the vast
majority of scholarly researchers would consider
doing. But the pressure to publish, among other
factors, has pushed some academic authors to steal
words and ideas from others. Even some wellrespected scholars have been found to have
liberally “borrowed” from others’ work. Many of
the allegations arise in the well funded and highly
competitive science discipline.
And as Parmley (2000) has stated, “It appears that
plagiarism is far more common than many of us
suspect. We probably catch only the tip of the iceberg.”
These examples prove that plagiarism exists among
academicians, but it is unclear whether many of us are
working to take action, perhaps due to lack of time,
interest, or fear of consequences. Further, even if
reported and investigated, the process is long and the
outcomes are unpredictable. However, that does not
mean that we should sweep plagiarists under the rug or
look the other way at their unethical behavior because
this attitude will encourage further plagiarism, and, as a
result, the quality of professional research and
publications will deteriorate. Further, ignoring
plagiarism means condoning unethical behavior, which
will only encourage other unethical behaviors, such as
falsifying data. In addition, if academicians are allowed
to plagiarize, then we really have no ethical grounds for
sanctioning students who plagiarize (and one day, they

Shahabuddin
might plagiarize us!). Therefore, plagiarism is a serious
ethical issue and needs to discussed and discouraged.
There are hundreds of documented cases of
plagiarism among academicians and others. However,
the purpose of this article is discuss the issue of
plagiarism at it relates to academicians and to suggest
ways to control the problem.
Current Literature - The Status of Plagiarism
In a survey of editors of economics journals
conducted by Enders and Hoover (2004), the editors
considered plagiarism to include: using unattributed
sentences (34%), unattributed proof from working
paper (58.3%), unattributed proof from published paper
(66.1%), unattributed ideas (16.5%), and using
privately collected data (47.7%).
Despite these concerns, the majority of editors (81)
did not have a formal policy to deal with these issues.
Most felt that requiring the author to sign the copyright
agreement assured the originality of the material. Most
editors surveyed felt that, since they never encountered
a case of plagiarism, they did not need a policy. The
editors based their opinions on their experience dealing
with situations such as: never encountering a case of
plagiarism (83 editors, 71%), encountering one case of
plagiarism (28 editors, 24%), or encountering two
cases (4 editors, 3.41%). Only two editors surveyed
(1.7%) had encountered more than two cases.
However, the concept of plagiarism varied among
editors; only one editor (1.81%) responded that the
presence of one unattributed sentence was not
plagiarism, whereas 34% of respondents considered it
definitely to be plagiarism. This suggests confusion in
defining plagiarism.
Enders and Hoover (2004) also noted that once
editors had detected plagiarism, their method of
response varied. The researchers found that 71% said
they would definitely notify the author; 23% would
definitely notify the author’s chair, dean, and provost;
42% would definitely ban future submissions from the
author; and 13% would definitely publicize the
incident.
Although 35% of the editors stated that their
response would be influenced by fear of litigation,
60.5% were not concerned about possible litigation.
Hoover (2006) has stated that an “author might not
choose to contest the plagiarized paper even though the
author has full knowledge that it originated from her
work.” Hoover lists the following reasons: “It is not
clear that pursuing the case will be successful.
Plagiarism has no legal standing, therefore, it is hard to
prove,” and “It is of hierarchical nature in which an
author may have plagiarized work of a subordinate,
e.g., a junior colleague or a graduate assistant.”
Therefore, Hoover (2006) showed with his Game-
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Theoretic Model that plagiarism is possible. His model
showed that fighting the case might be too costly for the
original author. “Even the threat of a damaged
reputation is not a sufficient deterrent to such
behavior,” says Hoover (2006). Given the hesitancy
among some editors, Gotterbarn et al. (2006) stated:
We make the case that all professional
organizations that have a publication component
should have a strongly articulated position against
plagiarism. …such a position has a social
foundation in common understanding of ethical
principles including the encouragement of honesty
and the discouragement of stealing.
Many organizations have published a code of
conduct relating to plagiarism, however. For example,
the American Historical Association has included a
strong condemnation of plagiarism statement in its
Professional Conduct Standards. The Association for
Computing Machinery (ACM) and the IEEE Computer
Society have included in their Code of Ethics and
Professional Conduct the importance of honesty
(Gotterbarn and Impagliazzo, 2006). There is not a
specific reference to plagiarism, but it does refer to
honesty, including plagiarism, according to Gotterbarn
and Implagiazzo (2006). And Wake Forest University
describes plagiarism as a human rights issue, stating
that, as a result of plagiarism, “a person loses not
material possession, but something that characterized
him or her as an individual. Plagiarism is a serious
violation of another person’s rights, whether the
material stolen is great or small; it is not a matter of
degree or intent.”
Plagiarism and Academia
Rosamond (2002) quoted Standler (2000) as
stating, “Reputations in academia are made on the basis
of creating new knowledge: discoveries of new facts,
new ways of looking at previously known facts… [and]
original analysis of old ideas.” Rosamond concludes,
“By not plagiarizing, therefore, we reinforce the
legitimacy of our profession as a valued ‘scientific’
pursuit.”
There are a large number of articles and research
dealing with the issue of plagiarism among students.
For example, five articles were referenced by Martin
(2005), who reported, “Research indicates that a high
percentage of undergraduate students cheat.” There are
many more articles dealing with this issue. However,
not many articles could be found about plagiarism in
academia.
A search of the Internet indicates that there is more
concern about cheating among students than among
faculty. When “plagiarism among students” was
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searched in Scholar.Google.com, 19,400 items showed
up. When “plagiarism among college students” was
searched in Scholar.Google.com, 12,700 items showed
up. However, when “plagiarism among college faculty”
was searched in Scholar.Google.com, 8,190 items
showed up. When titles of these items were scanned,
90 percent of the articles dealt with students and
detection methods of plagiarism. This lack of articles
on “plagiarism among college faculty” could indicate
either that there is little plagiarism among faculty or
they are not willing to admit that there is a problem of
plagiarism among faculty.
Some faculty may not want to admit there is a
problem. Some people, such as Kock (1999), believe
that due to the “pressure to publish to proceed up the
ladder, or simply to keep a job, young tenure-track
professors may be tempted to cheat their way up
through the systems.” This may be the cause for not
pursuing or admitting the problem of plagiarism.
Another reason could be the lack of legal
precedent. Kock (1999) described his travails pursuing
a plagiarist who copied a major portion of his article.
After consulting many attorneys and colleagues, Kock
was told he could not sue the plagiarist, who initially
admitted plagiarism but later had the audacity to
threaten to sue Kock for defamation of character.
Eventually, the plagiarist finally admitted the
plagiarism and apologized, but no compensation was
paid. However, Kock reported that the plagiarist was
later fired.
According to Gerard (2004), “Plagiarism can be a
very difficult concept to grasp. After all, so many ideas
and thoughts have been published already that it seems
as though there are no original ideas anymore.” Thus,
Girard states, “What we perceive to be original
thoughts really may be opinions and ideas written down
by others and subconsciously ingrained in us through
thing we have read or seen. This is a dilemma of
writers.”
Also, academicians may not have the experience,
time, or the tools to deal with this issue. For example,
one reason for reluctance to face this issue has been
proposed by Grossberg (2004): “Perhaps my biggest
surprise was realizing how ill equipped I was to deal
with the issue.”
Plagiarism occurs, but it does not mean we should
look the other way or condone it when we catch
someone plagiarizing. As stated previously, failure to
hold plagiarists accountable will simply inhibit the
generation of new ideas and encourage future
plagiarists to reap undeserved rewards and recognition
at the expense of other researchers and authors.
Obviously, it will encourage unethical, immoral and
unprofessional conduct among academicians, and, thus,
the students can easily accuse the professor of the same
behavior they are accused of. New ideas will not be
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discovered and the old ideas will simply continue to be
repackaged in new forms. This trend is disastrous for
society and future generations. Therefore, this trend
needs to be stopped before it takes hold in the
disciplines and professions.
Fortunately, faculty eager to stop plagiarism among
students have learned through experience how to help
students avoid plagiarizing and, if students plagiarize,
faculty have access to tools to catch them. According
to Dye (2007), “the digital environment that makes
plagiarizing content easier can make spotting poached
pieces easier too.” For example, many students’ papers
are submitted to computer detection programs for
plagiarism. In addition, many universities have websites
for helping students learn how to avoid plagiarism.
Maxymuck (2006) lists websites of eight universities
guiding faculty on how to detect plagiarism and
websites of four universities helping students learn how
to avoid plagiarism. He also lists websites of eleven
universities that provide online tutorials to test students’
knowledge of plagiarism. As Dye (2007) suggests,
“there are some strategies to make it harder for human
thieves and scheming bots to steal the credit for
someone else’s original ideas.” One of the ways to
detect plagiarism is to use online free or commercially
available, mainly software, services. “A good
plagiarism software will compare published work in all
sources, magazine, academic journals, books and
billions of academic papers,” according to Harrel
(2009). Many computer programs are available for
detecting plagiarism. Some of the commonly used
software are:
•

•

•

•

Turnitin.com is an electronic plagiarism
detection service which works with
universities to help students prevent
plagiarism.
Schulz (2008) has reported that “The Indian
scientist’s work was discovered by using a
web-based tool called eTblast.”
Bechhoefer (2007) recommended using arXiv
software to look for “overlap or correlation
with all arXiv submission. If enough of a
match is found, a message [can] be sent to the
submitter, listing the work(s) in which
similarities have been detected.” If the
submitter wishes to proceed, the editorial
board should be notified as well as the
submitter should be notified to provide
justification for overlap work.
CopyGauard (2005) created by LexisNexis
and i’Thenticate uses match-and-report
process which allows users to verify content
originality quickly and easily. It produces a
customized originality report that provides
underlined excerpts of any relevant text
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•

•

•

matches and similarity index.
SafeAssignment (Maurer et al, 2006): An Internet
service provided by Mydropbox has the ability to
scan 8 billion Internet documents including
300,000 documents provided by Paper Mills. It
also can access the proprietary archive of partners.
The plagiarism results are presented to the user.
Docol© (Maurer et al, 2006): An Internet service
provided
by
Institut
fur
Angewandte
Lerntechnolgien (IFALT). It provides text
fragments (fingerprint size), date constraints,
filtering and other reports.
Eve2 (Essay Verification Engine) (Maurer et al,
2006). It tries to find plagiarized content in a given
document.

After trying these software for detection, if one fails to
find a paper, one might use the following commercial
software (Harris 2009):
•
•
•
•

www.plagiarism.com. Educational materials and a
software screening.
www.plagiarism.org. Online service that checks
submitted student papers and paper mills.
www.m4-software.com.
Searches
Internet
sources.
www.canexus.com/eve/. Searches the Web to
compare a suspect paper with Internet content and
shows site and degree of match.

However, even with modern technology, it is hard to
detect most plagiarism. As Rosamond (2002) has stated,
“The increasing sophistication of downloadable and
electronically produced material is a contributory factor, as
is the difficulty of actually spotting forms of plagiarism that
amount to something other than direct copying.”
Further, most of the available tools are effective on
documents available on electronic sources. However,
Maurer et al (2006) suggest that these tools will fail if
extensive paraphrasing takes place, documents are not
available electronically, or documents are plagiarized in
another language.
Clarke (2006) has suggested that while there are strong
arguments for plagiarism, “copying without attribute can
also be valuable.” He has stated that “avoiding plagiarism
requires a great deal of effort.” He has also noted that there
is a large amount of written and published material people
have access to. Therefore, according to Clarke, it is:
Impractical to avoid repetition, uneconomic for every
author to deliver originality in every element of
everything he or she writes, and a waste of time and
energy that could be applied to more constructive
activities. Moreover, much writing within a discipline
is intentionally cumulative, and hence the
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incorporation of prior content is an intrinsic feature of
almost all scholarly writing.
And Hexham (1992) has stated that “In judging that
an author plagiarized, great care must be taken to ensure
that careless mistakes, printing errors, inexperience, and
even editorial changes made by a press are not used as
accusations against an innocent person.”
Conclusion
Plagiarism is unethical and may be illegal in some
cases. Therefore, there is no justification for plagiarizing.
Parmley (2000) concluded that “A ‘publish-or-perish’
mentality must never degenerate into ‘plagiarism-andpublish’ mentality.” Hoover (2006) has argued that
“…not preventing plagiarism will ultimately stop the free
exchange of ideas in the profession.” Therefore, Hoover
suggested that a profession can reduce or prevent
plagiarism by
Reducing the cost of contesting plagiarized work;
protecting those whose work has been plagiarized;
detecting plagiarism through the use of software;
reporting the plagiarists to their superior; publicizing
the name of plagiarists after they have been notified
and have been given opportunity to explain their
behavior; developing a professional website
supervised by a board of a few editors of national
stature to monitor the policy regarding how to
monitor or publicize plagiarism.”
Parmley (2000) suggested that all academicians and
practitioners be reminded of the following:
•

•
•
•

Plagiarism is WRONG no matter what the
extent. It is a serious form of scientific
misconduct
As mentors, we must teach this both by
example and by explicit statement.
When we find it, we should deal with it firmly
and appropriately in each situation.
We all need to be more sensitive to the
insidious nature of this problem.

Given the difficulty of defining, catching, and
prosecuting plagiarists, Rosamond (2002) has suggested
that “a more effective route toward the prevention of
plagiaristic activity in academia involves thinking about
effective ways of reinforcing academic good practices
that do not rely solely on the coercive apparatuses of
university and public statutes.” Therefore, he suggests
moral persuasion rather than the threat of sanction. He
further concludes that the institution, as a result, does not
have to be a vigilante.
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Gotterbarn et al (2006) suggest an organization
with clearly stated policies must “detect, deter, and
discourage plagiarism.” They also suggest that the
severity of punishment should be related to the extent
(intentional, wholesale copying without citation, and
unintentional, not citing because of a judgment call that
it is a common knowledge) of plagiarism. Gotterbarn et
al (2006) also suggest encouraging editors and
reviewers to use software “to detect plagiarism.” They
further suggest encouraging authors to use the same
tools “to avoid intentional plagiarism.” They suggest
that professional organizations should make available
“open source anti-plagiarism instruments available to
all authors.”
In cases of serious violation, authors should be
censured with provision of appeal, suggest Gotterbarn
et al (2006). In addition, organizations should institute a
strict policy on plagiarism such as that of ACM. The
policy should define plagiarism and self plagiarism, as
ACM has, as well as define punishment. The
punishment should include legal action, public
humiliation, and fines. In order to ensure that the
authors know about the violations and punishments,
they should be required to sign an agreement and
affirm the understanding when they sign the
copyright transfer.
Grossberg (2004) concluded that, like other ethical
issues, plagiarism has no simple solution. He states, “It
can never be addressed effectively by simply turning
journal editors and book and manuscript reviews into a
disciplinary police force.” He suggests that all of us must
“make a commitment to the basic standards of ethical
conduct in our discipline, which includes preventing the
misappropriation of other people’s words and ideas.”
Reid (1999) reported that “A case involving a
freelance writer reveals U.S. copyright law does not
provide a way to unequivocally determine rights on
material published electronically.” Therefore, authors and
editors believing that their published work could receive
wide exposure on the Internet are prone to being
plagiarized without any recourse. However, Kock (1999)
has suggested that while having one’s work on the Internet
makes plagiarism possible, it also allows for plagiarists to
be caught for two reasons: 1) downloaded files or text can
easily be traced to the sources, and 2) searches can be
easily made with less time and expense.
Kock (1999) suggested that the best way to prevent
plagiarists is “to publicize and discuss them as widely as
possible.” Kock believed that the publicity should involve
how to develop ethical standards in publication and how to
deal with plagiarists when caught.
Plagiarism is a serious problem for the academic
community in particular and society in general.
Plagiarism frequently leads to rewards for those who cheat
and take credit for someone else’s work. It sets a bad
example for students and society. Fortunately, there are
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many methods available to prevent or at least curtail the
problem. However, to accomplish this goal, the academic
community must make a concerted effort to be vigilant in
all the work it creates, sees, and uncovers. The academic
community must realize that as educators of society’s
children, we must set an example of ethical, moral, and
legal standards for students, for the public, and for society.
We must understand that failing this serious obligation
will have dire consequences for the future social and the
economic well-being of the world. As Premeaux (2005)
has stated, “acceptance of unethical behavior in college,
like cheating, may make unethical behavior in business
easier to accept.” Lawson (2004) found that “a large
proportion of business students engage in unethical
behavior, for they believe that they need to act unethically
to advance their careers in the future.” Abdolmohammadi
and Baker (2007) have argued “that students’ resorting to
plagiarism in college may lead to them engaging in other
types of unethical behavior in order to succeed in the
accounting profession after graduation.” Therefore,
plagiarism is a problem that must not be overlooked or
swept under the rug.
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