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As the literature clearly shows, supporting the development of reflective awareness skills is undoubtedly an important element in learning processes. In psychology, multiple theoretical approaches and research work have delved into the study of what is termed implicit knowledge. In particular, the relationship between human activity (in terms of actions, thoughts, beliefs, motivation, and reasoning) and different levels of awareness is a relevant subject of analysis that we consider as the core of this paper. In order to deepen our understanding of the concepts of awareness and reflexive activity, we refer to Pierre Vermersch’s psycho-phenomenological approach and Piaget’s theory of cognitive awareness. In this paper, we aim to show the use of the reflective approach centered on the elicitation of specific lived experiences. The objective is to promote in students a process of awareness of their activity and their role within the university context. Two students case studies from the University of Salerno took part in the research. The method used was based on narrative interviews that makes use of some techniques and principles of elicitation interviews, a conversational approach that supports the participant in focusing and describing a specific experience. The interviewer guides subjects, without induction, through the transition from the implicit of lived experience (particularly action) to the explicit of reflected awareness of that action. The data collected show how reflective activity by means of guided evocations of lived experiences helped participants become aware of how some distortions and irrational thoughts (related to the self and context) negatively affected them during the activities. The reflective work fostered by the elicitation of experiences often allows for enhanced self-awareness; the subject takes ownership of the action, analyzes it, and understands the difficulties.
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INTRODUCTION

This work is part of an international collaboration, of which the main objective is to support in students a process of awareness specifically focused on their past and present educational practices, starting from the narration of specific experiences (Bruner, 1986, 1995). In this paper, educational practices are “elicited” using an interview based on techniques and principles of the psycho-phenomenological approach (Vermersch, 2012). The psycho-phenomenological perspective is based on a conversational approach defined by elicitation interviews (Vermersch, 1994, 2000a,b, 2015) and centered on the reconstruction by the participants of the lived experience. This technique intended to support students’ learning though the awareness of their past unsuccessful experiences. In this sense, the narrative flow aims for a reflective return. In psychology, the importance of narrative is already well established; it constitutes an indispensable activity for understanding reality and reflecting on it (Bruner, 1990; Smorti, 2018). Bruner (2002) in seminal empirical and theoretical works has shown how in biographical narrative, the canonical and the possible are in a kind of perpetual dialectical tension in which the primary purpose would seem to be to maintain a balance between the past and the possible. The narrative is a fundamental resource for the construction of individual and collective identity; it is all the activity through which we construct meaning and make sense of our story (Bruner, 2002). The narrative is a communicative act; it opens to the relationship with the Other, in a dimension that goes from the individual to the social; in which the memory is externalized and, in the narrative act, becomes the object of reflection and awareness to then return to be internalized in a new form (Savarese et al., 2013; Marsico, 2017; Iannaccone et al., 2018; Smorti, 2018). As part of the broader narrative approach, this article highlights the importance of reconstructing in detail the processes that led the student into situations of learning difficulty. It aims to show the use of the reflective approach centered on the elicitation of specific lived learning experiences. Eliciting the experiences can encourage students to reflect on their activities, their skills, and their role as students, the aim being to analyze and modify those actions that emerge from the narrative (and are evaluated by them) as ineffective and/or insufficient. The elicitation method is based on psychological interviewing that, through certain techniques of formulation (questions, rephrasing, and silences; see examples provided in the cases discussed below), supports the interviewee in focusing on and describing a specific experience (Vermersch, 2007a). The area of verbalization is the “action” considered as a valuable source of information. Action that can be defined by the elicitation approach as the actualization of the task accomplishment. Knowing how a task is performed (in a given situation and context) allows the student to better understand and analyze the difficulties encountered in learning, the possible causes of mistakes and dysfunctions, the reasons that seem to determine its success, any distortions. An elicitation interview is a non-inductive technique that supports people in the process of becoming aware. Recent studies have used specific narrative elicitation methods (Soroko, 2019; Naldemirci et al., 2020). Soroko’s (2019) study drew on self-narrative elicitation methods, which are based on a type of in-depth psychological interview in which the subject’s self-reflection appears. These approaches consist of a narrative stimulus (elicit self-narrative instruction, verbal stimulus, and visual stimulus) that helps the person produce an open narrative statement about their biography and structure experiences narratively (Soroko, 2019). Narrative elicitation has been used in an internal medicine department specializing in cardiology in a Swedish hospital (Naldemirci et al., 2020); this study focused on narrative elicitation observations conducted with nurses. Naldemirci et al. (2021) stated that narrative elicitation involves skills and strategies practiced especially in person-centered care that can help patients articulate goals that are meaningful and important to themselves. These skills and strategies are preparing for narrative elicitation, dwelling in the patient’s narrative, and constructing and co-constructing the narrative. In a previous study (Savarese et al., 2019b), the psycho-phenomenological approach of counseling intervention carried out through the method of an elicitation interview was presented and discussed. The analysis showed how the reflexive activity, promoted by the elicitation of the experience, mitigated in the student, involved reactions full of anxiety and promoted a positive change in the perception of the Self in the situation narrated.

In this paper, we try to show how the reflective process can effectively support, in university students, a process of awareness of their own actions and skills, helping them to analyze and identify those distortions (of themselves in that context and in that situation) that, very often, hinder and/or block their university path.



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Research in the psycho-pedagogical field has shown, in recent decades, a particular interest in the role of the reflexivity and reconstruction of lived experience in learning processes. Previously, cultural–historical studies (Lurija, 1974; Tulviste, 1991; Iannaccone, 2010) shown the importance of the role of cultural frames in problem-solving activities. An understanding of how knowledge is constructed not only within institutional settings, but also in everyday life contexts has emerged from these works (in a similar way the cognitivism become aware of the ecological dimensions of psychological activity: Neisser, 1967). The knowledge acquired in everyday life is largely implicit and can be actively used as the individual becomes aware of it. However, although human activity is the result of the intertwining of cognitive, cultural, relational, and institutional dimensions (Iannaccone, 2010; Mollo, 2021), it is useful to remember how this activity remains largely opaque to consciousness. Piaget (1974) observed how individuals belonging to certain professional categories (e.g., mechanics), when faced with logical problems (typical of school), failed to solve them, while on the contrary, in their work activity, put in place a kind of formal reasoning (Anolli, 2004; Perret and Perret-Clermont, 2011). It follows that, in order to activate reflective skills on actions performed, it is necessary to make explicit the lived experience. In other words, the activity of individuals—understood in terms of actions, thoughts, beliefs, motivations, and reasoning—is influenced by the interweaving of explicit and implicit knowledge. They are the result of latent, informal learning that occurs through experience in everyday life contexts, within certain cultural frames (Perret-Clermont, 1979; Perret and Perret-Clermont, 2011) or socially and emotionally safe thinking spaces (Bachtin, 1981; Perret-Clermont, 2001, 2004; Zittoun and Iannaccone, 2014; Coppola et al., 2015, 2019; Szulevicz et al., 2016).


Awareness, Elicitation, and Reflexivity

To set as a goal the understanding of the implicit and explicit aspects of action and, in particular, of the gap between activity and what makes the success or failure of that action possible calls into question the problem of awareness.

Within the field of developmental psychology, Piaget’s (1974) theory of grasp of consciousness is an important landmark in understanding the relationship between behavior and consciousness (Stoltz, 2018). In his theory, Piaget (1974) had shown how grasp of consciousness should be considered as a construction, an elaboration of the different levels of consciousness, with the latter being understood in terms of integrated systems (and not as a whole). We must assume that action, as knowledge in action - understood both in terms of conceptualized and conscious knowledge and in terms of knowledge in action and not reflected - in order to be fully conscious (conscious knowledge) needs to be conceptualized. To do this, it is necessary to understand how action evolves toward conceptualization (Piaget, 1974). The need for grasp of consciousness emerges from the need to search for new means with a more active réglage (adaptation). It does not necessarily arise from situations of maladjustment, but rather from the pursuit of a new (conscious) objective from which derives the observation of success or failure. The process of becoming aware passes through stages, and the process of internalization takes place according to a progression that goes from the periphery (P) toward the center (C). It starts from the periphery1 (objectives, results, perceptible effects, and significant sensory data) and, in an attempt to reach the internal mechanism of action, progressively moves toward the central regions of action (recognition of the means employed and reasons for choice or their modification). Consciousness does not arise from the subject or the object, but from the interaction between the two (Piaget, 1974). In the case of failure, an understanding of the reasons that produced it leads consciousness toward the more central regions of action (purpose or overall direction); a subject starting from the observable on the object (missed result) will try to understand on which points the accommodation of the scheme to the object is lacking and will direct their attention toward the employed means. This process proceeds in stages (from P to C) toward the internal mechanism of the act, and internalization of the action leads to a conceptualization of reality that moves from practical assimilation (empirical abstraction) to an assimilation by concepts (reflexive abstraction). Grasp of consciousness cannot be reduced exclusively to a process of illumination that produces no effects (or changes) other than making “visible” what was previously “obscure”; it is to be considered a construction, a conceptualization that transforms a pattern of action into a concept (Piaget, 1974). Piaget is credited with having proposed a methodology of observation using traces and classes of observables of which the application is subject to the analysis of the task and knowledge of its cognitive relationship with the subject (in terms of logical–mathematical relationships).

Vermersch (1994, 2000a,b, 2015), starting from some elements of the Piagetian theory of grasp of consciousness, arrived to establish a theoretical link between consciousness-raising and elicitation. Vermersch’s model can be considered a methodologically grounded description of subjective experience. The lived experience (in term of action) is an essential source of inference for the analysis of intellectual functioning. The psycho-phenomenological approach (psychophenomenologie) focuses on describing the kind of cognitive relationship that a subject has with the matter he is talking about, which, on the phenomenological level, translates into the feeling of reliving it. Action is composed of explicit and implicit aspects; therefore, Vermersch (1994, 2000a,b, 2015), in his work, highlighted the need to help subjects develop abstraction skills based on experience and its evocation. To better understand the concept, the author proposes the metaphor of the amateur draftsman who must practice observing in order to learn to draw what he sees and not to draw what he knows. Through an elicitation interview, the individual is placed in the position of describing themself the nature of the difficulty they encountered or the error they made during the activity they evoked. Knowledge of the rational procedures put in place by the individual when accomplishing a task represents the focus of Vermersch’s proposed technique. This methodology is a useful tool for supporting the student in becoming aware. The need to be heard drives people toward revisions and reconstructions of the stories used to tell their lives while remaining true to a set of values and beliefs that are not subject to radical revisions (Bruner, 1996; Smorti, 2018). This reflexive activity, promoted by verbalization, activates in the subject an awareness provoked by elements that the subject himself did not know he knew or was convinced he did not know (Vermersch, 1994, 2000a,b, 2015).

In this sense, narration and elicitation fit within a dialogical dimension in which the individual tries to make sense of past events and the presence of the Other (the Self or other than the Self), and this implies the modification and modulation of the communicative act (Bachtin, 1981; Bruner, 2002; Marková, 2016).




A VIEW OF UNIVERSITY STUDENTS IN NEED

Previous studies (Savarese et al., 2015, 2016, 2019a) have shown that becoming aware of one’s difficulties promotes in college students the ability to identify effective solutions. By age, the young university student is in a delicate phase of the life cycle—a particularly stressful developmental time, full of changes and critical situations, which can become a source of stress and occasionally trigger true identity disorders (Gore, 2008). The student goes through what is referred to as a transitional phase (Cassidy and Trew, 2004), in which social relationships (with family, peers, and educational figures), sometimes physical living contexts (e.g., change of city), and their identity within these are redefined (Oyserman and Destin, 2010; Tateo et al., 2018). In general, the student in difficulty experiences more or less severe forms of discomfort, capable of affecting the educational path and, more generally, life. They may experience difficulty tolerating frustration in waiting to see their goals (exams, graduation, self-actualization, and autonomy) realized. They may find themselves in situations where they experience dissatisfaction due to a series of frustrated needs that create great tension, fatigue, and sometimes disorientation; experience decision-making difficulties, tending to disperse energies that are not productively finalized (e.g., not knowing which exams to schedule and dispersing themselves in non-functional parallel activities, or scheduling too many exams at once); tend to lose confidence and self-esteem; use little of, or in a dysfunctional way, the coping strategies available to deal constructively with commitments, obstacles, and stressful situations; complain of difficulties in social–relational adjustment in the university context (related to confidence and insecurity and fears because of confrontation and competition), but also of re-adaptation in the friend and family context; present difficulties in concentration and commitment, related to a state of tension, worry, and fear of disappointing loved ones; feel the weight of family and social expectations, often experiencing a sense of emotional impotence (fear of not being recognized and loved unconditionally) and loneliness; and experience feelings of guilt and fear of not being “up to the task,” questioning the course of study choice undertaken (slows, postpones, or avoids to the point of stalemate) and one’s identity as a student (Marsico et al., 2015; Savarese et al., 2016, 2019b).



OBJECTIVES AND PARTICIPANTS

This study, structured on qualitative and descriptive research, assumes that the reflective activity promoted by narrative elicitation techniques supports processes of awareness in university students. A reflexive return of one’s experience in order to know it (and recognize it), appropriate it, use it as a knowledge base to refine one’s actions, understand difficulties and activate resilience and coping skills (Vermersch, 2004; Iannaccone and Cattaruzza, 2015; Savarese et al., 2019b). Narrative, as a dialectic between what was expected and what was, appears to be a valuable tool not so much for solving problems, but for finding them (Bruner, 2002). Piaget (1974) asserted that grasp of consciousness can occur under the pressure of the failures and obstacles that the subject may encounter when trying to pursue the goals that motivate them (Piaget, 1974; Vermersch, 2006). The research presented herein is part of a framework aimed at promoting student well-being, and the primary objective is to create the conditions that allow students to come into contact with their own experiences and become aware of them (grasp of consciousness).


Participants

In this paper will be presented the analysis of experiences related to two cases of students of the University of Salerno who, as a result of difficulties perceived during their studies, have turned to the University of Salerno’s Needs Analysis Center (Sportello di Analisi dei Bisogni) of the “Office for the Right to Study” (Diritto allo Studio). The narratives of the experiences were elicited by an interview using the narrative and psycho-phenomenological approach (Bruner, 1986, 1995; Vermersch, 1994, 2012).




METHOD

The method involved narrative interviews (Bruner, 1986, 1995). The principles and techniques that guided the interviews2 were inspired by elicitation interviews, a methodology that offers the opportunity to collect useful accounts of lived experience (Vermersch, 2012). The interviews were recorded with the consent of the students interviewed and were transcribed. The resulting texts were analyzed using a hermeneutic–interpretive approach to identify the significant elements of the narratives3. This interview type (Vermersch, 1994) represents a useful methodology for the construction and clarification of the cognitive resources and operational skills necessary for the implementation of reflective activities. This technique allows for the exploration of not only students’ experiences, but also operates as a true formative activity. Reflective activity promotes consciousness-raising processes, which are the primary goal of this technique. Reflexive activity means: A “set of cognitive acts through which the mind retraces certain situations experienced, in order to gain awareness of the patterns of intrapsychic and interpersonal functioning put in place, and to critically analyze and interpret the processes identified” (Cesari Lusso et al., 2015). Through an elicitation interview, the student is guided toward the description (and nature) of the difficulty encountered; it becomes the object of reflection (a key element in helping to raise awareness in this regard). Guidance in verbalization builds on this reflective return (Vermersch, 1994).

In a more general framework of referring to the elicitation interview, the principles we selected and that guided the interview are (Cesari Lusso et al., 2015; Iannaccone et al., 2018):


1.Use of verbalization and active listening;

2.Inviting the student to describe concrete actions;

3.Inviting the student to narrate a specific situation;

4.Inviting the student to use concrete interactive dynamics and actions;

5.Helping the student reflect and promote self-awareness.



The central aspect of such study is primarily to emphasize how certain forms of implicit knowledge influence and direct action, making certain aspects of it not directly accessible to consciousness (Vermersch, 1994). In our opinion, supporting the emergence of reflexive skills could represent an explanatory element of those aspects that are not entirely clear of human action by encouraging, in the subjects involved, an awareness of the way that individuals have to perceive, act, and look for reasons, meanings, and motivations of their acts (Cesari Lusso et al., 2015).



INTERVIEWS4


Preliminary Aspects

Before the beginning of the interview,5 in order to create the deontological and technical conditions necessary to carry out the activity. A pre-interview was organized, where the students were informed about the nature of the meeting and the communicative contract was made explicit. In relation to the latter, the wording used during the interview was chosen according to the intended perlocutionary effect (Vermersch, 2007b). In reference to the elicitation technique, the term “I propose to you if you agree” was used as the initial wording, which aims to convey the message that the interviewee–interviewer relationship is symmetrical and synchronic.



First Interview

The first case analyzed concerns of a student named Francesca enrolled in the first year of her course (Master’s degree in Professional Educators), who had been stuck in her studies for a year. Francesca, however, actively participated in the life of the university: She attended a workshop on the study method, performed voluntary community service at the Office for the Right to Study, and attended several training courses as a learning tutor for students with disabilities.

After the initial phase of communicative agreement, and considering that the interview aimed for complete verbalization and active listening, the student was asked to produce a narrative response to the question, “What was your first experience with university like?”

From the initial narrative, the student’s naïve representation of the situation emerged; her insecurity emerged from the outset (turn 1):


1.Francesca: Oh God (0.5) it’s all new of course (.) then slowly I entered in the mechanism, but it was not so difficult (.) I have always done well at school. in the sense that I have always studied I liked it. the only difference was to prepare the exams in a short time (.) to organize the study to be within the time (.) then being a bit anxious the fact of going in front of the professor and remain silent (.) in silence (.) forget the information.



In this phase of the interview, the student was asked to focus on a task (exam preparation). The purpose was to accompany the student toward a particular aspect of her experiential experience, in order to collect data on the interactive dynamics implemented and to help the student to self-inform about the various dimensions of her action. It is apparent from the initial narrative how the student’s fears (turns 4, 5, and 6) affected her study and conditioned her actions. In particular, in turns 8 and 9, a kind of anticipatory anxiety emerged, related to a situation that the student had created in her mind (a future scenario) and to the image of the professor. It is as if the focus of attention, during the study, shifted from the exam to oneself. The irrational thought was fixed (turns 8, 9, and 11) and so powerful as to anticipate in a negative way the event of the exam, triggering reactions of intense anxiety and physical reactions (turns 19 and 21).


2.Francesca: I got up I had breakfast (.) and then I started taking the slides (0.5) I remember that I started reading first and then after a first reading (.) I started underlining the things that I thought were most important to remember

3.Interviewer: was there anything that caught your attention?

4.Francesca: I was trying to understand what I was reading then after underlining I would start repeating what I had underlined to see a little bit if I remembered (.) and if I understood what I had read

5.Interviewer: what was going on at that time?

6.Francesca: as soon as I started to repeat, I seemed to remember (.) then 5 or 6 minutes went by and I forgot what I had read before.

7.Interviewer: what were you thinking about in the 5/6 minutes?

8.Francesca: I was thinking about the difficulty of the exam at the time of the exam

9.Francesca: nothing (.) I was imagining being in front of the professor (.) being afraid (.) difficulty speaking to expose content

10.Interviewer: You told me, correct me if I’m wrong, I imagine being in front of the professor asking me questions and I freeze up. Do you ever change the scenario of the thoughts that come into your mind?

11.Francesca: No (.) I always have a fixed thought.




Lived Experience

The researcher rephrased what the student had verbalized up to that point. The goal was to help the student develop her narrative and focus the narrative on the day of the exam, an event she experienced and did not imagine. The student began by recounting her colleagues’ exams:


12.Interviewer: On the morning of the exam, did you focus on exposing and comparing yourself to them (ed. other students)?

13.Francesca: I was afraid I was doing something wrong

14.Interviewer: Did this happen to you for every colleague?

15.Francesca: No (.) only some (.) for some questions

16.Interviewer: How do you view those who responded differently?

17.Francesca: I didn’t make an evaluation of merit (.) maybe you will have had more time to prepare (.) definitely (.) better than me (.) probably

18.Interviewer: What did this idea provoke in you?

19.Francesca: It made me anxious

20.Interviewer: what do you mean by anxiety?

21.Francesca: I mean fear (.) stomach (0.5) feeling like vomiting (.) really wanting to run away.



During the interview, it emerged that the emotional reaction of anxiety is social in nature; it was always linked to the (irrational) thought of possible failure in public.

The researcher rephrased what the student narrated again to allow her to focus on a specific experience (the moment of the exam) and to describe in retrospect and in detail its different components (Vermersch, 2007a):


22.Interviewer: We get to the time when you are called (ed. Professor), what happens?

23.Francesca: I get asked the first question (.) I’m already on the ball at the first question

24.Interviewer: can you tell me about that episode?

25.Francesca: he asks me a question about chicken pox that I thought I knew (.) but there I get stuck

26.Interviewer: can you tell me about this moment?

27.Francesca: he asks me the question I just don’t remember (.) I get confused with the bacteria

28.Interviewer: what were you looking at?

29.Francesca: the professor

30.Interviewer: what were you seeing?

31.Francesca: a person who didn’t give me peace of mind that I don’t feel comfortable with.

32.Interviewer: what do you mean by not putting me at ease?

33.Francesca: there is a person who looked at you with a look (.) not threatening (.) but hard stiff severe you know how to tell you (.) I know you don’t know it so well I’ll make you go on

34.Interviewer: what happens to the next question?

35.Francesca: I try to answer correctly I answer well enough. It was question and answer with no margin of explanation and then he asks me the third question I answer well the first part the second part the answer was a bit more confused

36.Interviewer: how come?

37.Francesca: because I knew that it didn’t go well basically the exam i.e., I was aware that I didn’t pass the exam

38.Interviewer: what were your thoughts?

39.Francesca: that I hadn’t passed the exam

40.Interviewer: how did the exam go?

41.Francesca: I didn’t pass the exam.



In turns 33 and 37, it is possible to identify hidden implications in the student’s statements related to the thought of failure (previously surfaced) and how this thought influenced the outcome of the exam.

The student, guided by the researcher, evoked another exam where anxiety (fear of judgment and public failure) emerged again. Also in this situation, the outcome of the exam was negative. In all likelihood, these experiences, related to fear of judgment, had the effect of lowering the student’s self-esteem and self-efficacy:


42.Interviewer: what was going on at that time (.) give me an example

43.Francesca: for example, the critique of judgment (.) I was confusing Kant’s judgments

44.Interviewer: what were you thinking about at that moment?

45.Francesca: about the time that was little

46.Interviewer: at the time so (.).

47.Francesca: it was as if during these three exams I felt time flowing through me (.) I felt the breath on my neck.



The non-inductive technical relaunches used by the researcher were inspired by some techniques used in elicitation interviews; in this specific case, they were used in order to facilitate the verbalization of the components of the action that usually remain implicit, such as a detailed chronology of the interaction; non-visible visible material actions (what he saw, what was said in his mind, thoughts, etc.); any judgments made about himself and the situation; and, above all, the explication of the underlying criteria (what do you mean by “.”; how come?) (Vermersch, 1994; Cesari Lusso et al., 2015). Such techniques are necessary to bring out as many details as possible during narration.



First Awareness

In this stage, before the conclusion of the interview, the interviewer summarized and rephrased what the student had narrated; this was intended to allow her to become more aware of her work and to reflect on what, in the episodes recounted, was not working (Cesari Lusso et al., 2015).

In turns 49 and 51, the student began to reflect on how social and family expectations conditioned her actions. In contrast to what she stated at the beginning of the interview, she even went so far as to state that these expectations were most likely the source of her anxiety:


47.Francesca: it scares me (ndr degree) because I see it as a challenging thing and from the experimental a professor a commission (.) everyone expects a job well done something important

48.Interviewer: we always go back there, everyone expects.

49.Francesca: and (0.5) so everybody expects that (.) I’m afraid of disappointing the expectations, I see it as something bigger than me (.) instead I say if I would have been satisfied (.) instead of always aiming to expect the maximum from myself

50.Interviewer: satisfied?

51.Francesca: because sometimes (.) maybe I need to take a step backwards (.) not to be satisfied, but to choose (.) I’m already working and studying, and since I took a long time to finish these three exams and (.) the work (.) I know that it takes me a long time, maybe I need to limit myself (.) to be satisfied (.) to do a normal compilative thesis instead of a stubborn one, because I wanted to do the experimental thesis, so (0.5) I think that maybe I was a bit anxious about that too.



Another element connected to the block in studies was the thought of leaving the university, which is a transition that does not necessarily take the form of a critical and negative experience, but certainly involves a temporary disorientation and a psychological, identity, and social reorganization. In addition, the difficulty of controlling the emotional variables involved also emerged:


52.Interviewer: the idea of dropping out of college.

53.Francesca: Yeah it’s like I’m still attached (.) not graduating I’m here (.) it’s been a family because I spent almost 3 years between civil service part-time.



In closing, in turn 54 emerged, on an affective level, a feeling of pleasant amazement at the information that had emerged and the change in judgment about her actions. The first interview allowed the student to reach an initial prise de conscience that the block in her studies did not depend on her abilities, but on a state of tension and worry connected to the fear of disappointing expectations and leaving the university:


54.Francesca: I feel better (.) a few things to think about (0.5) something you don’t think about.



According to Vermersch (1994), it is the asking of the question that causes one to adopt a reflective stance and creates awareness.




Second Interview

The second case analyzed concerns Giulio, a student enrolled on a degree course in Computer Science. He had been diagnosed with specific learning disorder (SLD) involving relational difficulties; these difficulties occur in different situations, such as examinations or new friendships.

Giulio received the diagnosis of SLD in his last years of secondary school; he had lived for a long time with an image of himself as a not very capable and deserving student. The recognition of his difficulties, which occurred with the certification, has allowed him to continue to invest in his studies, as evidenced by his enrollment at the university; however, his emotional–motivational experiences still appear to be characterized by a certain vulnerability, as reported by the psychologist who followed him at the University of Salerno’s Needs Analysis Center (Sportello di Analisi dei Bisogni).


Lived Experience

According to the goals of the elicitation interview, the researcher guided the student toward the verbalization of concrete actions. The student’s initial narrative appeared as a kind of mental vagueness. Through relays and rephrasing, the interviewer repeatedly helped the student stay in touch with the specific situation. In turn 2, two elements emerged: The belief that they will not pass the exam (despite the student claiming to have repeated well) and the thought of “blocking.” The student in the narrative claimed to have blocked, but in evoking the image of the task, he remembered some questions as “not difficult” (he had repeated them previously). Despite this, the thought of blocking returned (turn 20):


1.Interviewer: enter the classroom

2.Giulio: I think I repeated well and I wasn’t passing.

3.Interviewer: what is the first thing you remember seeing when you entered the classroom

4.Giulio: I was one of the first ones

5.Interviewer: your first thought

6.Giulio: let’s hope it goes well

7.Interviewer: then what happens

8.Giulio: it is the first time and I understood that I needed a separate form (.) but at that moment I couldn’t do it so I thought (.) ok if I can’t do it I will ask for the next time

9.Interviewer: when did you think you needed a form?

10.Giulio: when I started reading the questions

11.Interviewer: so was there an earlier step (.) where you sat down?

12.Giulio: in the second or third row

13.Interviewer: next to you there was someone

14.Giulio: a friend of mine who starts with M too, so we happened to be close by

15.Interviewer: what were you thinking in that moment?

16.Giulio: maybe in my opinion I can’t do it completely

17.Interviewer: before you even saw the assignment?

18.Giulio: no because I started to do it then I got stuck.

19.Interviewer: the sooner the time comes when they turn in the assignment, see the assignment what happens

20.Giulio: the first two were not difficult (.) then I go to do the third one, the first two I had repeated a moment before, this made me feel a bit relaxed, I manage to do them, on the remaining ones I had doubts and from there I thought ‘I have to take a form’ otherwise I won’t pass them, I asked for a form and additional time because I get stuck (.) so I take the sheet I take the additional time before opening the sheet I close my eyes and then I see everything and then I close my eyes and I repeat myself and then I go more quiet it takes here 20 minutes more in because after read

21.Interviewer: you said one thing “I close my eyes.”

22.Giulio: I imagined how I had to do them.

23.Interviewer: at what point did you decide to open your eyes again and continue

24.Giulio: when I found the right image and when I’m sure of something, I’m relaxed, I have to remove the slightest doubt, otherwise there is always that uncertainty, it can be a bit compulsive (.) but if I’m not 100% sure of something, I don’t do it.



Vermersch (2006) pointed out that during the verbalization of an action, the beliefs that subjects hold can hinder description to the point that they fail to narrate the action itself. Here, the student was so convinced of “not passing the exam,” of getting stuck, that he kept repeating “next time” and “I can’t,” and did not even try to recall the situation experienced (exam) and as if he was subjectively present in the activity but absent as consciousness (Vermersch, 1994).



First Awareness

During the interview, an interesting element emerged from the student’s account: Imagery (turns, 25, 27). The student reported, on more than one occasion, that before acting in any situation, he imagines the reaction people might have, evokes several “possible scenarios,” and chooses the scenario where the other’s reaction is one of approval. In the next example, he refers to editing a music video to show to friends:


25.Giulio: I imagine two three times the reactions of the people in front of me

26.Interviewer rephrases

27.Giulio: Yes (.) I try to make a unique generation of different actions and reactions (.) that person doesn’t like that part (.) but there is another part that he likes.



In later turns, it emerged that the student’s thoughts were always focused on others and the fear of getting stuck. During the interview, it is apparent that the student’s difficulties were related a social anxiety:


28.Interviewer: How would you describe yourself?

29.Giulio: a normal person, a bit shy

30.Interviewer: in what sense?

31.Giulio: I don’t know how to approach myself (.) if there are some friends I start some conversations (.) I always manage to unlock myself

32.Interviewer: how come?

33.Giulio: I don’t know

34.Interviewer: when you meet someone new, you told me, even during exams you always need somehow to have the time.

35.Giulio: I had an oral exam, the first time I couldn’t speak, I was blocked (.) I knew the words in my mind (.) but the words didn’t come out (.) the second time I was able to speak, it is the first approach

36.Giulio: I can see the answer even now I can’t say it

37.Interviewer: How do you feel in this circumstance?

38.Giulio: a little tense and a little relaxed

39.Interviewer: what makes you feel tense and what makes you feel relaxed?

40.Giulio: the answers I have to give

41.Interviewer: how do they make you feel tense?

42.Giulio: I don’t know how to say the answers

43.Interviewer: do you think there should be a right way to answer?

44.Giulio: no otherwise you are not natural

45.Giulio: let’s say that I don’t go out much only in the school environment

46.Interviewer: when you meet a girl

47.Giulio: I can’t talk (.) if there is a friend, yes

48.Interviewer: Is that what scares you even in the interview with me?

49.Giulio: It is the reaction (here he has an insight).



At this point (turn 49), the student had an insight; in the previous narrative, he appeared confused and his emotional condition seemed altered, but after “finding” the answer, the student seemed to relax and continued the narrative, adding more information and reaching initial awareness:


50.Interviewer: what scares you about the reaction

51.Giulio: I am always positive (.) but when I have to talk I always think of the negative

52.Interviewer: what is this negative?

53.Giulio: I am annoying or disturbing and I ask useless questions (.) maybe.



From the student’s initial narrative, a verbal version emerged of a kind of negative naïve representation that the student had constructed of himself, in his studies and relationships. One obstacle to verbalization was the beliefs developed by the student:


54.Interviewer: Is it helping you (university, ed.)?

55.Giulio: maybe because I am far from home (.) at first I was afraid but I saw that knowing other people, knowing other ways, I am more unblocked (.) I always say that thing but let’s try (.) let’s always try (.) in case I go back home

56.Interviewer: (.) are you unblocked?

57.Giulio: Yes (.) since I started university.



The effect of this reflective work was to understand the true nature of his fears and that the reality was very different from what he had constructed in his mind. He thought he had difficulty relating, but he met new friends. The reflection work, in this case, most likely led the student toward greater self-awareness and a redefinition of his role in the context.





DISCUSSION

The process of awareness is not automatic; it requires reflective work and cognitive engagement. The elicitation interview by privileging the procedural dimension of the experience (the action as it was actually carried out, how it was experienced, and who carried it out) supports the student toward a greater reflective awareness of their own skills, difficulties, and distortions. Vermersch (2004) stated that the condition for the verbalization of a past experience is that it becomes reflexively conscious. In this way, it will be possible to describe the action and bring it to consciousness, which will allow to analyze its elements, to know it, and to activate strategies to manage the difficulties. As reflected in narrative n.1, this focus on action (preparing for the exam and taking the exam) allowed the student to understand how the irrational thought of failing was actually fueled by the fear of disappointing the expectations of others and leaving the university. The student, during the narrative, acknowledged that she has skills (“I study, I’ve always done well in school, I enjoy it”), yet the irrational thought of failure, constant throughout the action, impacted her to such an extent that it affected her study and the outcome of the exam. From the narrative, we can see how the guidance toward verbalizing two lived experiences led the student toward some initial awareness. She was able to reflect on aspects of the performance of which she was unaware (expectations of others and transition) that influenced the performance and, in some cases, the outcome. Vermersch (2004) stated that there are several hurdles that must be overcome during elicitation, one of which is whether the person is truly willing to engage in a reflective process. In the second account, this element emerged clearly. The student’s elaborate perception of himself in the university context was so ingrained that he did not attempt to recall the situation he experienced (he was subjectively present in the activity but absent as consciousness). In this case, the researcher guided the student toward evoking a lived experience through a series of questions (“where were you sitting?” “what were you seeing?” and who was next to you?”). Again, this allowed the influence that irrational thinking (getting stuck on the exam) has on action to emerge. Several times during the dialog, the researcher helped the student focus on the experience. Initial realizations emerged in the latter part of the account: Fear of others’ judgment, the source of his irrational thinking, and a redefinition of the Self in context.



CONCLUSION

In this paper, we aimed to show how knowledge unconsciously embedded in a given action and connected to a given context can influence subjective and intersubjective actions. Through psychological processes of awareness—cognitive acts through which the mind retraces certain experienced situations—it is possible to critically analyze and interpret such knowledge. Awareness is not produced by virtue of an automatism, but by real cognitive work that consists of searching for the reasons, meanings, and motivations behind our actions. Awareness raising, in its dialogic dimension, implies a reflexive activity necessary to find a link between actions and the motivations behind them.

In the educational field, the reflective activity promoted by self-narrative can represent, in our opinion, a valuable tool for the promotion of resilience and coping skills; reinforce and promote a sense of self-efficacy in solving problems that may characterize the life of the university student; and at the same time, mitigate the fear experienced when confronted with unexpected situations and the difficulties of everyday life. The aim of this exploratory work was to help the students understand their own experiences with respect to the difficulties they encountered during their university career. The students were supported in a reflective activity that allowed them to acquire some awareness of their ways of thinking and acting in certain situations. In different parts of the interviews, subjective experiences of unique or specific situations emerged, with a description of procedural aspects and thoughts during their actions focused on throughout.

The results showed that the reflective activity, promoted by self-narration, offered students the opportunity to (re)live the experience by affecting their perception of themselves, their relationship with the context, and their emotional experience. Finally, the interviews showed that reflection on identity and social dimensions fosters in students processes of adaptation, as well as a more complete sense of belonging in the university context.

In conclusion, reflective activity promotes awareness processes that strengthen students’beliefs that everyday difficulties also represent a stimulus to enrich their emotional, intellectual, social, and operational resources (Cesari Lusso, 2005, 2010; Cesari Lusso et al., 2015).

“Perspective” notes on the students who participated in the interview:

Francesca successfully graduated in 2020, presenting an experimental thesis. She distinguished herself among the university’s civil service volunteers for her commitment to the project and dedication to students with disabilities. She has shown great reliability in carrying out different activities, and has been noted for a cooperative style toward her colleagues.

Giulio is still completing his academic path; he takes more time in writing his exams (one to two exams per session), but he does this successfully, always achieving promotion. He followed a counseling path at the University Center and participated in a workshop for the “management of anxiety” promoted by the team of the Counseling Center.

Both students are satisfied—as reported to the psychologist at the “Analysis of Needs” desk—with the various extracurricular services offered by the university, considering them to be a solution for various personal difficulties.
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FOOTNOTES

1The periphery can be defined as the subject’s immediate and external reaction to an object, who uses it according to a goal (assimilating the object into an earlier schema) and takes note of the result obtained. The two terms (periphery and center) are conscious in every intentional action, while the schema (which assigns a goal to the action) can remain unconscious (the child reaches their goal without knowing how they proceeded) (Piaget, 1974).

2The interviews were conducted by the first author, Monica Mollo, who was trained to conduct elicitation interviews in 2007 and 2008.

3The interviews were very long, so we present the most significant passages. The data in their entirety are available to researchers who may be interested.

4The interviews were transcribed in their entirety using a lightened version of the Jeffersonian system; in fact, only a few transcription codes were used, such as: (.) indicates a micropause; (0.5) indicates the duration of a pause expressed in tenths of a second; underlined letters or phrases indicate an expression of emphasis, the greater the underlined portion; the dot indicates the stopping point of tone (not necessarily the conclusion) (Jefferson, 1985).

5The interviews were conducted at the University of Salerno’s Needs Analysis Center, a context already familiar to the students. The interviews took place in a silent environment without the presence of anyone other than the interviewee and the researcher. Students who took part in the research were given appointments at different times.


REFERENCES

Anolli, L. (2004). Categorie, gruppi sociali e cultura. Giornale Italiano di Psicologia 1, 75–84.

Bachtin, M. (1981). The Dialogic Imagination: four Essays. USA: University of Texas Press.

Bruner, J. S. (1986). Actual Minds, Possible Worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bruner, J. (1995). The autobiograhical process. Curr. Sociol. 43, 161–177. doi: 10.1177/001139295043002015

Bruner, J. S. (1990). Acts of meaning. USA: Harvard University Press.

Bruner, J. S. (1996). The culture of education. USA: Harvard University Press.

Bruner, J. S. (2002). La fabbrica delle storie. Diritto, letteratura, vita. Milan: Laterza.

Cassidy, C., and Trew, K. (2004). Identity change in Northern Ireland: a Longitudinal Study of students’ transition to university. J. Soc. Issues 60, 523–540. doi: 10.1111/j.0022-4537.2004.00370.x

Cesari Lusso, V. (2005). Dinamiche e ostacoli della comunicazione interpersonale. Trento: Erickson.

Cesari Lusso, V. (2010). Quelques effets de l’explicitation…entre prises de conscience, résistances et transformations. Expliciter 83, 1–14.

Cesari Lusso, V., Iannaccone, A., and Mollo, M. (2015). “Tacit knowledge and opaque action in the processes of learning and teaching,” in Reflexivity and psychology, eds G. Marsico, R. A. Ruggieri, and S. Salvatore (Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing), 273–290.

Coppola, C., Mollo, M., and Pacelli, T. (2015). “The development of logical tools through socially constructed and culturally based activities,” in Educational contexts and borders through a cultural lens - Looking inside. Viewing outside. Cultural Psychology of Education, eds G. Marsico, M. V. Dazzani, M. Ristum, and A. C. Bastos (Cham, Switzerland: Springer), 163–176. doi: 10.1007/978-3-319-18765-5_12

Coppola, C., Mollo, M., and Pacelli, T. (2019). The worlds’ game: collective language manipulation as a space to develop logical abilities in a primary school classroom. Eur. J. Psychol. Educ. 34, 783–799. doi: 10.1007/s10212-018-0401-1

Gore, P. Jr. (2008). Counseling e successo accademico. Counseling 1, 119–137.

Iannaccone, A. (2010). Le condizioni sociali del pensiero. Milan: Unicopli.

Iannaccone, A., and Cattaruzza, E. (2015). Le veìcu subjectif dans la recherche en psychologie. Consideìrations theìoriques et meìthodologiques. Rech. Form. 80, 77–90. doi: 10.4000/rechercheformation.2506

Iannaccone, A., Savarese, G., and Manzi, F. (2018). Object Use in Children with Autism: building with Blocks from a Piagetian Perspective. Front. Educ. 3:12. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2018.00012

Jefferson, G. (1985). On the interactional unpacking. Lang. Soc. 14, 435–466.

Lurija, A. R. (1974). La storia sociale dei processi cognitivi. Florence: Giunti-Barbera, 1976.

Marková, I. (2016). The dialogical mind: common sense and ethics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, doi: 10.1017/CBO9780511753602

Marsico, G. (2017). Jerome S. Bruner: manifesto for the Future of Education, Infancia y Aprendizaje. J. Stud. Educ. Dev. 40, 754–781. doi: 10.1080/02103702.2017.1367597

Marsico, G., Dazzani, V., Ristum, M., and Bastos, A. C. (eds) (2015). Educational contexts and borders through a cultural lens - Looking inside. Viewing outside. Cultural Psychology of Education. Cham, CH: Springer. doi: 10.1007/978-3-319-18765-5_1

Mollo, M. (2021). Academic Cultures: psychology of Education Perspective. Hum. Arenas 2021, 1–18. doi: 10.1007/s42087-021-00238-7

Naldemirci, O. ¨, Britten, N., Lloyd, H., and Wolf, A. (2020). The potential and pitfalls of narrative elicitation in person-centred care. Health Expect. 23, 238–246. doi: 10.1111/hex.12998

Neisser, U. (1967). Cognitive psychology. USA: Appleton-Century-Crofts.

Oyserman, D., and Destin, M. (2010). Identity-based motivation: implications for intervention. Couns. Psychol. 38, 1001–1043. doi: 10.1177/0011000010374775

Perret, J.-F., and Perret-Clermont, A. N. (2011). Apprentice in a changing trade. Charlotte, North Carolina: Information Age Pub.

Perret-Clermont, A. N. (1979). La construction de l’intelligence dans l’interaction sociale. Berne: Peter Lang.

Perret-Clermont, A. N. (2001). “Psychologie sociale de la construction de l’espace de penseìe,” in Actes du Colloque Constructivismes: usages et perspectives en eìducation”, 8, ed. J. J. Ducret (France: Service de la recherche en eìducation), 65–82.

Perret-Clermont, A. N. (2004). “The thinking spaces of the young,” in “Joining society: social interactions and learning in adolescence and youth, eds A. N. Perret-Clermont, C. Pontecorvo, L. Resnick, T. Zittoun, and B. Burge (UK: Cambridge University Press), 3–10. doi: 10.1017/CBO9780511616341.003

Piaget, J. (1974). La Prise de Conscience. [The Dictates of Conscience]. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France.

Savarese, G., Carpinelli, L., D’Elia, D., and Coppola, G. (2015). Teachers of various school grades and representations of epilepsy: problems, relational aspects and perspectives of life quality. Ital. J. Pediatr. 5, 41–70. doi: 10.1186/s13052-015-0177-8

Savarese, G., Fasano, O., Mollo, M., and Pecoraro, N. (2013). From Personal Identity to Pluralism of Intercultural Identity: a study on the transferability of self-knowledge to the multicultural social contexts. Knowl. Cult. 6, 122–126.

Savarese, G., Fasano, O., Pecoraro, N., Mollo, M., Carpinelli, L., and Iannaccone, A. (2016). Giovane, studente, in difficoltà: identikit dell’utente dei centri di counseling universitari. Riv. Ital. Couns. 3, 1–8.

Savarese, G., Iannaccone, A., Mollo, M., Fasano, O., Pecoraro, N., Carpinelli, L., et al. (2019b). Academic performance-related stress levels and reflective awareness: the role of the elicitation approach in an Italian University’s psychological counselling. Br. J. Guid. Couns. 47, 569–578. doi: 10.1080/03069885.2019.1600188

Savarese, G., Fasano, O., Pecoraro, N., Mollo, M., Carpinelli, L, and Cavallo, P. (2019a). “Counseling for university students,” in Educational dilemmas. A Cultural Psychology perspective, ed. L. Tateo (London: Routledge), 98–111. doi: 10.4324/9781315101095-6

Smorti, A. (2018). Raccontare per capire. Bologna: Il Mulino.

Soroko, E. (2019). Self-Narrative Elicitation in Counseling: an Exploration of the Usefulness of Selected Interview Methods. Narrative Works 9, 88–111. doi: 10.7202/1076527

Stoltz, T. (2018). Consciousness in Piaget: possibilities of understanding. Psicol. Refl. Crít. 31:30. doi: 10.1186/s41155-018-0110-3

Szulevicz, T., May Eckerdal, R., Marsico, G., and Valsiner, J. (2016). When disruptive behaviour meets outcome-based education. Psihologija 49, 447–468. doi: 10.2298/PSI1604447S

Tateo, L., Español, A., Kullasepp, K., Marsico, G., and Palang, H. (2018). Five gazes on the border. A collective auto-ethnographical writing. Hum. Arenas 1, 1–21. doi: 10.1007/s42087-018-0010-1

Tulviste, P. (1991). The cultural-historical development of verbal thinking. UK: Nova Science Publishers.

Vermersch, P. (1994). L’entretien d’explicitation en formation initiale et en formation continue. France: ESF.

Vermersch, P. (2000a). “Approccio al singolare,” in Analisi della singolarità dell’azione, ed. J. M. Barbier (France: Presses Universitaires de France), 239–256. doi: 10.4000/rechercheformation.2515

Vermersch, P. (2000b). Definizione, necessità, interesse, limite del punto di vista in prima persona come metodo di ricerca. Expliciter 35, 19–35.

Vermersch, P. (2004). Aide à l’explicitation et retour réflexif. Educ. Perm. 160, 71–80. doi: 10.3917/empa.102.0071

Vermersch, P. (2006). Les fonctions des questions. Expliciter 65, 1–6. doi: 10.1515/9783111676852-002

Vermersch, P. (2007a). Bases de l’auto-explicitation. Expliciter 69, 1–31.

Vermersch, P. (2007b). Approche des effets perlocutoires. Différentes causalités perlocutoires: demander, convaincre, induire. Expliciter 71, 1–23.

Vermersch, P. (2012). Explicitation et pheìnomeìnologie. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France.

Vermersch, P. (2015). Subjectivité agissante et entretien d’elicitation. Rech. Form. 80, 121–130.

Zittoun, T., and Iannaccone, A. (eds) (2014). Activities of Thinking in Social Spaces. New York: Nova Publisher Inc


Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022 Mollo, Iannaccone, Savarese, Pecoraro, Fasano, D’Elia, Manzi and Moccia. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.


OPS/images/cover.jpg






OPS/images/cross.jpg
3,

i





OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Reflective Activity as a Promoter of Awareness Processes in College Students: A Study



		INTRODUCTION



		THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK



		Awareness, Elicitation, and Reflexivity







		A VIEW OF UNIVERSITY STUDENTS IN NEED



		OBJECTIVES AND PARTICIPANTS



		Participants







		METHOD



		INTERVIEWS4



		Preliminary Aspects



		First Interview



		Lived Experience



		First Awareness







		Second Interview



		Lived Experience



		First Awareness











		DISCUSSION



		CONCLUSION



		DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT



		ETHICS STATEMENT



		AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS



		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



		FOOTNOTES



		REFERENCES

















OPS/images/logo.jpg
, frontiers
in Fducation





