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There is an extensive literature conducted from a range of theoretical perspectives and 
methodologies on the role of groups and student learning. However here the concept of 
the ‘group’ is heavily contested at a theoretical level but within higher education practice, 
characterizing the group has tended to be clear cut. Groups of students are often formed 
within the parameters of specific educational programs to address explicitly defined 
learning objectives. These groups are often small scale and achieve tasks through cooperative 
or collaborative learning. Cooperative learning involves students dividing roles and 
responsibilities between group members, so learning becomes an independent process and 
outcome. On the other hand, collaborative learning involves students working together 
by developing shared meanings and knowledge to solve a task or problem. From this 
perspective, learning is conceptualized as both a social process and individual outcome. That 
is, collaborative learning may facilitate individual student conceptual understanding and 
hence lead to higher academic achievement. The empirical evidence is encouraging as has 
been shown that students working collaboratively tend to achieve higher grades than students 
working independently. 

However the above perspectives on student engagement assume that groups are formed 
within the confines of formal learning environments (e.g. lecture theaters), involve students 
on the same degree program, have the explicit function of achieving a learning task and 
disband once this has been achieved. However, students may also use existing social networks 
such as friendship groups as a mechanism for learning, which may occur outside of formal 
learning environments. There is an extensive literature on the role and benefits of friendship 
groups on student learning within primary and secondary education but there is a distinct 
lack of research within higher education. 

This ebook is innovative and ambitious and will highlight and consolidate, the current 
understanding of the role that student based engagement behaviors may serve in effective 
pedagogy. 
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There has been a considerable shift in the higher education literature from a focus on the charac-
teristics and traits of individual students to the role of the learning environment. More than ever,
the context in which learning takes place has come to the fore and the role of lecturers in helping to
facilitate learning and to engage students across a wide diversity of learning contexts is of upmost
importance. To this end, learning is relational, which involves the development and quality of rela-
tionships between students and lecturers but also the relationships between students themselves
(see Gergen, 2011). The empirical evidence is encouraging as it demonstrates that students who
learn collaboratively achieve higher grades than students working independently. The challenge
for programme managers is to move beyond the prescriptive view that learning only takes place
at an individual level within the lecture theater, seminar or tutorial room and explore the wider
sets of relationships and communities in which students are situated within (Singh, 2003; Garrison
and Vaughan, 2008). Students come to higher education institutions already engaged in a wider set
of relationships (e.g., family, employment, and organizations) and will develop new ones through
their studies which need to be understood in order to engage students with innovative program
design and delivery. This research topic was born out of this need and collects together a range
of perspectives that converge on one salient question i.e., by what means can we further engage
students in their studies?

This research topic is both innovative and ambitious and highlights as well as consolidates the
current understanding of the role that student based engagement behaviors may serve in effec-
tive pedagogy. Of the nine papers submitted six were platform articles that highlighted an existing
agenda or set a further direction for new lines of work. The very fact that so many opinion articles
were submitted to this topic perhaps highlight the need for more empirical work in this area.

In a highly original article, Irving (2015) describes her work on the use of dance to engage stu-
dents with the development of statistical literacy. Research methods and statistics are traditionally
viewed as difficult topics by undergraduate psychology students and many fail to engage due to the
(miss) perceived difficulty that they may encounter (Onwuegbuzie and Wilson, 2010). However,
by communicating statistical concepts via the medium of dance Irving argues that students can be
more readily engaged within this topic. A similar process is advocated with the work of McGivern
and Coxon (2015) as well Rich et al. (2014) who respectively describe the possible role that stu-
dent polling software and student focused assessments have in driving engagement and retention.
While Orosz et al. (2015) found that teacher enthusiam drove a reduction of cheating behaviors in
subsequent assessments. These articles each highlight the need for student-focused activities in the
classroom as facilitators of engagement.

However, such student-focused activities need not be purely designed around the manner in
which students engage with their respective programme. Indeed, Senior et al. (2014b) argue that
the unique experience of maintaining gainful employment at the same time as studying full time
should be considered as a central part of programme design. Not only will this ensure that sub-
sequent programmes are flexible enough to support the real world needs of the incoming student
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cohort but they will also be designed to facilitate effective learn-
ing with students who often have to balance the needs of full
time study with work and sometimes even family commitments
(see also Senior and Cubbidge, 2010). Such student-facing com-
mitments are significant and as Gill et al. (2015) describe some-
times they are simply essential to consider in the delivery of pro-
grammes that maximize student retention. While, Senior et al.
(2014a) make an interesting observation and bring in organiza-
tional theory to highlight the importance of differences in the
style of academic leadership and how a more open and relation-
ship focused style of leadership may have a significant benefit in
driving student retention.

Taken together these opinion papers describe the importance
of various factors that when considered may increase student
retention and maximize engagement—these are the gold stan-
dards of effective programme design. The work by Hammar-
Chiriac (2014), Orosz and colleagues (2015) as well as Senior and
Howard (2014) examine the possible social mechanisms that are
in play in driving such engagement. Hammer-Chiriac first exam-
ines the social processes that are experienced during the act of
engaging with group work. In a study that spanned across two
institutes involving several programmes and analysis was carried
out to examine the student experiences of group work. Three
key factors were uncovered to play a significant role in student
engagement these being the organization of the group, its effec-
tive role in facilitating learning and also its function in the facil-
itating and an affiliation to a particular discipline based group.
Here the students use group work to develop and enforce their
emerging professional identity. This goes beyond subscribing to

a professional identity merely by enrolling on a particular pro-
gramme here the act of working together on a group project
actively drives the formation of such a professional identity.

The social psychological mechanism behind such a process
was examined further in the work by Senior and Howard (2014).
In a series of focus group carried out with students who enrolled
on Psychology programmes it was revealed that students used
their immediate friendship groups not only to reinforce their pro-
fessional identity but to also reinforce their own understanding
of the topics that had been discussed in their lectures. However,
perhaps more interestingly was the fact that those student who
used their friendship groups to reinforce their understanding of
lecture topics were also unaware they were doing so. The authors
of this paper highlight the fact that the students were using their
engagement within a so called community of learners as an effec-
tive learning mechanism but also coined the phrase the “implicit
community of learners” to describe the manner in which the stu-
dents were engaging with their social groups to reinforce their
professional identity as well as develop a stronger understanding
of the disciplinary concepts.

All of the work described above is a snap shot of the cur-
rent state of the art in student engagement highlights the var-
ious means by which future work can make an impact. We
would like to express our sincere thanks to all of the review-
ers for the papers submitted to this Research Topic and to Pro-
fessors Jesus De La Fuentes and Jason Osborne who agreed
to act as action editors for the papers that we submitted—
without them the work you are currently reading will not have
happened.
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As the field of Psychology evolves there
is much interest in understanding how
educational practices can be shaped to
facilitate the recruitment and engagement
of students (Halpern and Hakel, 2010).
Highlighting the multiplicity of research
approaches within Psychology is one way
in which to advance the field. Indeed,
in her recent article Rees (2013) argues
that the multiplicity of research topics and
methodologies is especially important to
the discipline and that “promoting and
highlighting this should be considered as
a potentially effective recruitment strat-
egy” (Rees, 2013 p. 1). Rees argues that
the tension in Psychology between the
traditional use of scientific method and
the inappropriateness of this approach to
many of the phenomena of interest cre-
ate a dialectic that is both an opportu-
nity and a threat. A threat in that such
conflict may be off-putting but an oppor-
tunity in that methodological pluralism
may be a selling point. Rees goes on to
support Henriques (2013) in arguing that
attempting to unify Psychology around a
commitment to research methodology is
flawed and that conceptual unification is
necessary.

It is Rees’s argument that highlighting
the unique nature of empirical Psychology
is a necessity for student recruitment that
is the focus of this paper. Rees suggests
that only by highlighting the unique plu-
rality of approaches to our incoming stu-
dents can we ensure that they become
aware of the dialectic that is idiosyn-
cratic to the field of Psychology. By fur-
ther developing an understanding of this
dialectic it is possible that our students

will come equipped with a more realis-
tic understanding of what are the unique
contributions that Psychology can make to
our everyday lives. It is this latter aspect
of the Rees model that has great utility
and the potential for significant impact
on the recruitment, engagement, and sub-
sequent retention of talented undergrad-
uate students. However, such a model
only describes one mechanism for student
engagement and as such it needs to be
developed further before it can contribute
to the “unified theory which focuses on
providing a conceptual map of the full
breadth of psychological enquiry” (Rees,
2013 p. 1). In order to do this one must
consider the unique mindset of the stu-
dents themselves as the central and signif-
icant component of the model before we
can arrive at such a unified theory.

Nearly all UK undergraduate stu-
dents are engaged in employment during
their studies and consideration of suc-
cessful employability post graduation is
now a key motivator for undergraduates
(Blackwell et al., 2001; Bridgstock, 2009).
In light of this, by understanding the needs
and expectations of the undergraduate
student around employability it is possible
to develop a more ecologically sound
approach to effective student engagement1.
The importance of successful entry into
the graduate job market is a significant
extrinsic motivator for undergraduate stu-
dents (Cassidy and Wright, 2008). Within
the UK HE sector alone there has been

1It is also worth highlighting the utility of this
approach in regards to the various national key
performance indicators such the National Student
Survey in the UK.

an almost universal drive to increase
employability skills training and nearly all
of the major national key performance
indicators include a metric on the vibrancy
of a graduating cohorts employability
health (Wright et al., 2010). Institutes
are readily developing a full range of
training opportunities that allow students
to develop the authentic and transfer-
able skills that would benefit their entry
to the job market e.g., from CV writ-
ing advice sessions to entire years of an
academic programme spent in structured
work placements within industry (Fallows
and Steven, 2000; Cassidy, 2006). However
the constant aspect that is evident across
such diverse innovation is the fact that
all place the individual student firmly at
the center of the learning experience with
idiosyncratic and, in some cases, a highly
specific, learning experience that is shaped
by the students themselves (Lantz and
Reddy, 2010). It is the student that in most
cases identifies the type of training hat they
need or the location of their placement
year. By placing the student at the center
of this learning process the design of active
learning programmes can benefit greatly
from a unique insight into the develop-
ment of a transferable skill-set (Bridges,
1993). Moreover, the importance of such
transferable skills would mean that the
self directed nature of such study would
be more effective than a more traditional
didactic delivery (Gureckis and Markant,
2012). In other words by allowing students
the opportunity to reflect on their own
employment experiences with other stu-
dents they are more motivated to under-
stand further the competencies that are
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effective in work. In light of the above
it would be prudent to expand the Rees
model to include the unique experience
that the student has in the world of work
and to design programmes around such
experiences.

When one considers the important
transferable skillset that the student devel-
ops while experiencing an industry place-
ment etc programme managers should
place such a student centered experience
at the very heart of the learning pro-
cess (Reddy and Rochelle, 2008). This
could take the form of actual work expe-
rience or even the design of assessments
that are structured around the applica-
tion of psychological theory to real life
work scenarios. This vital aspect of pro-
gramme engineering can return great div-
idends with ensuring students are readily
recruited to our programmes and can be
achieved with surprisingly little effort in a
number of stages that ensures the incom-
ing student is readily engaged within an
effective learning role (Van De Ven, 2007).

Does a focus on employability favor
vocational degrees? Does this threaten
Psychology as a non-vocational degree,
and the university tradition which is essen-
tially, in the Newman tradition, non-
vocational? A response is to argue for
“psychological literacy” (see McGovern
et al., 2009; Cranney and Dunn, 2011).
In essence it suggests that knowledge of
research and theory in psychology, and
the full methodological range advocated
by Rees would strengthen this, allows
students to detect false argument better,
and become better citizens and employ-
ees. An emphasis on employability and
psychological literacy is not necessarily
in conflict with traditional values; some
influential definitions of employability
emphasize such scholarly attributes:

“Employability is not just about get-
ting a job. Conversely, just because a
student is on a vocational course does
not mean that somehow employability
is automatic. Employability is more than
about developing attributes, techniques
or experience just to enable a student to
get a job, or to progress within a cur-
rent career. It is about learning and the
emphasis is less on “employ” and more
on “ability.” In essence, the emphasis
is on developing critical, reflective abil-
ities, with a view to empowering and

enhancing the learner.” (Harvey, 2003,
cited in Pegg et al., 2012 p. 4 [our bold]).

A further dimension can be added. Barnett
(2009) suggests that Higher Education has
moved almost by stealth from a focus
on knowledge to a focus on skills and
competencies. He argues that as we move
into a world of further and further com-
plexity neither knowledge nor skills is a
secure foundation. He suggests that we
need in addition to focus on ontology,
on our students’ being and becoming.
He argues that encounters with disci-
plinary knowledge through teaching and
curricula, such as that in Psychology,
support the development of epistemic
virtues. A demanding curriculum helps
resilience to form; contrasting perspec-
tives help to promote openness; requiring
attendance and engagement develops self-
discipline; space encourages authenticity
and integrity. Teaching that requires stu-
dents to engage with each other helps to
foster respect, generosity and preparedness
to listen; explicit standards support care-
fulness and restraint; encouragement helps
to keep students going forward and to be
open to new experience; enthusiasm gives
new spirit and encourages the will to learn;
being required to put forward ones own
views helps students to find the courage to
stake a claim and to own a position; requir-
ing students to give of selves and be active
helps to develop the will to engage.

So—attracting really good students is
about the fascination of a subject con-
cerned with what people, think feel and
do (not to mention dream, strive for, love
and fear). Educating means getting peo-
ple to be excellent scholars, and translat-
ing this into the skills and competencies
that employers seek in graduate recruits,
helping students to see that psychological
literacy and an appreciation of the dialec-
tic in psychology and our methodological
pluralism offers valuable ways of seeing
and understanding, and helping students
to learn from and understand the cen-
tral importance of being and becoming
through study.

By designing academic programmes
around the various stages of the learn-
ing process described above one can be
sure that such programmes are not only
effective in delivering a relevant curricu-
lum but one that attracts, engages and

retains enthusiastic and talented students
to the field. There is no doubt that Rees
(2013) should be applauded for initiating
the crucial debate as to which factors drive
student engagement. Here it is argued that
employability training that embeds the
student work experience within industry
should also be included into this portfo-
lio of effective approaches. The redesign
of programmes to includes such strate-
gies may seem complex yet this is the
only way to ensure that students are
constantly attracted to the degree pro-
grammes delivered within universities and
then perhaps more importantly remain
engaged.
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The ever-changing face of academic lead-
ership demands constant consideration
and as such there is clearly much inter-
est within the community at large to
examine this most important of academic
roles. To be truly effective the academic
leader must be a unique animal who goes
beyond merely ensuring that departmen-
tal budgets are aligned at the end of
the fiscal year but use an ever evolving
technological environment to lead in all
aspects of teaching, research as well as
administrative duties in support of their
respective department. In this environ-
ment leaders not only need to be aware
of, but demonstrate proficiency, in the
use of MOOCs, cloud based computing
and even efficient use of email software
(Huang, 2001; Ruby, 2013). Such a task
may seem to be quite unnerving to the
new entrants to the field—this is espe-
cially relevant for the female academic
who may not readily adopt such emerg-
ing technologies (Venkatesh and Morris,
2000). However, in a sector where almost
all new entrants expect to achieve a leader-
ship position at some point it is important
to highlight the current orthodoxy with
regards to achieving such a position and
any possible mediating role that technol-
ogy may play. Current research endeav-
ors that highlight the moderating effects
of gender in achieving leadership posi-
tions within academia are discussed here.
It is argued that such research takes a lim-
ited perspective on both the roles required
with academia but also the unique and
very important contributions that female
leaders can provide to students. Here,

it is clear that the unique collegial and
social manner of a female style of lead-
ership that is often seen with managers
in industry is an ideal trait for leadership
within academia especially with regards to
the most important aspect of academia,
and often the most overlooked, and that
is the student (Eagly and Karau, 1991).
Student engagement is a key determinant
for improving student motivation, how
students approach learning and academic
success (Lazaros and Davidson, 2013). It
is argued here that technology, particularly
the use of email, can play an important
role in providing students with access to
the unique skill set of certain academic
leaders.

Probably the largest examination of the
effects of gender on academic leadership
is seen with the recent work by Parker
and Welch (2013). Here, an extensive anal-
ysis of a large scale dataset was carried
out to examine how an individual’s pro-
fessional network, an individual’s scien-
tific ability or the gender of an individual
independently predicted academic leader-
ship at the level of the research center,
the level of the university administrator or
even at the position of overarching lead-
ership at the level of the specific scientific
discipline (Parker and Welch, 2013). This
study is indeed a comprehensive analy-
sis and, while not without its limitations,
revealed that scientific productivity and
reputation predicted leadership roles at the
center level but this was moderated by
gender. The study also showed a paucity
of female academics at the research cen-
ter and administrative leadership level but

found that females held significantly more
leadership positions at the wider disci-
pline level. These are the positions that
are generally high profile and serve to act
as inspirational role models for students
who wish to enter that particular field.
However, even though Parker and Welch
(2013) was clearly an important study they
did not fully address what could be con-
sidered the most important aspect of aca-
demic leadership and that is understand-
ing how interactions between the lead-
ers of academic institutions and the stu-
dent body can improve the entire learning
environment (Smith and Hughey, 2006).
Here, it is argued that use of technol-
ogy can help to ensure that the students
fully interact with female leaders within
academia and benefit from their style of
leadership.

There is no doubt that engaging with
students at a social level enhances their
overall experience during their course of
study and even predicts their actual per-
formance on assessments (Tinto, 1975;
Kuh, 1993; Koljatic and Kuh, 2001; Smith
et al., 2005). Indeed, we have previ-
ously found that undergraduate students
consider the quality of their engage-
ment with staff to be the single most
important factor in driving their engage-
ment with their programme of study
(Towl and Senior, 2010). However, while
it is abundantly clear that students do
want to have more and more immedi-
acy with their teachers it is not clear
if they consider teachers who are disci-
pline leaders as more effective in meeting
this requirement.

www.frontiersin.org April 2014 | Volume 5 | Article 377 | 9

http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/editorialboard
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/editorialboard
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/editorialboard
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/about
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00377/full
http://community.frontiersin.org/people/u/41621
http://community.frontiersin.org/people/u/50894
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Educational_Psychology/archive


Senior et al. Advancing student engagement

A female leadership style is typ-
ically exemplified by a collegial,
friendly and democratic style of social
interaction (Bartol, 1974; Eagly and Carli,
2003)1. This is the very style of social lead-
ership that students expect. Yet there
is seems to be a misalignment occur-
ring between the positioning of leaders
to roles where they are likely to be the
most effective. As noted above female aca-
demics are less likely to find themselves
in positions of leadership at the research
center or administrative level. However,
these are the very roles that are likely to
involve interaction with students, which
is crucial as students who feel they have
a say in their learning or have oppor-
tunity to participate in debate, which
reflects the democratic approach often
employed by female academic leaders,
drives higher levels of student engagement
(Exeter et al., 2010). This is problematic
as the current orthodoxy in academia mis-
aligns the effective leadership abilities of
female style of leadership. However, it
is with the judicious use of technology
to interact with students that academic
leaders can indeed play a pivotal role
with enhancing the student learning
experience.

Email, as a means of communica-
tion, is now ubiquitous and it is fair
to say that all students enrolling on a
programme of higher education are pro-
vided with an email account and access
to computing facilities by which to use
it (Huang, 2001). However, and per-
haps more importantly, email exchanges
between student and teacher can actu-
ally serve a more social role that facili-
tates the immediacy of staff (Bloch, 2002).
Such email driven immediacy is consid-
ered in a more positive light by the stu-
dent cohort and also predicts improve-
ment in subsequent assessments (Sheer
and Fung, 2007). While the prevalence of
email exchange between student and staff
member is considered in a positive light
by the student cohort such perceptions
are always in the service of the “nurtur-
ing, open, nonthreatening, and respect-
ful” relationships with staff members

1 It is worth noting that such a style of leadership is
not gender specific and can be demonstrated by both
male and female leaders (See Fitzgerald, 2014 for an
excellent discussion on this area).

(Anderson and Carta-Falsa, 2002, p. 134).
Students simply need to feel that they
are respected members of the learn-
ing community before they start to
develop an independent approach to their
learning.

Such community affiliation can be
readily developed by the friendly and
collegial approach that is diagnostic of
a female style leadership. Indeed, these
relationship-based behaviors are often
considered to be at the very core of
effective leadership (Lowe et al., 1996;
Bommer et al., 2004). As female aca-
demics tend to be discipline level leaders,
a position that is traditionally removed
from much student facing contact, it
would seem that email interaction may
be an effective means to ensure that stu-
dents benefit from the unique collegiality
of certain discipline leaders and develop
stronger ties to the immediate learning
community. The students will get ready
access to those leaders who may play an
inspirational role model in helping them
engage with their studies and shaping
their long-term aspirations. The develop-
ment of such email assisted immediacy
should in turn start to see a shift away
from the current model of management
that has evolved in academia where large
groups of students end up having little
contact with the discipline lead (Hubel,
2009). In today’s academic environment,
with the ever-growing list of demands
placed on its leaders, it is intriguing to
suggest that that by merely using e-mail
we may see a return to the model of
practice within academia where experi-
ence is shared universally and not com-
municated in a predominantly hierarchical
fashion.
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Group work is used as a means for learning at all levels in educational systems. There
is strong scientific support for the benefits of having students learning and working in
groups. Nevertheless, studies about what occurs in groups during group work and which
factors actually influence the students’ ability to learn is still lacking. Similarly, the question
of why some group work is successful and other group work results in the opposite
is still unsolved. The aim of this article is to add to the current level of knowledge and
understandings regarding the essence behind successful group work in higher education.
This research is focused on the students’ experiences of group work and learning in groups,
which is an almost non-existing aspect of research on group work prior to the beginning
of the 21st century. A primary aim is to give university students a voice in the matter
by elucidating the students’ positive and negative points of view and how the students
assess learning when working in groups. Furthermore, the students’ explanations of why
some group work ends up being a positive experience resulting in successful learning,
while in other cases, the result is the reverse, are of interest. Data were collected
through a study-specific questionnaire, with multiple choice and open-ended questions.The
questionnaires were distributed to students in different study programs at two universities
in Sweden. The present result is based on a reanalysis and qualitative analysis formed a
key part of the study. The results indicate that most of the students’ experiences involved
group work that facilitated learning, especially in the area of academic knowledge. Three
important prerequisites (learning, study-social function, and organization) for group work
that served as an effective pedagogy and as an incentive for learning were identified and
discussed. All three abstractions facilitate or hamper students’ learning, as well as impact
their experiences with group work.

Keywords: group work, collaborative learning, cooperative learning, higher education, students’ perspectives,

qualitative research

INTRODUCTION
Group work is used as a means for learning at all levels in most edu-
cational systems, from compulsory education to higher education.
The overarching purpose of group work in educational practice is
to serve as an incentive for learning. For example, it is believed
that the students involved in the group activity should “learn
something.” This prerequisite has influenced previous research to
predominantly focus on how to increase efficiency in group work
and how to understand why some group work turns out favorably
and other group work sessions result in the opposite. The review of
previous research shows that in the 20th century, there has been an
increase in research about students’ cooperation in the classroom
(Lou et al., 1996; Gillies and Boyle, 2010, 2011). This increasing
interest can be traced back to the fact that both researchers and
teachers have become aware of the positive effects that collabora-
tion might have on students’ ability to learn. The main concern
in the research area has been on how interaction and cooperation
among students influence learning and problem solving in groups
(Hammar Chiriac, 2011a,b).

Two approaches concerning learning in group are of inter-
est, namely cooperative learning and collaborative learning. There

seems to be a certain amount of confusion concerning how these
concepts are to be interpreted and used, as well as what they
actually signify. Often the conceptions are used synonymously
even though there are some differentiations. Cooperative group
work is usually considered as a comprehensive umbrella concept
for several modes of student active working modes (Johnson and
Johnson, 1975; Webb and Palincsar, 1996), whereas collaboration
is a more of an exclusive concept and may be included in the much
wider concept cooperation (Hammar Chiriac, 2011a,b). Cooper-
ative learning may describe group work without any interaction
between the students (i.e., the student may just be sitting next
to each other; Bennet and Dunne, 1992; Galton and Williamson,
1992), while collaborative learning always includes interaction,
collaboration, and utilization of the group’s competences (Ben-
net and Dunne, 1992; Galton and Williamson, 1992; Webb and
Palincsar, 1996).

At the present time, there is strong scientific support for
the benefits of students learning and working in groups. In
addition, the research shows that collaborative work pro-
motes both academic achievement and collaborative abilities
(Johnson and Johnson, 2004; Baines et al., 2007; Gillies and Boyle,
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2010, 2011). According to Gillies and Boyle (2011), the benefits
are consistent irrespective of age (pre-school to college) and/or
curriculum. When working interactively with others, students
learn to inquire, share ideas, clarify differences, problem-solve,
and construct new understandings. Gillies (2003a,b) also stresses
that students working together are more motivated to achieve than
they would be when working individually. Thus, group work might
serve as an incentive for learning, in terms of both academic knowl-
edge and interpersonal skills. Nevertheless, studies about what
occur in groups during group work and which factors actually
influence the students’ ability to learn is still lacking in the litera-
ture, especially when it comes to addressing the students’ points of
view, with some exceptions (Cantwell and Andrews, 2002; Under-
wood, 2003; Peterson and Miller, 2004; Hansen, 2006; Hammar
Chiriac and Granström, 2012). Similarly, the question of why some
group work turns out successfully and other work results in the
opposite is still unsolved. In this article, we hope to contribute
some new pieces of information concerning the why some group
work results in positive experiences and learning, while others
result in the opposite.

GROUP WORK IN EDUCATION
Group work is frequently used in higher education as a pedagog-
ical mode in the classroom, and it is viewed as equivalent to any
other pedagogical practice (i.e., whole class lesson or individual
work). Without considering the pros and cons of group work, a
non-reflective choice of pedagogical mode might end up resulting
in less desirable consequences. A reflective choice, on the other
hand, might result in positive experiences and enhanced learning
(Galton et al., 2009; Gillies and Boyle, 2011; Hammar Chiriac and
Granström, 2012).

GROUP WORK AS OBJECTIVE OR MEANS
Group work might serve different purposes. As mentioned above,
the overall purpose of the group work in education is that the stu-
dents who participate in group work “learn something.” Learning
can be in terms of academic knowledge or “group knowledge.”
Group knowledge refers to learning to work in groups (Kutnick
and Beredondini, 2009; Gillies and Boyle, 2010, 2011; Hammar
Chiriac, 2011a,b). Affiliation, fellowship, and welfare might be of
equal importance as academic knowledge, or they may even be
prerequisites for learning. Thus, the group and the group work
serve more functions than just than “just” being a pedagogical
mode. Hence, before group work is implemented, it is important
to consider the purpose the group assignment will have as the
objective, the means, or both.

From a learning perspective, group work might function as
both an objective (i.e., learning collaborative abilities) and as the
means (i.e., a base for academic achievement) or both (Gillies,
2003a,b; Johnson and Johnson, 2004; Baines et al., 2007). If the
purpose of the group work is to serve as an objective, the group’s
function is to promote students’ development of group work abili-
ties, such as social training and interpersonal skills. If, on the other
hand, group work is used as a means to acquire academic knowl-
edge, the group and the collaboration in the group become a base
for students’ knowledge acquisition (Gillies, 2003a,b; Johnson and
Johnson, 2004; Baines et al., 2007). The group contributes to the

acquisition of knowledge and stimulates learning, thus promoting
academic performance. Naturally, group work can be considered
to be a learning environment, where group work is used both as
an objective and as the means. One example of this concept is in
the case of tutorial groups in problem-based learning. Both func-
tions are important and might complement and/or even promote
each other. Albeit used for different purposes, both approaches
might serve as an incentive for learning, emphasizing different
aspect knowledge, and learning in a group within an educational
setting.

WORKING IN A GROUP OR AS A GROUP
Even if group work is often defined as “pupils working together as
a group or a team,” (Blatchford et al., 2003, p. 155), it is important
to bear in mind that group work is not just one activity, but sev-
eral activities with different conditions (Hammar Chiriac, 2008,
2010). This implies that group work may change characteristics
several times during a group work session and/or during a group’s
lifetime, thus suggesting that certain working modes may be better
suited for different parts of a group’s work and vice versa (Hammar
Chiriac, 2008, 2010). It is also important to differentiate between
how the work is accomplished in the group, whether by working
in a group or working as a group.

From a group work perspective, there are two primary ways
of discussing cooperation in groups: working in a group (coop-
eration) or working as a group (collaboration; Underwood, 2003;
Hammar Chiriac and Granström, 2012). Situations where stu-
dents are sitting together in a group but working individually on
separate parts of a group assignment are referred to as working in a
group. This is not an uncommon situation within an educational
setting (Gillies and Boyle, 2011). Cooperation between students
might occur, but it is not necessary to accomplish the group’s task.
At the end of the task, the students put their separate contribu-
tions together into a joint product (Galton and Williamson, 1992;
Hammar Chiriac, 2010, 2011a). While no cooperative activities
are mandatory while working in a group, cooperative learning
may occur. However, the benefits in this case are an effect of social
facilitation (Zajonc, 1980; Baron, 1986; Uziel, 2007) and are not
caused by cooperation. In this situation, social facilitation alludes
to the enhanced motivational effect that the presence of other
students have on individual student’s performance.

Working as a group, on the other hand, causes learning ben-
efits from collaboration with other group members. Working
as a group is often referred to as “real group work” or “mean-
ingful group work,” and denotes group work in which students
utilizes the group members’ skills and work together to achieve
a common goal. Moreover, working as a group presupposes
collaboration, and that all group members will be involved in
and working on a common task to produce a joint outcome
(Bennet and Dunne, 1992; Galton and Williamson, 1992; Webb
and Palincsar, 1996; Hammar Chiriac, 2011a,b). Working as a
group is characterized by common effort, the utilization of the
group’s competence, and the presence of problem solving and
reflection. According to Granström (2006), working as a group
is a more uncommon activity in an educational setting. Both
approaches might be useful in different parts of group work,
depending on the purpose of the group work and type of task
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assigned to the group (Hammar Chiriac, 2008). Working in
a group might lead to cooperative learning, while working as
group might facilitate collaborative learning. While there are dif-
ferences between the real meanings of the concepts, the terms
are frequently used interchangeably (Webb and Palincsar, 1996;
Hammar Chiriac, 2011a,b; Hammar Chiriac and Granström,
2012).

PREVIOUS RESEARCH OF STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES
As mentioned above, there are a limited number of studies con-
cerning the participants’ perspectives on group work. Teachers
often have to rely upon spontaneous viewpoints and indications
about and students’ experiences of group work in the form of
completed course evaluations. However, there are some excep-
tions (Cantwell and Andrews, 2002; Underwood, 2003; Peterson
and Miller, 2004; Hansen, 2006; Hammar Chiriac and Einarsson,
2007; Hammar Chiriac and Granström, 2012). To put this study in
a context and provide a rationale for the present research, a selec-
tion of studies focusing on pupils’ and/or students’ experiences
and conceptions of group work will be briefly discussed below.
The pupils’ and/or students inside knowledge group work may
present information relevant in all levels of educational systems.

Hansen (2006) conducted a small study with 34 participating
students at a business faculty, focusing on the participants’ expe-
riences of group work. In the study different aspects of students’
positive experiences of group work were identified. For example,
it was found to be necessary that all group members take part and
make an effort to take part in the group work, clear goals are set for
the work, role differentiation exists among members, the task has
some level of relevance, and there is clear leadership. Even though
Hansen’s (2006) study was conducted in higher education, these
findings may be relevant in other levels in educational systems.

To gain more knowledge and understand about the essence
behind high-quality group work, Hammar Chiriac and Einarsson
(2007) turned their focus toward students’ experiences and con-
ceptions of group work in higher education. A primary aim was to
give university students a voice in the matter by elucidating their
students’ points of view and how the students assess working in
groups. Do the students’ appreciate group projects or do they find
it boring and even as a waste of time? Would some students prefer
to work individually, or even in “the other group?” The study was
a part of a larger research project on group work in education and
only a small part of the data corpus was analyzed. Different critical
aspects were identified as important incitements for whether the
group work turned out to be a success or a failure. The students’
positive, as well as negative, experiences of group work include
both task-related (e.g., learning, group composition, participants’
contribution, time) and socio-emotional (e.g., affiliation, conflict,
group climate) aspects of group work. The students described their
own group, as well as other groups, in a realistic way and did not
believe that the grass was greener in the other group. The same
data corpus is used in this article (see under Section The Previ-
ous Analysis). According to Underwood (2003) and Peterson and
Miller (2004), the students’ enthusiasm for group work is affected
by type of task, as well as the group’s members. One problem that
recurred frequently concerned students who did not contribute
to the group work, also known as so-called free-riders (Hammar

Chiriac and Hempel, 2013). Students are, in general, reluctant
to punish free-riders and antipathy toward working in groups is
often associated with a previous experience of having free-riders
in the group (Peterson and Miller, 2004). To accomplish a favor-
able attitude toward group work, the advantages of collaborative
activities as a means for learning must be elucidated. Further-
more, students must be granted a guarantee that free-riders will
not bring the group in an unfavorable light. The free-riders, on
the other hand, must be encouraged to participate in the common
project.

Hammar Chiriac and Granström (2012) were also interested
in students’ experiences and conceptions of high-quality and
low-quality group work in school and how students aged 13–
16 describe good and bad group work? Hammar Chiriac and
Granström (2012) show that the students seem to have a clear
conception of what constitutes group work and what does not.
According to the students, genuine group work is characterized by
collaboration on an assignment given by the teacher. They describe
group work as working together with their classmates on a com-
mon task. The students are also fully aware that successful group
work calls for members with appropriate skills that are focused
on the task and for all members take part in the common work.
Furthermore, the results disclose what students consider being
important requisites for successful versus more futile group work.
The students’ inside knowledge about classroom activities ended
up in a taxonomy of crucial conditions for high-quality group
work. The six conditions were: (a) organization of group work
conditions, (b) mode of working in groups, (c) tasks given in group
work, (d) reporting group work, (e) assessment of group work, and
(f) the role of the teacher in group work. The most essential con-
dition for the students seemed to be group composition and the
participants’ responsibilities and contributions. According to the
students, a well-organized group consists of approximately three
members, which allows the group to not be too heterogeneous.
Members should be allotted a reasonable amount of time and be
provided with an environment that is not too noisy. Hence, all six
aspects are related to the role of the teacher’s leadership since the
first five points concern the framework and prerequisites created
by the teacher.

Näslund (2013) summarized students’ and researchers’ joint
knowledge based on experience and research on in the context of
shared perspective for group work. As a result, Näslund noticed
a joint apprehension concerning what constitutes “an ideal group
work.” Näslund (2013) highlighted the fact that both students
and researchers emphasized for ideal group work to occur, the
following conditions were important to have: (a) the group work
is carried out in supportive context, (b) cooperation occurs, (c)
the group work is well-structured, (d) students come prepared
and act as working members during the meetings, and (e) group
members show respect for each other.

From this brief exposition of a selection of research focusing
on students’ views on group work, it is obvious that more sys-
tematic studies or documentations on students’ conceptions and
experiences of group work within higher education are relevant
and desired. The present study, which is a reanalysis of a corpus of
data addressing the students’ perspective of group, is a step in that
direction.
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AIM OF THE STUDY
The overarching knowledge interest of this study is to enhance
the body of knowledge regarding group work in higher education.
The aim of this article is to add knowledge and understanding of
what the essence behind successful group work in higher educa-
tion is by focusing on the students’ experiences and conceptions of
group work and learning in groups, an almost non-existing aspect
of research on group work until the beginning of the 21st century.
A primary aim is to give university students a voice in the matter
by elucidating the students’ positive and negative points of view
and how the students assess learning when working in groups.
Furthermore, the students’ explanations of why some group work
results in positive experiences and learning, while in other cases,
the result is the opposite, are of interest.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
To capture university students’ experiences and conceptions of
group work, an inductive qualitative approach, which empha-
sizes content and meaning rather than quantification, was used
(Breakwell et al., 2006; Bryman, 2012). The empirical data were
collected through a study-specific, semi-structured questionnaire
and a qualitative content analysis was performed (Mayring, 2000;
Graneheim and Lundman, 2003; Elo and Kyngäs, 2007).

PARTICIPANTS
All participating students attended traditional university programs
where group work was a central and frequently used pedagogical
method in the educational design. In addition, the participants’
programs allowed the students to be allocated to the same groups
for a longer period of time, in some cases during a whole semester.
University programs using specific pedagogical approaches, such
as problem-based learning or case method, were not included in
this study.

The participants consisted of a total of 210 students, 172 female
and 38 male, from two universities in two different cities (approxi-
mately division: 75 and 25%). The students came from six different
populations in four university programs: (a) The Psychologist Pro-
gram/Master of Science in Psychology, (b) The Human Resource
Management and Work Sciences Program, (c) Social Work Pro-
gram, and (d) The Bachelor’s Programs in Biology. The informants
were studying in their first through eighth terms, but the majority
had previous experiences from working in other group settings.
Only 2% of the students had just started their first term when
the study was conducted, while the vast majority (96%) was
participating in university studies in their second to sixth semester.

The teacher most frequently arranged the group composition
and only a few students stated that they have had any influence on
the group formation. There were, with a few exceptions, between
6 and 10 groups in each of the programs included in this study.
The groups consisted of between four to eight members and the
differences in sizes were almost proportionally distributed among
the research group. The groups were foremost heterogeneous con-
cerning gender, but irrespective of group size, there seems to have
been a bias toward more women than men in most of the groups.
When there was an underrepresented sex in the group, the minor-
ity mostly included two students of the same gender. More than
50% of the students answered that in this particularly group, they

worked solely with new group members, i.e., students they had
not worked with in previous group work during the program.

MATERIALS
To collect data about students’ experiences and conceptions of
group work, a study-specific, semi-structured questionnaire was
constructed. The questionnaire approached the students’ experi-
ences regarding the specific group work they were working in at
the time of the data collection (spring 2006), not their experiences
of group work in general. The questionnaire contained a total
of 18 questions, including both multiple choice and open-ended
questions. The multiple choice questions concerned background
variables and information about the present group. The seven
open-ended questions were designed to gather data about the
students’ experiences and perceptions of group work in higher
education. The questionnaires were distributed to the different
populations of students (some populations studied at the same
program) at two universities in Sweden. During the time the
questionnaires were completed, the researcher or an assistant was
present to answer possible questions. In all, 210 students answered
the questionnaire.

ANALYSIS
The previous analysis
As described above (Section Previous Research of Students’ Expe-
riences) a previous analysis based on the same data corpus revealed
that most of the students included in the study found group work
to be an enjoyable and stimulating working method (Hammar
Chiriac and Einarsson, 2007). The data were analyzed using a qual-
itative content analysis based on three different research questions.
There were two main criticisms of the previous study presented
from other researchers. The criticism conveyed applied mostly to
the question of whether we could assemble these groups into a
joint research group and second to the fact that the results were
mostly descriptive. To counter this criticism and to elaborate on
the analysis, a further analysis was conducted.

The present analysis
The present analysis (or reanalysis) was conducted by using an
inductive qualitative content analysis based on three open-ended
research questions:

(1) In what ways does group work contribute to your learning?
(2) What positive experiences have you had while working in your

present group?
(3) What negative experiences have you had while working in your

present group?

Each question corresponds to one aspect of the research’s objec-
tive, but together, they might support and enrich each other and
unravel new information based on the students’ experiences and
conceptions of group work. Research question 1, listed above, was
not included in the first analysis and is being investigated for the
first time in this study, while the other two questions are being
reanalyzed. An inductive, qualitative content analysis is applicable
when the aim of the research is a description of the meaning or
of a phenomenon in conceptual form (Mayring, 2000; Graneheim
and Lundman, 2003; Elo and Kyngäs, 2007).
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The analysis was carried out over several steps, following
the basic principles of an inductive, qualitative content analy-
sis (Mayring, 2000; Graneheim and Lundman, 2003; Elo and
Kyngäs, 2007). The steps included three phases: preparation, orga-
nizing, and reporting (Elo and Kyngäs, 2007). Each question
was treated as a unit of analysis and was thus analyzed sepa-
rately. In the preparation phase, the researcher tried to make
sense of the data by becoming familiar with the data corpus.
In the current study, this included transcription and thorough
reading of the answers. An open coding system composed of
marginal notes and headings began the second phase, which
included organizing the data. This second phase, in turn, included
open coding, creating categories, and abstraction. The notes and
the headings from the open coding were transferred to coding
sheets and then grouped into categories. Categories were formed
through the interpretation of the codes that described the same
meaning or phenomenon. Finally, an abstraction process began,
where a general description of the grouped categories formed
an abstraction (see Table 1). An abstraction was denominated
using the content-characteristic words for this paper: learning,
study-social function, and organization. The third phase, report-
ing, addressed the presentation of the process of analysis and the
results.

The final aim of this study is to present the phenomenon studied
in a model or conceptual map of the categories (Elo and Kyngäs,
2007). In following these procedures, we aim to expand our under-
standing of the existing work and to counter the second part of the
criticisms, which included criticisms stating that the results were
mostly descriptive in nature. To counter the criticisms regarding
the question of whether we could assemble these groups into a joint
research group, the qualitative abstraction that emerged from the
qualitative content analysis was compared to background informa-
tion by using SPSS. Three background variables were used: gender,
cities, and programs.

ETHICS AND QUALITY
The ethical principles provided by the British Psychology Society
have formed a guideline [British Psychology Society (BPS), 2006]
for the present study. The ethical principles, which emphasize
the concern for participants’ interest, have been applied through-
out the study [American Psychological Association (APA), 2002;
British Psychology Society (BPS), 2004; Barett, 2007]. To facilitate
trustworthiness, a thorough description of the analysis process
has been presented (Graneheim and Lundman, 2003; Elo and
Kyngäs, 2007). Translated citations are also included to increase
trustworthiness.

RESULTS
As described above, the analysis resulted in three abstraction
emerging: learning, study-social function, and organization. Each
abstraction includes both a positive variant (i.e., facilitating learn-
ing, study-social function, and/or organization) as well as a
negative alternative (i.e., hampering learning, study-social func-
tion, and/or organization). The results will be presented in three
different sections, with each section corresponding to one abstrac-
tion. However, we would like to call attention to the fact that one
fifth (20%, including missing value 8%) of the students included

Table 1 | Examples from the organization phase of the coding process.

Abstractions Categories Codes (examples)

Learning Facilitate

- Academic learning

- “Group knowledge”

- Learn more

- Discussing and questioning

- New perspectives

- Learn about groups by

working in groups

- Social training

- Interpersonal skills

Hamper learning - Out of focus

- Ineffective

- Conflicts

Study-social

function

Facilitate

- Affiliation

- For the individual student

- Membership

- Belonging

- Friends

- Relief

- Support

- Motivation

- Confirmation

Hamper - Group climate

- Negative conceptions

- Influenced by bad temper

Organization Facilitate - Group composition

- Group structure

- Way of working

- Contributions

Hamper - Group composition

- Group structure

- Way of working

- Contributions

in this study did not perceive and/or mention any negative expe-
riences at all in their present group. From a general point of view,
there is no difference with respect to gender or city regarding
the distribution of positive and negative experiences concern-
ing the abstractions, neither concerning different programs nor
the distribution of negative experiences (all p > 0.05). In con-
trast, there is a difference between the various programs and
the distribution of positive experiences (χ2 = 14.474; df: 6;
p < 0.025). The students from the social work program display
a higher amount of positive experiences in connection with a
study-social function and organizing in comparison with the other
programs.

www.frontiersin.org June 2014 | Volume 5 | Article 558 | 16

http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Educational_Psychology/archive


Hammar Chiriac Students’ experiences of group work

LEARNING
The majority of the students (97%) responded that working
in group somehow facilitated learning, academic knowledge,
collaborative abilities or both. They learned more or different
things when working in groups than they would have if work-
ing alone. By discussing and questioning each other’s points of
view and listening to their fellow students’ contributions, thus
obtaining different perspectives, the participants experienced an
enhanced academic learning, compared to working alone. “I
learn much more by working in groups than working individ-
ually. I obtain more through interaction with the other group
members.” Academic knowledge is not the only type of knowl-
edge learned through group work. In addition to academic
knowledge, students also gain advanced knowledge about how
groups work, how the students function as individual mem-
bers of groups and how other members behave and work in
groups. Some of the respondents also argued that group work
in group courses strengthen the combination between empirical
and theoretical learning, thus learning about groups by working
in groups. “Through practical knowledge demonstrate several of
the phenomena we read about in theory (group psychology and
sociology).”

The results show no difference when considering either gender
or city. However, when comparing the four programs included
in the study and the types of learning, a difference occurs
(χ2 = 14.474; df: 6; p < 0.025). A division into two parts
seems to generate the difference. On the one hand, the students
from the Bachelor’s Program in Biology and the students from
the Human Resource Management and Work Sciences Program
emphasize academic knowledge. On the other hand, students from
the Psychologist Program/Master of Science in Psychology and
Social Work Program more often mentioned learning collabora-
tive abilities single handed, as well as a combination of academic
knowledge and group learning.

Even though the participants did not expressly report that
group work hampered learning, they often mentioned that they
perceived group work as being ineffective due to loss of focus and
the presence of conflicts, thereby hampering conceivable learn-
ing. One respondent stated, “that you sometimes are out of focus
in the discussion and get side-tracked instead of considering the
task.” Another offered the following perspective: “Occasionally, it
is too little task related and feels unnecessary sometimes. Individ-
ual work is, in certain situations, preferable.” Group work might
be perceived as ineffective and time consuming considering long
working periods with tedious discussions. One participant stated,
“The time aspect, everything is time consuming.” The absence or
presence of conflicts in the group affects students’ experiences, and
conflicts not handled may influence learning in a negative way. The
students perceived that it was difficult to come to an agreement
and experience those conflicts and the need to compromise ham-
pered individual learning. Accordingly, the absence of conflicts
seemed to be an important incitement for learning. However, fear
of conflicts can lead to reduced learning and cause negative expe-
riences, but to a considerably lesser extent than does the presence
of actual conflicts. “A great fear of conflicts sometimes raises an
oppressive atmosphere.”“Fear of conflicts leads to much not made
known.”

A STUDY-SOCIAL FUNCTION
Group work also has an important study-social function according
to the students. They describe their membership in groups as
an important aspect of affiliation. In general, the total number of
students at a program is approximately 60–80 or more. In contexts
with a large population of students, the smaller group gives the
participants an opportunity to feel affiliated with the group and to
each other. “Feels safe to have a certain group to prepare oneself
together with before, for instance, an upcoming seminar.” The
group gives the individual student a platform of belonging, which
might serve as an important arena for learning (facilitate) and
finding friends to spend leisure time with. Many of the participants
also reported feeling a positive atmosphere in the group, which is
important for the satisfaction of being in the group together with
the fellow students.

To be a member of a group may also serve as a function of
relief, both academically and socially, for the individual student.
The participants reported that many of the tasks assigned by the
university teachers are difficult to handle on their own. “The
others explain to me. We help one another.” However, the stu-
dents reported that they helped and supported each other, even
if the task did not demand cooperation. “As a student, you get
more active. You help one another to extract the groups’ common
knowledge. Forward info if somebody is missing.” Being a mem-
ber of a group also affects students’ motivation to study. They
prepare themselves by reading texts and other material before the
next group session. Group work may also have positive effects
on achievement. Students’ total amount of time and effort on
their work may also increase. Through group work, the par-
ticipants also get confirmation of who they are and what their
capacities are.

Being a member of a group also has its downside, which often
has to do with the group climate and/or group processes, both
of which have multiple and complex features. Many students
reported that both the group climate and group processes might
be the source of negative conceptions of the group and hamper
learning. “Process losses.” The respondents described negative
conceptions based on the feeling of not having enough time to
get to know each other in the group or being in situations where
no cooperation occurred. Other students referred to the fact that
the group’s life is too long, which may lead to group members not
only wearing each other out, but also having a negative effect on
each other’s mood. “Influenced by each other’s mood.” Examples
of negative experiences are process losses in general, including
insufficient communication, unclear roles, and problems with
one group member. As mentioned above, the students from the
Social Work Program display a higher number of positive experi-
ences in connection with a study-social function and organizing
in comparison with students from the other programs.

ORGANIZATION
Organization concerns the structure of group work and includes
different aspects, all describing group work from different angles.
The aspects are relevant no matter how the participants perceive
the group work, whether as positive or negative. Unlike the other
two abstractions (learning and study-social function), organiza-
tion includes the same aspects no matter what the experiences are,
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namely group composition, group structure, way of working and
contributions.

Whether the group is composed in a homogeneous or het-
erogeneous way seems to be experienced in both a positive and
negative sense. A well-thought-out group composition, includ-
ing both group size and mix of members, is essential. A just
large-enough group for the task, consisting of a population of
members that is not too heterogeneous, facilitates a joyful experi-
ence and learning. A homogeneous mix of members might be
perceived as positive, as the students feel that they have simi-
lar life situations, opinions, and skills, thereby causing positive
conditions for collaboration within the group. Conversely, in a
group with a heterogeneous mix, different members contribute
with different knowledge and/or prior experiences, which can be
used in the group for collective and collaborative learning. “Good
group composition, distribution of age groups that leads to fruitful
discussions.”

An additional facilitating prerequisite is that the group devel-
ops adequate ways of working together, which includes a well-
organized group structure. Well-working groups are characterized
as having developed adequate ways of working together, while
groups that work less well together lack a developed way of coop-
eration. “Well-organized working group with clear and distinct
rules and structure.” Preparation and attendance for group work
are aspects mentioned as facilitating (and hampering) incitements.
Group work in educational settings sometimes entails that you, as
a student, are forced to read and learn within a certain period
of time that is beyond your control. Some participants find the
pressure positive, hence “increase the pressure to read chapters in
time.” The members’ contribution to the group is also a central fac-
tor for the students’ apprehension of how the group works. This
is, in short, about how much each member ought to contribute to
the group and to the work. Groups considered to be well-working
are ones where all members contribute to the group’s work, but
the content of the contribution may vary according to the sin-
gle member’s qualifications. “We work well together (most of us).
Everybody participates in different ways and seems committed.”
“Good, everybody participates the same amount. We complement
each other well.”

The same prerequisites can lead to the reverse result, i.e., ham-
pering learning and stirring up negative experiences. If the group
members are too identical (a homogeneous group composition),
it might lead to a lack of opinions, which several participants
perceived as being negative. “That we do not get a male perspec-
tive about the subject. We are all girls, at the age of 20, which
also means that we have pretty much the same experiences that
may be seen as both positive and negative. The negative is the
lack of opinion.” If the group is considered to be too small, stu-
dents seems to find it troublesome, as the relationships are few,
but there are also few people who are available to handle the
workload allotted to the group. Nevertheless, a group that is too
large could also lead to negative experiences. “It is far too large a
group.”

A lack of group structure might lead to a lower degree of satisfac-
tion with the group’s way of working. A commonly expressed point
of view seen in the students’ answers involved the occurrences of
when all members did not attend the meetings (absence). In these

cases, it was also viewed that the work in the group often was char-
acterized as unstructured. “Sometimes a bit unclear structures,
some students have difficulties with coming in time.” Not attend-
ing or coming unprepared or badly prepared to the group work
is other aspect that is commented on. “Low degree of fellowship,
punctuality is a problem, an insecure group.” Some students find
it frustrating to prepare for a certain time decided that is beyond
their control. “A necessity to read certain chapters within a specific
period of time is never stimulating.”

One characteristic of groups that are not working well is that
contribution varies among the members. In group work, stu-
dents with different levels of ambition are assembled, which may
result in different levels of interest and commitment, as well
as differences in the willingness to take on responsibilities or
part of the workload of the group’s work. Some members are
active and do much of the work, while others barely contribute
at all. “Some don’t do anything while others pull the heaviest
burden. Two out of three prepare before the meeting, the rest
think that they are able to read during the group work and do
not supply the group with anything else other than delays and
frustration.” A common answer seen in the questionnaires that
concerns negative experiences of group work as they relate to con-
tribution is: “Everybody does not contribute just as much.” or
“There is always someone who just glides along and doesn’t take
part.”

SUMMARY OF THE RESULTS
The results are summarized in a model illustrating the relationship
between abstractions (i.e., learning, study-social function, and
organization) and result (i.e., enhanced or reduced learning), as
well as positive or negative experiences (see Figure 1).

The figure shows that all three abstractions may facilitate or
hamper learning as well as the experiences of group work. To
piece together, the difficult and extensive jigsaw puzzle concerning
why some group work result in positive experiences and learning,
while in other cases the result is the reverse is still not solved. In

FIGURE 1 | A model illustrating the relationship between abstractions

and result.
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this article, we propose that the prerequisites learning, study-social
function, and organization influence learning and experiences of
working in group, thus, providing additional pieces of information
to the jigsaw puzzle (Figure 2).

DISCUSSION
The current study focuses on university students’ experiences and
conceptions of group work and learning in groups. A primary aim
was to give university students a voice in the matter by elucidating
the students’ positive and negative points of view, as well as how
the students’ assess learning when working in groups. The analysis
resulted in the emergence of three different abstractions: learning,
study-social function, and organizations. Each abstraction also
included a positive and a negative variant. In other words, all three
abstractions either facilitated or hampered university students’
learning, as well as their experiences of group work.

LEARNING IN GROUP WORK
The result shows that the majority of the students (97%) expe-
rience that working in group facilitated learning, either academic
knowledge, collaborative abilities or both, accordingly confirming
previous research (Johnson and Johnson, 2004; Baines et al., 2007;
Gillies and Boyle, 2010, 2011). According to the students, they
learn more or different things when working in groups compared
with working individually. Academic knowledge was not the only
type of knowledge learned through group work. In addition to
academic knowledge, students also gained advanced knowledge
about how groups work, how the students function as individual
members of groups and how other members behave and work
in groups. Some of the respondents also argued that group work
might strengthen the combination between empirical and theo-
retical learning, thus the students were learning about groups by
working in groups. This implies that group work, from a learn-
ing perspective, serves several functions for the students (Kutnick
and Beredondini, 2009; Gillies and Boyle, 2010, 2011; Hammar
Chiriac, 2011a,b). Group work also seems to have an important
study-social function for the university students, hence confirm-
ing that group work serves more functions than just being a
pedagogical mode.

FIGURE 2 | Pieces of jigsaw puzzle influence learning and experiences.

Affiliation, fellowship, and welfare seem to be highly important,
and may even be essential prerequisites for learning. Accordingly,
group work functions as both as an objective (i.e., learning col-
laborative abilities), and as the means (i.e., a base for academic
achievement), or both, for the students (Gillies, 2003a,b; Johnson
and Johnson, 2004; Baines et al., 2007). Moreover, the students
from the Bachelor’s Program in Biology and the students from the
Program for Human Resources seem to use group work more as
means for obtaining academic knowledge. In contrast, students
from the Psychologist Program/Master of Science in Psychology
and Social Work Program more often mentioned learning col-
laborative abilities alone, as well as a combination of academic
knowledge and group learning, thus using group work as an objec-
tive, as a means, or as a combination of both. One interpretation
might be that the type of task assigned to the students differs in
various programs. This can be valid both concerning the purpose
of group work (group work as objective or as the means), but also
arrangement (working in a group or as a group; Underwood, 2003;
Hammar Chiriac and Granström, 2012). Another possible expla-
nation might be that the main emphasis in the Bachelor’s
Program in Biology and the Program for Human Resources
is on product and academic knowledge, while in the Psy-
chologist Program/Master of Science in Psychology and Social
Work Program, the process is more articulated and demanded.
However, this is only speculation and further research is
needed.

Even though the participants did not explicitly state that group
work hampered learning, they mentioned that they perceived
group work to be ineffective due to the loss of focus and/or
the presence of conflicts with other group members, thereby
hampering conceivable learning. This may also be an effect of
the purpose or arrangement of the group work (Cantwell and
Andrews, 2002; Underwood, 2003; Peterson and Miller, 2004;
Hansen, 2006; Hammar Chiriac and Granström, 2012; Hammar
Chiriac and Hempel, 2013).

EXPERIENCES OF GROUP WORK
The results revealed that several aspects of group work are impor-
tant incentives for learning. In addition, this study revealed
students’ experiences of group work (i.e., facilitating or hampering
positive/negative experiences), which is in line with the previous
studies on students’ experiences of working in groups (Cantwell
and Andrews, 2002; Underwood, 2003; Peterson and Miller, 2004;
Hansen, 2006; Hammar Chiriac and Granström, 2012; Hammar
Chiriac and Hempel, 2013). Group composition, group structure,
ways of working, and participants’ contributions are aspects put
forward by the university students as either facilitating or ham-
pering the positive experience of group work (Underwood, 2003;
Peterson and Miller, 2004; Hansen, 2006; Hammar Chiriac and
Granström, 2012; Hammar Chiriac and Hempel, 2013).

Several of the aspects bear reference to whether the group mem-
bers work in a group or as a group (Underwood, 2003; Hammar
Chiriac and Granström, 2012). Working as a group is character-
ized by common effort, utilization of the group’s competence,
and includes problem solving and reflection. All group members
are involved in and working on a common task to produce a joint
outcome (Bennet and Dunne, 1992; Galton and Williamson, 1992;
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Webb and Palincsar, 1996; Hammar Chiriac, 2011a,b). According
to the results, not all groups are working as a group but rather
working in a group, which, according to Granström (2006), is
common in an educational setting.

Due to problems with group composition, members’ con-
tributions, and group structure, including rules and ways of
cooperation, some students end up with negative experiences of
group work. Additionally, the university students allude to the
fact that a well-functioning supportive study-social context is an
essential prerequisite not only for positive experiences of group
work, but also for learning (Hammar Chiriac and Hempel, 2013).
Both working in a group and working as group might be use-
ful in different parts of the group work (Hammar Chiriac, 2008)
and cause learning. Hence working in a group causes cooper-
ative learning based on social facilitation (Zajonc, 1980; Baron,
1986; Uziel, 2007) while working as group causes learning bene-
fits through collaboration with other group members. Although
both approaches might cause positive or negative experiences, a
conceivable interpretation is that working as a group has a greater
potential to enhance positive experiences. The findings suggest
a need for further research to fully understand why some group
work causes positive experiences and other instances of group
work cause negative experiences.

The findings in the current study develop the findings from
Hammar Chiriac and Einarsson (2007). First, it shows that it
is possible to assemble all groups in to a joint research group
(see below). Second, a thorough reanalysis, using an induc-
tive qualitative content analysis, resulted in the emergence of
three different abstractions: learning, study-social function, and
organizations as either facilitating or hampering learning, and
experiences.

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS
There are some limitations in the current study and most of
them have to do with the construction of the study-specific, semi-
structured questionnaire. First, the questions do not discriminate
between (a) the type of group work, (b) the purpose with the
group work, (c) the structure of the group work (i.e., extent
and/or time); or (d) ways of working in the group (i.e., coop-
eration or collaboration). Second, the design of the questionnaire
does not facilitate comparison between the populations included
in the group. The questionnaire treated group work as one activ-
ity and did not acknowledge that group work can serve different
functions and include various activities (Hammar Chiriac, 2008).
This simplification of the phenomena group work causes criticism
concerning whether or not it is possible to assemble these popu-
lations into a joint research group. An elaborated description of
the analysis process and the comparison to three background vari-
ables has been used to counter this criticism. The thin results from
the comparison, indicate that based on the question used in the
study-specific questionnaire, it is possible to assemble the results
into a corpus of joint results.

CONCLUSION/CONCLUDING REMARKS
The results indicate that most of the students’ experienced that
group work facilitated learning, especially concerning academic
knowledge. Three important prerequisites (learning, study-social

function, and organization) for group work that serve as an effec-
tive pedagogy and as an incentive for learning were identified and
discussed. All three abstractions either facilitated or hampered
university students’ learning, as well as their experiences of group
work. By listening to the university students’ voices and elucidat-
ing their experiences and conceptions, we have been able to add
new knowledge and understanding of what the essence is behind
successful group work in higher education. Furthermore, the stu-
dents’ explanations of why some group work results in positive
experiences and learning, while in other cases, the result is the
opposite, can be of use for further development of group work as
a pedagogical practice.
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Many teachers still use in-class multiple
choice exams in their classes, the primary
goal of which is to see how much the stu-
dents have already learned. The assessment
strategies we will examine in this paper
change the focus from assessing whether
students have learned anything to creat-
ing assessments which double as learn-
ing experiences themselves. Assessments
do not have to merely measure what
was learned; rather, they can be meth-
ods for getting students to learn while
they are completing the task you have
given them. The theoretical framework
of learner-centered assessment emphasizes
problem solving, higher order thinking
skills, the promotion of a sense of owner-
ship in learning, and a dialogic approach
to instruction (Rich, 2011).

The purpose of this paper is to discuss
six specific strategies for implementing
learner-centered assessment in the class-
room.

The six research based strategies we will
discuss are:

• Strategies which ensure students have
read the material

• The use of take-home examinations
• Giving short answer tests with questions

at an integrative and/or applied level on
Bloom’s taxonomy

• Using Formative summative assess-
ments during class time (FSA)

• Being responsive to results from
Audience response systems (ARS)

• Student learning style inventories

The students have to read the material to
learn anything from it!

A key to effective teaching is to ensure
that students have read all the material. If
the student doesn’t read the material they

will not be as ready to understand what is
going on when the teacher covers the work
in class (Krashen, 2004). As an instructor,
breaking up the material may be beneficial
because many students just breeze through
the chapter instead of actually reading it. If
teachers ask a question about the assigned
reading at the beginning of the first class
when that information will be discussed,
and students are informed that there will
be an in-class quiz on the reading, more
students will do the reading (Sweet et al.,
1998). If your students persist on ignor-
ing their assigned readings, according to
Felder and Silverman (1988) and Lucas
and Bernstein (2004), there is not much
point in punishing them. The students
who fail to read will then be punished
enough on examinations and quizzes.

TAKE-HOME EXAMS
Despite the common perception that take-
home examinations are “giveaways” by
teachers with low expectations, some
research (e.g., Rich, 2011) demonstrates
that the process of preparing a submis-
sion for a take-home test, can produce
longer retention of material than studying
for in-class examinations. When a student
is answering items on a take-home exam,
the student will often review the text-
book and notes more frequently than they
would have if they studied for a more tra-
ditional exam. Additionally, students are
more likely to work in group study ses-
sions, summarize material in their own
words, and ask questions in class. While
the student thinks that she/he is getting a
break, in reality, she/he is learning while
completing the test and being encour-
aged to take the work seriously. In a
study by Weber et al. (1983), scores on
knowledge items were significantly higher

on take-home tests, a result attributed
partially to the additional time students
spent looking up answers.

Take-home tests help increase student
knowledge about the information that will
be covered in class by providing a base
of pre-existing knowledge to which lec-
tures and class activities can attach them-
selves. Students also have additional time
to complete the assessment and therefore,
they are not rushing through the test like
they may be with an in-class examination,
thereby reducing the level of student test
anxiety. According to Rich (2011), giving
students work to take home can reduce
test anxiety, incentivize students to work
collaboratively and elicit study habits that
are at a deeper level. In his experiment
on take-home examinations and retention,
students indicated that when they were
given tests to complete out of class, they
learned more and studied harder.

SHORT ANSWER TESTS
Short answer questions give students a bet-
ter chance to explain their thinking behind
an answer than multiple-choice questions
do (Tamir, 1990) and promotes more in-
depth studying as students must be able
to think conceptually to do well (Balch,
2007). Short answer questions can cover
a wider range of content than a multiple
choice item, and also allow for the teacher
to demand integration of themes and ideas
from the students. Short answer questions
reduce the possibility of guessing. Further,
when grading these examinations, teach-
ers can see or understand the point the
student was trying to make, as opposed
to multiple choice tests where there is
only one right answer. This proposition
is supported by research which indicates
that more difficult tests promote greater
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learning than simpler tests (Gay, 2005). In
a study by Balch (2007), students who were
expecting a short-answer test performed
better on definition questions in a multi-
ple choice test than did students expecting
a multiple-choice test. Balch suggested that
the study practices that students use with
short-answer examinations involve elabo-
ration, rather than merely an attempt to
recall, which promotes performance on
more difficult test questions and deeper
understanding of material.

FORMATIVE SUMMATIVE
ASSESSMENTS (FSA)
Wininger defined formative summative
assessment as “the measurement of stu-
dent progress before or during instruction
for the expressed purpose of modifying
instruction and improving student perfor-
mance by going over exams in class with
students and garnering both quantitative
and qualitative feedback from the stu-
dents about their comprehension” (2005,
p. 164) Formative summative assessments
(FSA) are a way for you and the stu-
dent to communicate and help them gain
a better understanding of the material.
FSA’s inform both teachers and students
about student perception and allow timely
adjustments to be made. FSA’s are done
to improve student understanding and
the quality of teaching by providing feed-
back for both the teacher and the student
about learning progress with the goal of
improving both instruction and learning
(Wininger, 2005). As we are teaching, we
can use FSAs to find out how well stu-
dents comprehend the instruction (Harlen
and James, 1997). One example of an FSA
is reviewing practice examinations and
answering questions about items on which
many students are confused, or identi-
fying questions these students may have
about the material before the real exam-
ination is administered. Some instructors
will give practice exams that check on stu-
dent knowledge, and then use statistical
analysis of those practice exams to reiter-
ate or re-explain information that students
are finding difficult (Black, 1993).

In an article by Wininger (2005), a
teacher examined the use of one FSA
method—namely, a review of questions
and explanations of correct answers after
students had already taken their first
examination. In his study the teacher gave

two of his classes the same examination.
After the examinations were returned he
used the FSA method for Class A allowing
the students to review and ask questions to
help them obtain a better understanding
of key concepts covered in the exam, while
Class B did not receive any review of the
examination. One week later the classes
were given the same exam for extra credit
to see whether the class who was given
the exam review would score higher than
the class who did not receive the exam-
ination review. In the results, Wininger
found that there were no significant dif-
ferences between the two classes on the
initial exam administration. However, stu-
dents who received the FSA method scored
significantly higher on the retake. Students
exposed to the FSA method demonstrated
an improvement of almost 10% in their
test scores, whereas scores for students in
the control group improved by only 2%.
The results of this study support the effec-
tiveness of the FSA method with regard to
student comprehension.

AUDIENCE RESPONSE SYSTEMS (ARS)
According to Cain and Robinson (2008,
p. 1), “Audience response systems are an
increasingly popular tool in higher edu-
cation for promoting interactivity, gath-
ering feedback, pre-assessing knowledge,
and assessing students’ understanding of
lecture concepts.” Audience response sys-
tems (ARS) can give students a chance
to evaluate what they have learned and
how beneficial they felt each lesson was
to them. There is an increased motiva-
tion to be engaged in the lesson when
students get the chance to participate in
ARSs (Doucet et al., 2009). It is impor-
tant that teachers find ways for students
to engage in lessons in order for the stu-
dents to be able to get a chance to give
their feedback on what they were taught.
Once given this feedback the teacher can
then alter the plan of instruction or stu-
dents can work out misunderstandings
with their peers or classroom discussion.
According to an article by Stowell and
Nelson (2007), increasing student partic-
ipation is one of many strategies that
could lead to improved student learning.
To increase student participation, instruc-
tors can use “active student responding”
methods. Using clickers, or giving student
the ability to text answers to questions

through a website like www.pollanywhere.
com can help gain more feedback from
more students, because their responses will
be anonymous (Dallimore et al., 2010).

MAKING INSTRUCTION AND
ASSESSMENT RESPONSIVE TO
STUDENT LEARNING STYLE
DIFFERENCES
Some research suggests that helping
students and being aware of their learn-
ing styles can help them develop better
study habits. Teachers can also benefit
from information about their students
learning styles by incorporating the learn-
ing styles of their students into lesson
plans (Charkins et al., 1985). This may be
done by placing students in learning situ-
ations with other students whose learning
strengths are different from their own
which allows them to practice skills in
areas that are opposite to their current
strengths (Pashler et al., 2008). As a result,
teachers who create multiple forms of
assessment to match learning styles may
facilitate student performance at their level
of competence by removing barriers that
uncomfortable test formats can create.
Some of the learning styles which have
been identified are: auditory (learning best
through hearing), visual (learning best
through seeing), and kinesthetic (learning
best when concepts are more hands-on).

Although most people use a mixture of
all three learning styles there is a broad
belief among educational researchers that
they usually have a clear fondness for
one (Kolb, 1984; Leite et al., 2010; see
also the implications behind Fleming
et al., 2011). Knowing and understand-
ing the types of learning styles is impor-
tant for students. To find out what
your learning style is, you may use an
index of learning styles questionnaire
like the one at http://www.engr.ncsu.edu/
learningstyles/ilsweb.phpl (Soloman and
Felder, 1993). Participants will be asked
a series of questions to which they will
respond. At the end the results of the ques-
tionnaire will show which style of learn-
ing best fits the participant and which
styles fit the least. Once students dis-
cover their learning style it can become
much easier for studying and less stress-
ful when it comes to homework because
students are now aware of what methods
of learning are optimal for themselves as
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individuals (Felder and Silverman, 1988).
For example, if you know that you are
more of a visual learner, one who prefers
graphs and pictures, as opposed to a ver-
bal learner, one who prefers to hear or read
information, when looking for directions,
you know you are more likely to be suc-
cessful by looking at a map as opposed to
hearing someone give you directions.

Presenting course material that reflects
each of the six learning strategies above
can help to elicit deeper approaches to
learning than standard learning strategies
which focus solely on memorization and
isolated facts. In particular, the use of
learner-centered assessment methods can
encourage students to connect new mate-
rial to previously learned concepts, and/or
apply them to real life. For a more in-depth
discussion of surface and deep processing,
see Chin and Brown (2000).

In conclusion, the use of learner-
centered assessment methods can produce
more effective instruction, deeper study
strategies, and longer-term retention of
material than the more traditional meth-
ods. Specifically, teachers are encouraged
to implement one or more of the strate-
gies discussed in this paper; namely, short
quizzes before important readings, take-
home examinations, short answer essays,
Formative Summative Assessments, stu-
dent learning style inventories, and ARS.

One way to conceptualize how these
strategies might work together would be
to first have each student identify his/her
learning style, so that the students and
their instructor might become knowledge-
able about the strengths and weaknesses
present in the class. Knowing about the
student learning styles that are represented
in a class will allow an instructor to create
groups that may be more effective, because
they have more diverse skillsets. Students
can use the knowledge of their strengths
and weaknesses to use study strategies
which capitalize on the approaches which
will lead them to the best outcomes.

After an instructor has gathered the
information about learning styles from
his/her students, s/he can now engage
with the other strategies in this paper
in a way that is conversant with that
information. Alternate methods for com-
pleting homework assignments or assess-
ments can be devised. ARS can be infused
into instruction, to allow all students the

chance to demonstrate understanding or
raise questions. In so doing, the instructor
can communicate a genuine interest in
student learning, and continually seek
improvement in the art of teaching.
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The role that student friendship groups play in learning was investigated here. Employing
a critical realist design, two focus groups on undergraduates were conducted to explore
their experience of studying. Data from the “case-by-case” analysis suggested student-to-
student friendships produced social contexts which facilitated conceptual understanding
through discussion, explanation, and application to “real life” contemporary issues. How-
ever, the students did not conceive this as a learning experience or suggest the function
of their friendships involved learning. These data therefore challenge the perspective that
student groups in higher education are formed and regulated for the primary function
of learning. Given these findings, further research is needed to assess the role student
friendships play in developing disciplinary conceptual understanding.

Keywords: friendships, collaborative learning, student understanding, study groups

INTRODUCTION
There is an extensive literature conducted from a range of
theoretical perspectives and methodologies on the role of groups
and student learning in higher education (see Haggis, 2009; Lund-
berg, 2014). The concept of the “group” is heavily contested within
this literature with discrepancies in the formation, structure, size,
duration, and function (Baron and Kerr, 2003; Forsyth, 2009).
Despite this, within higher education (HE) practice, character-
izing the “group” has tended to be more clear-cut. Groups of
students are often constructed within the parameters of a particu-
lar educational program by tutors to address an explicitly defined
learning objective (see Boud et al., 2001). From this perspective,
student groups tend to be small scale (e.g., 2–5 members), function
within the confines of the classroom and achieve tasks through
cooperative or collaborative learning (Bruffee, 1993). Coopera-
tive learning involves students dividing roles and responsibilities
between group members, so learning becomes an independent
process and outcome. On the other hand, collaborative learning
involves students working together by developing shared meanings
and knowledge to solve a task or problem (Dillenbourg et al., 1996,
Dillenbourg, 1999). From this perspective, learning is conceptu-
alized as a social process but also one that ultimately results in an
individual outcome. That is, collaborative learning may facilitate
individual conceptual understanding and higher-order thinking
(Gillies, 2000).

The above perspectives on group learning both assume that
groups are formed within the confines of formal learning environ-
ments (e.g., lecture theaters), involve students on the same degree
program and have the explicit function of achieving a learning
task. However, we have previously shown that student groups also
tend to form spontaneously outside of the lecture room without
the intervention of a tutor (Senior et al., 2012; see also Havnes,
2008); but, their function tends to remain centered on achieving
an agreed and defined outcome by group members (e.g., the com-
pletion of a learning task). In this light, groups may disband once

the task is completed by group members (Davies, 2009). The find-
ings from the current study show that students use existing social
networks such as friends as well as organized study groups as a
mechanism for learning. Moreover, students may have used the
social contexts in which they interacted with their friends outside
of the classroom to further their understanding of disciplinary
concepts in Psychology. However, the students did not conceive
this to be a learning experience or suggest the function of their
friendship groups involved learning. In this light, the current study
suggests, in some contexts, students may not create, develop, and
regulate groups for the function of learning as suggested in the
literature (see Wenger, 1998; Borzillo and Probst, 2008; Orsmond
et al., 2013) but use existing social groups as primae facie contexts
in which to learn through social interaction. We refer to this as an
“implicit community,” where tasks or events are achieved collabo-
ratively but there is no awareness of the actual learning process or
the subsequent outcome. This paper is divided into four sections:
(1) theoretical accounts of student learning and groups; (2) the
role of friendship groups and student learning; (3) discussion of
the focus group methodology informed by critical realism which
was employed to explore the role between groups and student
learning; (4) the extent to which friendship groups regulated stu-
dent understanding of disciplinary concepts (cognitive accounts of
learning) or facilitated the development of disciplinary identities
(social accounts of learning).

STUDENT LEARNING AND GROUPS
Within the literature on student learning, cognitive approaches
have tended to be the most influential with regard policy and
practice (see Entwistle, 2001, 2009). From a cognitive perspec-
tive, learning is conceived in terms of information processing,
achieved through the interplay of cognitive structures and pro-
cesses (Marton and Pang, 2006). In this light, learning is construed
as an individualistic outcome, best measured by the “depth”
and “quality” of information processing. This underpins the
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distinction between “surface” and “deep” approaches to learning
(Marton and Säljö, 1976), which has historically had a significant
impact on the way in which the student experience has been ana-
lyzed, measured, and discussed (Richardson, 1990; Webb, 1997).
Moreover, a surface approach involves superficial processing of
information, which is categorized by memorization, whereas a
deep approach involves a deeper level processing of information,
which is characterized by conceptual “understanding” (Entwistle,
2001).

Over recent years in HE both undergraduate and postgradu-
ate programs have tended to be designed to provide opportunity
for students to work collaboratively and even in some cases across
national boundaries (Dolmans et al., 2001; Keay et al., 2014; Rien-
ties et al., in press). Here, students tend to be organized into
small scale “groups,” which are designed to complete specific
tasks that correspond to formalized learning objectives (Davies,
2009). This conceptualization of the “group” centers on Lewin’s
(1948) notion of “interdependence,” where the success of indi-
vidual group members is bound to the success of the group
completing the task. The concept of the “group” in this con-
text follows a stage driven approach, which is often employed
in organizational settings (Reid and Hammersley, 2000). That
is, the group forms for the purpose of completing a task, roles
are assigned to group members, norms are established and the
group disbands once its aim has been achieved (see Tuckman,
1965; Baron and Kerr, 2003). Within this framework, groups
may employ principles from cooperative learning, where each
member has a distinct role and largely works independently to
achieve a task. Whereas, collaborative learning involves students
working together, so roles may become interdependent or blurred
(Bruffee, 1993). However, within these groups the emphasis is
on the role of the course tutor who is central to the group
development and hence its success as a potential learning device
(Boud, 2001; Lancaster and Strand, 2001; Curseu and Pluut,
2013).

The evidence on the relationship between student groups and
learning is encouraging from a pedagogic perspective. Barton
et al. (2005) found students working in groups were more likely
to score higher on an “openness to experience” scale that is sig-
nificantly associated with a deep approach to learning (Zhang,
2003) compared to students who studied alone. Additional sup-
port was revealed by our previous work where it was found that
students who completed a coursework task in a group significantly
achieved a higher grade than students who completed a course-
work task alone (Senior et al., 2012). The benefits of group work
are such that it promotes “active” learning characterized by stu-
dents engaging with a learning task and the development of wide
portfolio of critical thinking skills (Gokhale, 1995). Group work
may also increase students’ self-efficacy and motivation (Davies,
2009). Whilst the experience of working in groups may facilitate
conceptual understanding, it additionally provides an opportu-
nity to develop inter-personal skills which in turn may lead to an
improvement in subsequent employability (Senior and Cubbidge,
2010; Senior et al., 2014) or as Mello (1993) argues, prepares stu-
dents for the “real world” with the opportunity to develop social
skills that are very likely to be required after graduation (see also
Tymon, 2013).

Unfortunately student experiences working within such learn-
ing groups are not universally positive and some do report negative
experiences. Those students who do not readily perceive the benefit
of group work may not engage and subsequently interact with
other group members (Walker, 2001). In turn, this may lead to
negative outcomes such as “free riding” where some group mem-
bers benefit from the accomplishments of others in the group
but they do not contribute themselves (Salomon and Globerson,
1989). In the context of higher education, collectively a group
may score high during an assessment designed to measure con-
ceptual understanding but at an individual level “free riders”
within that group may not understand the intended concept.
This is problematic as this may produce a “sucker effect” where
other group members respond to “free riding” by also becoming
“free riders” themselves. Here, group work in HE may actually
inhibit individual student conceptual development, which would
require course tutors to carefully manage, design, and assess groups
effectively.

Overall, from a cognitive perspective of learning, there is
a literature that suggests working collaboratively may facilitate
quality “individual” learning, which involves conceptual under-
standing. However, these groups tend to be organized by course
tutors, have a distinct function on completing a specified learn-
ing task and disband once this is achieved. In light of this,
it remains to be seen whether or not learning can occur in
other forms of groups between students? One such social group
that is ubiquitous throughout the HE sector are friendship
groups.

THE IMPORTANCE OF FRIENDSHIP GROUPS IN
LEARNING
Early work has shown that friendship groups play an influen-
tial and significant role in the student life cycle (Spady, 1970).
Students have been shown to use such social activity to develop
cooperative learning strategies across a range of different class-
room settings and while not all lead to equally effective strategies
in learning most if not all such strategies are related to the devel-
opment of a portfolio of transferable skills such as self esteem
or the ability to work well with others (Slavin, 1988). This
social skillset has been shown to play an effective mechanism
in the facilitation of learning across a diverse student popula-
tion (Hurtado et al., 2003). Interestingly there is an emerging
body of evidence suggesting that the development of such learn-
ing strategies is also predicated by engaging within a friendship
group on various social media platforms (Dabbagh and Kitsan-
tas, 2012; Wang et al., 2012) which suggests that designers of
distance learning provision should consider opportunities for stu-
dents to engage with such activities as part of the online learning
experience.

Within an HE setting and during the course of a campus based
degree program students are likely to form and develop many
diverse friendships with their peers on both their course and in
the wider student community. According to Hartup and Stevens
(1997, p. 355):

“Friendship consists mainly of being attracted to someone who is attracted
in return, with parity governing the social exchanges between the indi-
viduals involved. Friendships carry expectations that “best” friends will
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spend more time with one another than other persons, offering one another
emotional support, including loyalty, trust, intimacy, and fun.”

In light of the above quote, friendship groups may develop
between students based on some form of mutual attraction, for
example interests and even political values. Students may also form
friendships with other students on their course for a variety of
reasons including an interest in the discipline they are studying.
Given the almost universal and pervasive nature of the friend-
ship group within the student population it is incumbent on
us to examine its utility, if any, as a potential learning device.
The research literature with young children does suggest friend-
ship groups positively impact on cognitive, emotional, and social
development (Hartup, 1989) and aid psychological and affective
adjustment to formal educational environments (Berndt, 1999).
However, Antonio (2001) argues despite the growing literature
on peer-to-peer interactions in HE, their still remains a need
for research on the role of friendship groups within universi-
ties. The large-scale survey study conducted by the author above
(n = 677) suggested that racially diverse student friendship groups
were related to high levels of cultural awareness, racial under-
standing, and interracial interactions. Whilst this demonstrates
the role between friendship groups and human relations, there
still remains a lack of evidence on student learning. Nonetheless,
Roberts (2009) conducted an ethnographic study of an under-
graduate nursing program and found that friendship groups were
used by students as a support mechanism where they could “ask
anything” to develop their own understanding. This finding sug-
gests that students who were categorized as friends were seen
as a valuable source of knowledge, which was not subject to
a hierarchical structure based on seniority or time served on
the educational program. On the other hand, Antonio (2004)
found students tended to use friends on their program of study
as a “referral” point to judge their own academic competency.
That is to say, friendship groups may be used by individual stu-
dents as a mechanism to regulate their “academic self concept,”
which refers to a student’s perceived academic ability (Rodriguez,
2009).

This process of social comparison may therefore impact on how
students interact with their peers and their motivation to learn,
which is associated with understanding of concepts (Entwistle
and Waterston, 1988; Kahu, 2013; Mega et al., 2014). In this
light, existing friendship groups between students do indeed
impact on students learning. However, as noted above, while
such groups are effective in ensuring that students do develop
an “academic self concept” they are limited insofar as they suffer
from the same constraints as the more formal tutor developed
work groups, e.g., they tend to be defined for a specific pur-
pose and will cease to function after their objectives have been
met. However, while work has started to show that spontaneous
friendship groups do indeed play an important role in the devel-
opment of work based learning (Carr and Gidman, 2012) their
efficacy within the HE sector and student learning has yet to be
examined. The current research was therefore conducted as an
exploratory study investigating the extent to which existing friend-
ships between students may impact learning. These data would
therefore provide an insight in whether learning in groups (such

as friendships) can exist when the function of the group is not
explicitly centered on completing a learning task and what this
involves.

METHODOLOGY
Two focus groups each lasting approximately one hour were
conducted with seven first year students (for each focus group
participants were split into a group of three or four, age range
18–20 years, five females and two males) enrolled on a Human
Psychology degree at a UK higher education institution. Partici-
pants were randomly selected from a cohort of approximately 150
students. All procedures were approved by the local institutional
ethics review board and all of the participants provided written
informed consent prior to taking part in the focus groups. The
sample size was deemed appropriate for the current study as it is
consistent with the critical realist assumptions that underpin this
study (see Parker, 1992) and with existing work in the field (e.g.,
Sims-Schouten et al., 2007; Easton, 2010).

The focus group schedule aimed to gather data on the stu-
dents’ perceptions and experiences of learning. As the role of the
researcher is one of a “moderator” or “facilitator” (Kidd and Par-
shall, 2000), there were three broad topics that were raised for
group discussion: (1) What does a typical day at university involve?
(2) What do you normally do outside of lectures and seminars? (3)
What does learning mean to you and how do you know when you
have learned something? In line with the principles of qualitative
methods in psychological research it was important to use prob-
ing questions rather than specific leading questions on the role of
friendship groups, as these may have shaped the responses of the
participants in a socially desirable manner (see Willig, 2013). By
using probing topics, this allowed the participants to draw upon
their own lived experiences and discuss what was important and
relevant to them (see Banister et al., 2011). Nonetheless, to ensure
the focus groups addressed the role between student social inter-
actions and learning, there were a series of prompts (i.e., What do
you talk about with other students from university? Do you meet
other students outside of university? What do you do together?)
to direct the discussion.

Each focus group was conducted by one of the authors who had
not taught the students or had any contact with the students prior
to data collection, therefore minimizing social desirability arti-
facts. Data collection commenced during the final semester of the
academic year, providing students with the opportunity to discuss
the range of teaching methods, assessment, feedback, learning
environments, and strategies experienced during the course of
their studies.

The focus group data were transcribed by a research assistant
and analyzed by the authors from a critical realist perspective.
The key principles of critical realism are the existence of a real
world which is multi-layered (ontology) produced by underlying
causal mechanisms (epistemology; Bhaskar, 1975, 1979; Pawson,
1989). That is to say, mechanisms produce phenomena, which
can then be experienced. Given this, as underlying mechanisms
are unobservable due to the multi-stratified nature of reality,
they can be inferred by exploring the similarities and differences
in how people construct and add meaning to their experience
of phenomena (Downward and Mearman, 2007). In this case,
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it is the experience of learning in groups during a first year
Human Psychology undergraduate degree program. Despite this,
the causal efficiency of a mechanism is regulated by a context
(Lawson, 1997). Whilst mechanisms have the causal potential to
produce phenomena; this may not be actualized within and across
contexts. Within any educational context (e.g., lecture, seminar
etc) there are likely to be a range of causal mechanisms that
co-exist. This refers to an “open system” as the causal efficacy of a
mechanism may be inhibited or actualized by other mechanisms
within that context (Pawson, 1989; Sayer, 2000). In this light,
research from a critical realist perspective becomes the process
of inferring the causal mechanism(s) that may have produced
the phenomenon under investigation and the contextual condi-
tions in which these structures were realized. The emphasis is on
the process of “inferring” mechanisms as these underlying causal
structures are assumed to be unobservable; therefore they can-
not be directly identified. As Sims-Schouten et al. (2007, p. 105)
argue:

“This means our attempts to identify and understand deep structures will
remain just that – attempts. However, acknowledging that our knowledge
of reality will always be limited is not the same as saying that there is no
such thing as reality.” [our bold]

However, evidence collected during an empirical investigation
on participants’ experience of phenomena will draw upon the
activity of mechanism(s), therefore aiding a researcher to make
informed inferences and interpretations of causal mechanism(s).
This process of inferring mechanisms is referred to as retroduction,
which involves moving beyond description to underlying meaning
(Pawson, 1989). In this light, inferred mechanism(s) borne from
research data are more likely to be valid (i.e., correspond to actual
mechanism\s) than those developed from anecdotal or lay perspec-
tives (see Benton and Craib, 2001; Carter and New, 2004). Whilst
this research was exploratory, the aim was to examine the extent to
which learning in friendship groups (proposed mechanism) may
have facilitated student understanding (phenomena) during a first
year Human Psychology degree (context). This was achieved by
employing a “case by case” critical realist analytical approach. The
qualitative data coding involved the process of observing variation
within and between responses to develop themes. In this light,
themes were used to identify similarities and differences in how
the students constructed their experience of learning in friend-
ship groups (both in and outside formal learning environments –
lectures). From these data, within the context of this exploratory
study we address the extent to which learning in friendship groups
might be a mechanism for student learning from a psychological
perspective. To ensure quality, the themes presented in the analysis
were scrutinized by an independent expert in relation to richness
and interpretation of data, depth of analysis and overall coherence
(Parker, 1992; Elliott et al., 1999).

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
The first theme to emerge from the data was individual versus
group learning. All the participants constructed learning as a cog-
nitive outcome, which was best achieved through individualistic
strategies to learn. Learning in the context of a group or with others
was constructed as problematic because it prevented students from
retaining facts. This is suggested in three extracts below:

“I learn best on my own, I do the same as you (refers to a participant) I
just summarize what was said in a lecture and read over it and over it till
it sticks.”

Janet1

“I think most of the time I study alone just because I prefer it like that,
I think I would get less done in a group as discussion may stop me
concentrating on learning the facts.”

Dave

“Personally I work best alone because I make a list of what I need to look at
and tick it off one by one, make my notes and learn it, like I work best like
that than trying to do it with other people, because then they can waste
your time, like it’s not a waste obviously you are helping someone but you
can give up a lot of your time to teach someone something you already
know...”

Zara

These data suggest that learning was conceived as an indi-
vidualistic cognitive outcome. Moreover, for Janet in the first
extract, learning was constructed as the memorization of teach-
ing materials, so successful learning involved accurate recall
of information. Consequently, as evidenced in the extract by
Dave, groups are conceived as problematic as social interaction
may prevent students from retaining facts and hence learning.
These data therefore suggest that psychology, as a discipline,
is perceived by the students in the focus groups as dealing
with concrete “facts” rather than concepts that are subject to
debate. In the extract by Zara, learning is constructed as the
transmission of information or facts. Overall, this suggests that
learning was construed primarily as an individualistic process
and outcome to which group work does not provide a facil-
itative context for this. This conceptualization of learning is
largely problematic and challenges the perspective of some higher
education practitioners who argue that learning is concerned
with change and transformation rather than imparting “facts”
or “truths” to passive students (see Prilleltensky and Nelson,
2002).

The second theme to emerge from the focus group data
was collaborative learning through friendship groups. All the
participants discussed the ways in which they interacted with
other students on their course who they categorized as friends.
These interactions suggested that learning was a social pro-
cess as friendships provided contexts for participants to regu-
late how they learned, what they learned and to judge their
success as a learner. The three extracts below illustrate the
range of interactions participants had with their friends on the
course.

“...with my friends that are on my psychology course, I might have a
discussion about...umm... whether we understand the stuff given from the
lecture, we can then go through it together and have a discussion about it.
Like I didn’t really get that lecture, my friend will go yeah I didn’t get it
either. We have discussions and arguments about what has been said in
lectures.”

Louise

“With my friends I talk about...um... lectures and then what we didn’t
understand and then we’d like each read up a section and then try and
explain it to one another and like we did that with one of our lectures

1All names reported throughout are pseudonyms.
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and revising and stuff. I think that helps then because you know hear-
ing from your friend is easier than hearing from someone you don’t
know.”

Colin

“Within the exam period I talk with my friends quite a lot actually, like
how much revision have you done? Or I might say oh I’ve done some
today, yesterday and vice versa especially in exam period time then you
talk more about exams. Coursework is exactly the same, well with me
like, the coursework date is coming up soon, so I will say what you done
and vice versa...um... you kind of go through it with each other and
check.”

Sarah

The above extract by Sarah suggests that interactions with
friends were utilized as “reference” points during assessments to
regulate learning. In this context, learning was positioned as a
quantifiable measure, which could be used to judge how success-
ful a student was by the amount of time they engaged with a
task (e.g., revision and coursework). This extract suggests that
interactions between friends provide a benchmark or measure to
regulate how much time students spend on a learning task. In the
extracts by Louise and Colin there is the suggestion that learning
is centered on understanding concepts where social interactions
between friends are utilized as contexts to facilitate this process.
For both these participants, when they had problems understand-
ing concepts from lecture material, their friendships became a
resource to help develop their understanding. As evidenced in the
extract by Colin, this strategy involved interaction and discussion
between friends as they were seen as non-judgmental. Nonetheless,
the form of interaction discussed in this extract between friends
supports the earlier theme on individual vs. group learning. That
is, learning through social interaction involved the transmission
of information as a purely individualistic process and outcome.
Interestingly, none of the participants explicitly discussed (nor
when prompted by the interviewer) the interactions with their
friends on their course (like those identified above) as learning
experiences. Despite this, as suggested in these data, friendships
may be an important aspect for learning during the first year
of a degree program. In the extract below, Janet discusses how
friendships between herself and other students on her course were
developed.

“All my friends on the course live at home like me but If I have just met
someone doing psychology and they are telling me something, I don’t think
I would listen but now I have been at unit for a long time and...umm...
trust develops, so you become friends and then you can see how you can
help each other and err, like helping with references. I wasn’t good with
referencing then my friend helped me and like he wasn’t good at spelling
and my other friend wasn’t good at setting out paragraphs so were just
helping each other out.”

Janet

The extract above suggests friendships were formed based on
some commonality between students, in this case where they
lived during term time. Despite this, for Janet, trust was crit-
ical to developing her friendships with other students and was
achieved through regular interactions. Likewise, without trust
Janet felt unable to accept the perspectives of other students.
Friends therefore provide a support network to facilitate academic
development at an individual level. Whilst only one participant

discussed the formation of friendships with other students on
their course, the extract does suggest that these groups are not
developed for the purpose of learning but they provide a context
for learning to occur once they are formed. Five of the participants
also discussed how existing friendships in the wider student com-
munity (that is, outside of their course) were used to develop their
conceptual understanding. This is suggested in the two extracts
below:

“...there are a lot of guys in my friendship group like you know... umm...
when they are sat playing call of duty (video game) or something I am
like this is going to make you, you know have more aggression due to the
media and stuff just kind of like you know like chucking topics out there
like or like we, I don’t know about you guys (refers to other participants),
we did a lecture about nature versus nurture and media aggression and
stuff like that it’s interesting to chat about with your friends really if it’s
relevant to the modern day because friends not on my course will not know
what I am on about but if you make it relevant to now then I can get a
good discussion with my friends and see what they think and see if they
are right.”

Suzy

“A couple of my friends were looking at a magazine and at the cover
and images and things and I was saying like oh yeah about this and this,
anorexia nervosa and this and they were like discussing with me. It was
good to come up in conversation because I did this on my course and they
were all listening and then talking about it. Also I have a friend who does
optometry as well and she was talking about the vision in children and
things and I joined in the conversation and she was like what are you doing
this? I was like yep, yep I am learning this. It’s quite amusing really; it is
good we got discussing it and I was getting a different view and starting to
see what it all means.”

Zara

The two extracts above both suggest interactions between
friends facilitated conceptual understanding through the discus-
sion and application of disciplinary concepts. In the first extract,
Suzy applies theories of aggression (which were discussed in a
lecture) to her friends’ “warfare” arcade game. This provides a
learning experience, which enables Suzy through discussion with
her friends to further her understanding of theoretical concepts
by applying them to contemporary “real life” situations. The qual-
ity of this interaction therefore allowed her to add meaning and
judge the validity of the theories involving aggression. In the sec-
ond extract, Zara discusses two learning experiences with friends
at University. The first involved discussion of eating disorders,
whilst the second involved the visual perception of children. Inter-
estingly, Zara makes reference to the fact that interacting with her
friend who studied optometry provided a context in which she
was given an insight into theories of vision from a different per-
spective (see e.g., Antonio, 2004). This experience provided scope
for Zara to start to develop an interdisciplinary understanding
of the concept of vision. However, integrating different disci-
plinary perspectives may not be valued across degree programs
and may even have a negative relationship with student attain-
ment. Nonetheless, these data are indicative of a deep approach
to learning, characterized by an orientation to “understand” and
extract “meaning” from a learning task (Entwistle, 2001). This
finding therefore contrasts with the first theme, which suggested
the participants tended to conceptualize learning in terms of mem-
orization, which was often characterized as “retaining the facts.”
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These data therefore support the earlier argument that students
did not view interactions with their friends as valid learning
experiences, since learning was conceived in terms of retention
and recall. This interpretation, however, remains tentative given
the lack of data on how students explicitly discussed their concep-
tions of learning in relation to friendship groups. Despite this, the
above extracts support the earlier argument that friendship groups
were not formed based on the desire to achieve a learning objective
but provided a context in which student understanding could be
developed. However, these students did not necessarily demon-
strate awareness that these interactions had a group function –
conceptual development.

These data therefore provide evidence that existing friendships
between students on a course and in the wider student commu-
nity (“outside of the classroom”) were a resource in which the
participants developed their understanding of theoretical con-
cepts through discussion, explanation, and application to “real
life” contexts. In the context of the current study, friendships may
therefore have been an active mechanism facilitating student con-
ceptual understanding. This process of collaborative learning is
best understood as an “implicit community,” which refers to indi-
viduals achieving a task (in this context learning characterized as
conceptual development) through social interaction but demon-
strating no self-awareness. That is, people may feel that they are
not part of a community or group but still achieve tasks by working
collaboratively. This adds to the literature on groups (see Antonio,
2001, 2004; Baron and Kerr, 2003) by suggesting that groups may
form and function through social interaction but membership
may not be a conscious decision. Interestingly, all seven partici-
pants conceived learning as knowledge acquisition which involved
retention and recall of course material. Furthermore, learning
was perceived as “competitive” involving individualistic cognitive
processes (retention strategies). Group work was therefore con-
structed as a problematic endeavor, as it prevented students from
engaging in strategies to memorize facts (learn). This suggests
the participants may not have seen the interactions they engaged
with friends as valid learning experiences; we do, however, present
this as a tentative interpretation of the findings given the lack of
data directly addressing how students understood the relationship
between friendship groups and learning.

The implications of the current research go beyond under-
standing the dynamics of student focused friendship groups as
effective drivers of learning. The findings of the current study
suggest that students may interact within such groups but not
be immediately aware of the beneficial effect that such activ-
ity is having on their subsequent learning of various concepts.
Such a finding would inform the current movement on the devel-
opment of campus real estate that is designed to facilitate such
social endeavors (Morrone and Workman, 2014). Initiatives such
as the Primary Capital Program or the British Council for School
Environments in the UK act as fora for innovation in the design of
academic buildings for the tertiary education while initiatives such
as the Learning Landscapes in Higher Education2 is an example

2See http://www.rm.com/_RMVirtual/Media/Downloads/RM_PCP_White_Paper.
pdf or http://www.bcse.uk.net/ or http://learninglandscapes.blogs.lincoln.ac.uk/files
/2010/04/FinalReport.pdf for further information regarding these initiatives.

of the emerging role that Architects and Educationalists can share
together in the HE sector. When considered together with the find-
ings of the current study it is clear that the design of any campus
estate needs to incorporate the opportunities for students to meet
in a social and non-directed capacity.

It is also interesting to speculate that such a learning mechanism
may be used to design effective distance delivery. Specifically, with
the regards to the development of Massive Open Online Courses
(MOOCs) which often consists of many thousands of students
taking part simultaneously. With regards to the design of such
programs there is much debate as to the various means to sup-
port various learning styles (Grunewald et al., 2013) and program
designers are now turning their attentions to various mechanisms
that may engender and support a more community based style of
learning (Gillani et al., 2014).

The data revealed in the current paper suggest friendships were
formed with other students due to some form of mutual attraction,
which is consistent with the exiting literature (Hartup and Stevens,
1997). It is important to note this mutual attraction may be cen-
tered on some aspect of learning (conceptions of, study strategies,
etc.) but the friendship itself was not necessarily formed to specif-
ically facilitate learning. Nonetheless, trust was seen as central to
developing friendships and producing contexts where the social
interactions between friends stimulated conceptual development
at an individual student level. In this sense, collaborative learning
was evident as students developed shared meanings and under-
standings through social interaction, which demonstrates learning
at both an individual and social level (see Gillies, 2000). As the
study was exploratory, involving two focus groups with a sample
of seven first year psychology students, these findings are presented
tentatively but they do raise a number of research questions that
warrant further investigation adopting a longitudinal design: (1)
how do friendships form and develop over the course of a degree
program? (2) How do students understand and make sense of their
friendships groups in higher education? (3) Are there differences
between subject areas? (4) To what extent does the social inter-
action between friends relate to student conceptual development
over the course of a degree? (5) To what extent does the inter-
action between friends relate to the development of disciplinary
professional identities over the course of a degree?

CONCLUSION
Within the context of this study, the focus group data sug-
gested friendship groups may have been a causal mechanism for
developing student conceptual understanding. Moreover, whilst
students tended to conceive learning as an outcome involving
memorization and perceived working in study groups as prob-
lematic (as it may prevent students from engaging in strategies to
retain information), existing friendship groups provided a context
to implicitly further students understanding of theoretical con-
cepts. These friendships were not formed specifically to address a
learning objective, which is often assumed from a psychological
perspective but developed from some form of mutual attraction
between students. The focus group data suggested that these
friendship groups provided a setting in which trust was developed
between students. Interactions between friends therefore created
opportunities for students to explain disciplinary concepts, apply
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to “real life” situations and gain different perspectives, which may
have facilitated conceptual understanding at an individual level.
Given the study was exploratory, the findings were presented ten-
tatively but they do suggest the importance of existing groups (not
formed for the purpose or shared aim of learning) in developing
student understanding. Future research therefore needs to address
how friendships form, develop, and are understood by students
over the course of a degree program along with the extent to which
they produce a deeper conceptual understanding.
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The traditional lecture format still remains
one of the most commonly used within
higher education, yet it does not pro-
vide an optimal environment for learn-
ing (Draper and Brown, 2004). Here we
will focus upon the use of questioning in
large lecture halls and in particular the use
of mass audience response systems (also
known as clickers or polling systems). In
writing this short opinion piece we will
bring together some of the key findings
from the educational literature, attention
literature, memory literature, and wider
debates within the Technology Enhanced
Learning (TEL) literature, to present an
integrated case for the use of online polling
software as a partial solution to the chal-
lenges of student engagement in lecture
halls. To cut a long story short: it is rela-
tively easy to do, students generally like it,
and it may well be good for them.

Focused attention is a crucial facet
of effective learning (Risko et al., 2013)
yet sustaining students’ attention in con-
temporary lecture environments remains
a challenge for even the most enthu-
siastic and engaging lecturers. In prac-
tice, maintaining students’ attention can
involve combatting at least two sources
of stimulation competing for attentional
resources: mind wandering (e.g., day-
dreaming, rumination, planning future
events) and distraction from mobile tech-
nology. These attentional demands must
be considered alongside the many chal-
lenges of understanding complex unfamil-
iar material. Mind wandering has been
shown to increase with time (as lec-
tures progress) and to impede subsequent
comprehension (Risko et al., 2012). The

increased presence of technology in lecture
environments has also facilitated a rise in
students’ use of mobile technology devices
for non-lecture based activities (e.g., web
browsing and social networking) during
timetabled sessions (Aguilar-Roca et al.,
2012) leading to dual-task learning envi-
ronments for some students as they divide
their attention between the lecture mate-
rial and different activities. As might be
expected, research has shown that engag-
ing in non-lecture based activities on lap-
tops and other electronic devices during
lectures negatively impacts on attention
and retention. Students who reported high
levels of laptop usage (multi-tasking) dur-
ing lectures correlated with lower course
performance and self-reports of a lack of
understanding of course materials (Fried,
2008).

One well-established technique for
re-engaging attention and minimizing
mind wandering is to periodically pose
students carefully considered questions.
Such questions may test understanding of,
or memory for, concepts presented ear-
lier in the lecture or in previous lectures.
They may also pose hypothetical scenarios
for students to consider, or require them
to formulate a view on a certain topic
either in groups or individually. However,
successfully generating engagement and
debate remains challenging given the
preceding issues discussed. Resultantly,
many universities are now choosing to
embrace Audience Response Technologies
(ART), also known variously as Audience
Response Systems (ARS), clickers, voting
systems etc. with emerging research in
the area showing that students respond

positively to ART reporting that it is easy
to use, encourages lecture attendance and
is perceived as being both enjoyable and
beneficial to their learning (MacGeorge
et al., 2008). The interactive element
of ART can facilitate wider debate that
can subsequently clarify concepts, dispel
misconceptions and improve students’
understanding of materials (Lundeberg
et al., 2011). Additionally, the anonymity
provided by ART approaches serves to
overcome issues associated with tradi-
tional “show of hands” methods, which
can lead some students to respond in
ways that are consistent with the major-
ity in the room rather than their own
thoughts and beliefs. Many students
do not feel comfortable participating
in lectures by way of more traditional
methods; ART therefore offers students a
channel of communication to be estab-
lished between both their lecturer and
their peers whilst maintaining a positive
learning experience and fostering a more
shared learning environment and subse-
quent participation (Draper and Brown,
2004). Such an approach also resolves lim-
ited student responses (often from the
same small group of students) that are
synonymous with en masse questioning
techniques in large lecture theaters, which
can subsequently encourage greater mind-
wandering among non-participating
students.

From a lecturing perspective, use of
ART can aid educators in forming a more
accurate perspective of how well course
materials are being understood via eval-
uation of polling tools. In addition, stu-
dents often report the receipt of feedback
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on their performance as an important
facet of their learning (Jump, 2011).
Purported increases in attention (and sus-
tained attention) are evident in the find-
ings of Mayer et al. (2009), who reported
that students who had been delivered
course materials that included ART scored
higher on mid-term and final exams, than
students receiving materials that contained
no ART element. Moreover, students in the
ART condition also scored higher than stu-
dents who were delivered course materi-
als that included a paper-based interactive
learning element.

The arguments above assume that there
is a relationship between attending to lec-
ture material and subsequent measures of
learning and retention. Whilst we might
hope such a relationship was causal, the
mechanisms that underlie it are unclear
and there are likely to be multiple poten-
tial explanations for any one individual.
Part of any potential explanation may not
only include the increased attention to the
material but also the experience of being
tested on the information. A growing body
of evidence suggests that the provision
of tests within classrooms does improve
subsequent memory for that information,
and related information, across a wide
range of different types of materials, dif-
ferent types of test, and in different educa-
tional settings. In a recent review Dunlosky
et al. (2013) explored the effectiveness of
10 different learning techniques that were
either drawn from the research literature
in cognitive psychology and educational
psychology, or were commonly reported
by students as a technique they adopted.
These therefore ranged from highlighting
notes and rereading, to self-explanation
and imagery use. Research evidence con-
cerning each of these learning techniques
was judged against a set of criteria includ-
ing the generalizability of the findings to
different learner characteristics, and evi-
dence from educational contexts in addi-
tion to laboratory settings. In comparing
the relative utility, the two techniques that
rated most highly were practice testing and
distributed practice.

Practice testing generally refers to com-
pleting test(s) for information that aren’t
for summative purposes. The evidence
for practice testing is strong, with clear
benefits for students across a range of
question types which can transfer to

improvements in summative assessments,
even if presented in different formats (see
Glass and Sinha, 2013 for a recent review).
In the lecture hall environment, practice
testing might involve asking free recall,
or multiple-choice, questions of students
testing aspects of that lecture, or previous
aspects of the course. On courses in which
key concepts are carried over from lecture-
to-lecture (such as statistics or research
methods) repeated testing on these con-
cepts will enable students to better retain
and latterly recall these. The use of in-
class polls is therefore likely to not only
help reinstate attention, but will help lat-
ter recall for the information being polled
which reflects previously presented lecture
content.

The evidence base for the use of in-
class polls and voting systems is therefore
supported by research literature, within
cognitive psychology, which supports both
the attentional and memorial benefits to
such approaches. As previously stated, the
use of ART has begun to be adopted by
some universities for different reasons, and
we would argue that the attentional and
memorial benefits should be part of these.
However, staff can often face technical dif-
ficulties (e.g., software compatibility, mal-
functioning hardware), organizational dif-
ficulties (e.g., sourcing funding, technical
support) and classroom challenges (e.g.,
distribution/collection of handsets). One
solution to these difficulties is to make
use of online polling software such as
www.polleverywhere.com.

Online polling software allows students
to respond to both multiple-choice and
open response questions using a range of
technological devices. Results can then be
displayed directly in class presentations
in different ways. The first clear advan-
tage of online polling over other compa-
rable methods is that students are able to
give longer and more detailed responses.
Online polling that makes use of devices
such as mobile phones allows students to
provide text as answers, taking advantage
of their own texting skills. This is partic-
ularly beneficial in regards to the effects
of practice testing, in which free recall of
information in response to questions is
thought to be more beneficial over and
above other methods of testing such as
providing cues or “fill in the blank” type
answers (e.g., Glover, 1989; Carpenter and

Delosh, 2006). More elaborate answers
provided in this way also offers the instruc-
tor an opportunity to provide more tai-
lored feedback, with informative feedback
being an essential part of the learning pro-
cess (e.g., Bangert-Drowns et al., 1991).
The results of online polls are also avail-
able to lecturers after the event, allow-
ing them to reflect upon the responses.
Furthermore, the use of online polling
does not require handsets to be handed
out or replaced thus preserving valuable
classroom time for learning activities.

In comparison to other uses of class-
room technology, online polling software
also has the added advantage that it can
adequately address the concerns of more
conservative adopters of technology and is
therefore more viable for wider adoption.
It is widely acknowledged that Faculty can
often be slow to adopt developing tech-
nologies into the classroom and many
would argue rightly so. Common con-
cerns about the adoption of technological
solutions in classrooms include: increas-
ing divisions between students who do
have access to the technology and those
that don’t; continuous innovation in the
absence of an evidence base; and pro-
tecting data privacy (Plesch et al., 2013).
The use of online polls addresses some
of these common concerns that often
underpin resistance to adopting technol-
ogy. Reputable online polls will provide
services in which no information about the
user is kept or tracked allowing students
to engage with the opportunity yet retain
their privacy. Online polling that makes
use of the text facility of mobile phones,
a standard feature of this common tech-
nology, would not fuel divisions in the
same way that making use of tablet com-
puting, or laptops might. Finally, we hope
that the evidence presented here is suffi-
cient for readers to appreciate that whereas
the evidence base for many uses of tech-
nology is developing slowly, the use of
online polling and ART aligns with some
of the evidence drawn from cognitive psy-
chology in respect of memory, learning
and attention. In addition to the atten-
tional benefits of engaging students with
questions, and the memorial benefits of in-
class testing, online polling makes use of
technology that the vast majority of stu-
dents have, respects their privacy, and does
not require an educator to drastically alter
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their pedagogical approach as part of the
process of adoption.

Maintaining student engagement with
lectures against the backdrop of mind-
wandering, inattention and technologi-
cal distraction poses a major challenge
for many teaching staff across the sec-
tor. Ultimately, permitting students the use
of technology in lectures is the lecturer’s
decision. Allowing the use of technology
risks the loss of student attention to non-
lecture based technology usage; alterna-
tively, prohibiting technology usage may
simply increase the amount of mind wan-
dering. A more palatable alternative to
both of these options would be to har-
ness them as lecture-focused technologies
as a means of reinstating attention and
minimizing mind wandering whilst pro-
moting learning and positively harness-
ing student preferences for access to/use
of technology during lectures. While ART
is not a comprehensive “solution” to the
aforementioned issues, we have argued
here that online polling software is ideally
placed to help teaching staff address these
challenges. Of course appeals to engage
students during lectures, using techniques
that help students retain information, and
integrating technology in the classroom
are by no means new methods. In writ-
ing this brief opinion piece our aim was
to bring together some of the key find-
ings from educational literature, attention
literature, memory literature, and wider
debates within the TEL literature, to try
and present an integrated case for this
single practice. Whilst more evidence is
always needed, we are perhaps at a point
now where we should be asking why we
don’t use in-class polling rather than why
we do.
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A BPS Public Engagement Grant was
awarded to the author, with Dr. Carl
Senior of Aston University, to make a series
of films which helped to demonstrate sta-
tistical concepts in psychology using dance
and movement. These films have engaged
students and educators internationally and
across many sectors, not only the intended
psychology students, with over 100,000
collective views on YouTube. Many educa-
tors have remarked upon how they could
use them in their own classes. This paper
reviews the anecdotal and empirical evi-
dence in this area and invites others to
contribute to a discussion of artistic ways
of engaging students, both at university
and more generally.

The response to these pieces has been
surprising, not least because the films have
been so far-reaching and apparently useful
for so many with an interest in statistics.
Blogs and articles by educators show that
students of all ages and from a wide range
of sectors have been introduced to the con-
cepts, from nursery school children who
were encouraged to describe and compare
the dances in very basic terms, to trainee
veterinary surgeons, marketing students,
dancers studying business, nurses, as well
as the expected psychology and social sci-
ence students. Exactly what it is about
the films that makes the concepts more
lucid is unclear and some research in this
area would be welcome. In his “Dance
Lab” at the University of Hertfordshire,
Dr. Peter Lovatt has conducted research
into the effects of participating in and
watching dance. However, little empirical
literature has been published which looks
at dance as a pedagogical tool. A small
amount of literature, as well as anecdotal

evidence suggests that learning in this way
works, at least for some. But why? Stolberg
(2006) discusses a handful of educators
who have successfully communicated sci-
ence through dance and presents some
evidence supporting pedagogies which
include collaborations between dance and
science (see also Hanna, 2001). Keinanen
et al. (2000) looked at studies which
investigated whether “dance instruction”
improved reading skill and found only
small effect sizes. However, McMahon
et al. (2003) found that a dance-integrated
program improved basic reading compre-
hension in first-grade students in com-
parison to a control group. A number of
schemes also exist in primary and sec-
ondary education which utilize movement
and dance in the curriculum. In her dance
classes at Brindishe Green School, Jenny
Powel uses this “embodied learning” to
get pupils thinking about topics in other
areas of the curriculum, and research at
The Place (“LearnPhysical,” Twiner et al.,
2010) and the Open University (Grainger
and Barnes, 2006) suggests that dance can
improve cross-curricular learning (see also
“Human Body, Reading and Tessellation”
and “Dancing in Science” in the Great
Primary Lesson Ideas series by The STEM
Centre, n.d.1,2 ). One paper tested whether

1 National STEM Centre. Human Body, Reading
and Tessellation, from the Great Primary Lesson
Ideas series, Playback Schools., (n.d.). [Video file].
Retrieved December 17th, 2014 from http://www.
playbackschools.org.uk/programme/2015/human-bo
dy-reading-and-tessellation
2 National STEM Centre. Dancing in Science, from
the Great Primary Lesson Ideas series, Playback
Schools., (n.d.). [Video file]. Retrieved December
17th, 2014 from http://www.playbackschools.org.uk/
programme/1351/dancing-in-science

dance and movement improved under-
standing of electrocardiograms in third-
year pharmacy students (Schultz and
Brackbill, 2009). They observed improved
student scores for those who participated
in the dance condition. However, some
said they were out of their comfort zone.
This type of learning isn’t for everyone.

“Statistics” and “dance” aren’t words
that are often uttered in the same sentence.
However, this appears to be changing. The
increasingly popular annual “Dance Your
PhD” competition was started by John
Bohannon who states in his TEDx Brussels
talk entitled “Dance vs. Powerpoint, a
modest proposal” (Bohannon, 2011), that
“dance really can make science easier
to understand,” and that sometimes “the
ideal may be to use no words at all.” There
are a number of organizations specifically
dedicated to the integration of art with
science and maths (for example, Maths
Busking, The SciArt Center, Maths Dance,
Art & Science Journal, Art of Science, Sci
Art and Sci Arts), and there exist annual
prizes for integration and collaboration
in this area (for example, the Art Science
Prize, artscienceprize.org). The popularity
of these approaches suggests that there is
an appetite for this kind of work. Many of
these initiatives are designed for younger
students, with little of this type of initia-
tive available to students in higher edu-
cation. This may not be surprising when
one considers the often quite formal atti-
tude that may be adopted at university.
However, as Eric Stern and Karl Schaffer
claim in their TED talk entitled “Math
Dance” (TEDx Manhattan Beach, 2012)
(Stern and Schaffer, 2012), using move-
ment in the classroom works and is far
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from a distraction. Their interest is the
connection between ideas and movement,
and they state that “embodying the prob-
lem is memorable, social, creative. . . it
makes mathematical ideas accessible,” and
this is certainly supported by the anecdo-
tal evidence surrounding the BPS Dancing
Statistics films. Of course, many lectur-
ers already incorporate embodied learning
in their work. There’s the famous “did
you see the gorilla?” experiment demon-
strating selective attention which is often
re-enacted in cognitive psychology lec-
tures, or the colleague who had a faculty
member don a disguise and “break in” to
the main lecture theater, mid-lecture, run
down the stairs between all 200 students,
cut the lecturer’s tie, throw a custard pie
in his face before escaping in an attempt
to demonstrate the problems surround-
ing eye-witness testimony, and the lecturer
who requests student volunteers to help
demonstrate fMRI machines by spinning
around at the front of the lecture hall.
What seems to work about these exam-
ples is that they are all physical, are often
funny, and are memorable to students;
there was some action, their mates were
involved, it was something different and it
was unexpected.

Demonstrating complex statistics using
dance is not to “sugar coat” the concepts;
the films are not substitutes for lectures.
Rather, the aim is to engage students and
make them think about statistical con-
cepts in different and memorable ways.
Potentially this could take away some of
the fear many psychology undergraduates
experience when faced with this new way
of thinking; there is a saying it’s like learn-
ing Greek when faced with mastering a
challenging topic. In this case it literally is.
And there’s some algebra thrown in there
too for good measure. There may even be
three or four names which describe the
same thing, depending on current trends,
whether you’re reading a US or UK text,
etcetera etcetera. What a minefield. Is it
any wonder psychology students are often
afraid of the mere idea of “statistics” before
they even begin?

One does not passively watch these
films. Rather, the audience is gently guided
through each film and told what to
consider as they watch. This brings an
interactive feel to the pieces, something
students often say is important for their

engagement on a course. Being featured
on the BPS YouTube channel means peo-
ple can watch them anytime on comput-
ers, smart-phones and tablets and means
they can view them anywhere with an
internet connection. Students like the flex-
ibility to study in their own way, at
times that suit them and on their own
devices (any lecturer knows how difficult
it is to get students to use the university
email address rather than their Hotmail
or Gmail ones). Designing teaching meth-
ods which acknowledge this pedagogical
development is crucial if we want to con-
tinue to recruit dynamic and enthusias-
tic students as we may lose them if we
don’t. An increasing number of faculty
members working in higher education are
using social media in their classrooms,
with videos from YouTube (or elsewhere)
being rated as the most valued way of using
social media for teaching (Moran et al.,
2011). Gone are the days of packed lec-
ture theaters and 5 days per week spent
on campus. Much more common now
are distance learning, “webinars,” and vir-
tual learning environments, as well as
the use of technology in the classroom
(Berk, 2009), a development undoubt-
edly influenced by the advancement of
“Web 2.0” (the increasingly collaborative
and social nature of the Internet, O’Reilly,
2005). Berk (2009) suggests that benefits
to learning from using video in teaching
may include generating interest; creating a
sense of anticipation; increasing imagina-
tion; increasing recall of content and flow
of ideas; being inspiring and motivating;
making learning fun, and, perhaps most
relevant here, “decreasing anxiety and ten-
sion on scary topics” (p. 2). Easily available
online resources are increasingly valuable
for this climate. YouTube may be one of the
first places students go to when they need
the answer to a problem (Duffy, 2008).

There are no voiceovers on the Dancing
Statistics films. This was decided ini-
tially to reduce the risk of them sound-
ing like mini-lectures. However, it has
proved doubly-fortuitous as it means they
can be understood without sound. This
is beneficial for both students and lec-
turers as in the latter case they can turn
down the volume and provide their own
commentary. One of the most pleasing
pieces of feedback received was the films
being described as “little meditations:

one has to concentrate, but not that
hard” (personal communication, 2013).
The YouTube comments and “Tweets”
about the films are overwhelmingly posi-
tive, with a sizeable number of them refer-
ring to the fact they explain “stats without
numbers.” In the year since their release,
I have had requests for the captions in
the films to be translated into Hebrew,
French, and Spanish for use in universities
in Israel, Canada and Costa Rica.

A project in the United States, which is
receiving increasing amounts of attention,
aims to engage schoolchildren in urban
areas who are “under-achieving” (Emdin,
2010). The teaching revolves around hip-
hop music and culture, a salient and preva-
lent influence in many of the students’
lives. It is clear that the purpose is to
engage students by connecting with them
at a level which they are comfortable with.
As Emdin states of students learning sci-
ence, “it must be clear that disinterest, lack
of participation, or poor performance is
not the result of an intellectual deficiency,
or an inability to grasp the content. It
is rooted in an inability of educators to
teach a new way” (2010, p. 10). A simi-
lar claim could be made for the teaching
and learning of statistics. This approach is
certainly not about being cool and “down
with the kids,” something that’s usually
embarrassing for all involved. Rather, it is
acknowledging what students can relate to
and using that connection to spark their
interest and engage them in a new way.
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While the factors driving the engagement
of female mature students in the higher
education sector (HE) have been exten-
sively studied, e.g., Carney-Compton and
Tan (2013) little work, if any, has been
carried out examining the factors that
drive engagement of their male counter-
parts. In light of the recent calls by various
government-based think-tanks to expand
the mature student population within HE,
there is an obvious and urgent need to
address this gap in our understanding
(Bekhradnia, 2007; Sastry and Bekhradnia,
2007). Here the experiences of mature stu-
dents at university, and the unique impact
gender may have in influencing their initial
motivation to enter HE, the responsibili-
ties they bear, and the support they enjoy,
are examined. While gender may under-
pin significantly diverse experiences of
men and women at university, such diver-
sity may have implications for the sector
and the subsequent redesign of effective
pedagogy.

Within the UK the Widening
Participation agenda actively promotes
the increased engagement of “non-
traditional” learners in HE, and as such
there has been a sharp increase in the par-
ticipation of older students, with these
mature learners embarking on higher level
learning from a wide range of backgrounds
and bringing with them a breadth of expe-
riences (Thomas, 2001). However the
rapid growth associated with the mature
student population has brought with it a
clarion call to ensure that HE provision
is appropriately redesigned to ensure that
these unique students engage fully with
their learning experience at university.

Such reflection is imperative as engage-
ment as a mature student can have a
transformative impact on the lives of not
just the student but their families as well
(Wainwright and Marandet, 2010). To
this end, a significant amount of research
has explored the impact of family on the
mature student experience, however as
alluded to above, such research focusses
primarily on the experiences of mature
female students, extensively and ostensi-
bly documenting the barriers that women
face in accessing and progressing through
their studies (Edwards, 1993; Reay et al.,
2002; McGivney, 2003). The pervasive
emphasis of understanding the factors that
drive the engagement of female students
is perhaps quite unfortunate, especially in
light of the fact that familial motivations
are now seen as the primary facilitator
for education engagements in male pupils
across the diversity of racial and cultural
boundaries (Kenny and Donaldson, 1991;
Gloria et al., 2005). By and large such work
has been primarily embedded within the
secondary education sector and as these
pupils transition into HE students, it is
likely that the significance of such extrinsic
motivations will remain. Yet surprisingly
little is known of the effects of familial
motivations on male mature student pop-
ulations. While key sociological research in
this area has identified the need for famil-
ial support when encountering a change
in social identity that the mature student
inevitably goes through as they progress
through their respective programmes of
study (Baxter and Britton, 2001), such
work is predominantly focussed on the
experiences of female mature students and

as such research is needed to fully explicate
the experience and the impact, if any, of
family on the male student experience.

The motivation displayed by older
learners to engage with a university pro-
gramme of study has been the focus of a
number of studies which have identified
the vocational drivers for many mature
students, as well as exploring the sense of
unfulfilled potential often borne by those
who opted to return to education (Britton
and Baxter, 1999). While intrinsic motiva-
tion appears to be key in both the decision-
making and subsequent success of older
learners (Murphy and Roopchand, 2003;
McCune et al., 2010), the decision to
return to learning is often generated by
key life transitions, whether situational
events such as unemployment or divorce,
or dispositional aspects of personal satis-
faction; all key influencers on family well-
being. Here, individuals enter HE as a
mechanism to redress the balance in an
unsatisfactory life, both individually and
for their families (Dawson and Boulton,
2000). Motivation may be gendered; male
students are labor-market focussed, with
an aspiration to better provide materi-
ally for their family, while female students
may seek personal improvement to offer
inspirational role models for their chil-
dren (Marks et al., 2003). Recent studies
have further explored the power that edu-
cation has as a tool for social mobility and
inter-generational learning, with mature
learners expressing a desire to promote
higher aspirations in their own children
by embarking on a programme of study
themselves (Wainwright and Marandet,
2010).
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It goes without saying that the transi-
tion to university is not a solitary expe-
rience for the mature student and is one
that does impact the whole family unit
(Kantanis, 2002). Here the various reac-
tions of family, which can range from
encouragement through to mockery, envy
and resentfulness, impact significantly on
the transition of the individuals into their
new role as a mature student. This study
found that the level of support offered was
mediated by the value placed on education
by the immediate family and friends as
well as the understanding of the student’s
motivation for returning to education.
Familial support was further influenced
by the level of disruption that the fam-
ily would incur; indeed, unwillingness in
general to cause change was identified in
a study exploring the reasons for the non-
participation of potential older learners.
where the individual’s reliance on their
informal networks of family and friends
instilled a reluctance to disrupt the status
quo (Fuller and Heath, 2010).

The familial influence on mature stu-
dents is inextricably linked to gendered
roles within the family, notably the tra-
ditionally female role of carer in contrast
to the conventional male role of provider.
Studies have highlighted the barriers and
challenges faced by women with child car-
ing responsibilities (Leppel, 2002). Their
situation has tended to be problematized,
identifying the conflict between the role
of carer and the role of student, with the
two identities at odds with each other
(McGivney, 1999). Arguably men are bet-
ter able to separate their personal and
domestic lives from their academic and
career aspirations with significantly more
support from their partners (Tett, 2000).
The vital importance of support has been
stressed in an extensive study exploring
the “public” and the “private” lives of
female mature students, which found that
the greatest emotional toll was felt by
women with children and an unsupport-
ive family, often compounded by cultural
expectations (Edwards, 1993). The clear
correlation between levels of support, sat-
isfaction, stress and self-esteem suggests
that male students may benefit signifi-
cantly from the higher level of support
they receive, thus impacting their engage-
ment with HE (Norton et al., 1998; Winn,
2002). As is evident, much of this research

on support that men may benefit from is
a little dated; this warrants renewed inves-
tigation, to assess the experiences of male
students today.

The decision to return to learning as
a mature student is significantly medi-
ated by other factors such as cultural and
socio-economic background, the impact
of which is inextricably linked to gen-
der (Baxter and Britton, 2001). Becoming
a student not only challenges traditional
gender roles and identity within the family,
to be in education potentially challenges
traditional male working class identity,
threatening both an individual’s sense of
self and demanding renegotiation of their
relationships with others. Take the find-
ing that perceived social class plays a major
role in the decision to become a mature
student, sociological research shows that
study in HE is not viewed as a working
class activity, but is seen as self-indulgent
and firmly entrenched in the traditional
and masculine gender roles of the provider
(Marks et al., 2003). This is inextricably
linked with the connotations of being be a
“good” parent. While women are deemed
nurturers, offering emotional support for
their offspring, men’s roles are embed-
ded in that of providing for their family
in financial and material terms. Concepts
of masculinity and its relationship with
class and ethnicity can inform working
men’s decisions not to participate in a
programme of study in HE, with the con-
ceptualization of university students in a
framework of negative, middle class mas-
culinity significantly alien to their own
lives (Archer et al., 2001).

For those adults considering return-
ing to education as mature students, the
decision-making process is often based on
a costs and benefits analysis for the family
unit and that may be mediated by gen-
der (Davies et al., 2002). Potential mature
students view the option of higher educa-
tion as an immediate investment of time
and money by not just the individual, but
the family. Any potential benefits are seen
as delayed and uncertain; future rewards
versus debt or unemployment; personal
achievement versus failure; time versus
family and relationship obligations, and
financial implications of supporting a fam-
ily whilst studying (Davies and Williams,
2001). This raises the pertinent question
of the worth of a degree, whether real or

perceived; despite a report by the UK based
University think-thank, the Million+ and
LSE (2013) the rate of return on the invest-
ment of time and money can be vari-
able, and may be influenced by age and
gender. Non-economic benefits are, how-
ever, significant, in the form of intergen-
erational benefits and increased potential
for social mobility of the family, although
mature students may find it more diffi-
cult to gain graduate employment, with a
lower rate of earnings growth and higher
levels of job dissatisfaction, and the con-
sequent impact on their families (Purcell
et al., 2007).

This historical, and perhaps wholly
understandable focus on the experiences
of mature women learners, while illu-
minating the distinct experiences of this
group, nevertheless leaves a gap in our
understanding of the specific nature of
mature men’s experiences of higher educa-
tion, with the danger of making assump-
tions about the changing nature of their
participation based on historical research
on women’s experiences. Such studies that
do exist incorporating the male experi-
ence tend to be rather dated, presenting us
with only a limited understanding of their
world. This has wide-reaching implica-
tions across the sector in how we support
such students through their studies. There
is a clear need to recognize the multiple
identities displayed by male mature stu-
dents; what it is in their decision-making,
their social identity, and their role within
the family, that hinders or underpins their
choices, and how institutions can harness
the positive aspects, diminish the influ-
ence of the impediments, and develop
innovative support mechanisms. Levels of
female participation have escalated across
the HE sector in accordance with the spe-
cific support mechanisms that facilitate
the engagement of female mature stu-
dents. The time is ripe to consider whether
these existing mechanisms are appropriate
for men.
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In this research we claim that teachers’ enthusiasm matters regarding student
engagement in terms of academic cheating. Previous studies found that perceived
enthusiasm of teachers is positively related to the intrinsic motivation of the students.
However, it was less investigated how perceived enthusiasm is related to cheating. In the
first exploratory questionnaire study (N = 244) we found that during the exams of those
teachers who are perceived to be enthusiastic students tend to cheat less. In the second
questionnaire study (N = 266) we took academic motivations into consideration and we
found that the more teachers seem enthusiastic the cheating rate will be lower among
university students. Aggregated teacher enthusiasm was positively related to intrinsic
motivation, negatively related to amotivation, and not related to extrinsic motivation.
Aggregated teacher enthusiasm was directly and negatively linked to cheating and it
explained more variance in cheating than academic motivations together. These results
suggest that teachers’ perceived enthusiasm can be a yet unexplored interpersonal
factor which could effectively prevent academic cheating.

Keywords: teacher enthusiasm, academic motivations, academic cheating

The secret of genius is to carry the spirit of the child into old age, whichmeant never losing your enthusiasm.

Aldous Huxley

Introduction

The word enthusiasm derives from the Greek expression enthousiasmos which means a divine
inspiration. According to its interpretation it refers to the phenomena when a god invades some-
one and it fills this person’s soul with energy who becomes inspired, and who is in rapt or in ecstasy
(“en” means in or into, “theos” means god). Nowadays, effective teachers are described with this
characteristic. In the field of educational psychology, teachers’ enthusiasm can be approached at
least in two different ways (Kunter et al., 2011): first, the behavioral approach refers to stimulating
and energetic instruction practices from an external observer’s point of view as gestures, vocal deliv-
ery, or facial expressions (e.g., Collins, 1978; Sanders and Gosenpud, 1986); the second emphasizes
the internal, subjective experiences (as a personal characteristic) of teachers who are enthusiastic
for teaching and which deals with the teacher’s behavior as a consequence of this internal state
(Kunter et al., 2011).

The diversity of the enthusiasm definition is salient. Considering ten definitions between 1970
and 2013, early authors grasp its behavioral manifestation in terms of demonstrative gestures,
varied intonations, facial expressions, energetic instructions (Rosenshine, 1970; Collins, 1978;
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Bettencourt et al., 1983), later its positive effect on intrinsic
motivation (it appears when a student engages in learning for
the pleasure and satisfaction which is derived from the learn-
ing activity itself, see details below) is emphasized (Patrick et al.,
2000), others describe it as an internal stable affective dispo-
sition which is linked to the motivation of the teacher. More
recently, Kunter et al. (2011) focus on the internal, affective
state of the teacher in terms of intrinsic motivation which pro-
motes active involvement in teaching and leads to high quality
instructional behavior. Keller (2011) similarly to early studies
focuses on the behavior of teacher in terms of lively engaging
presentation of class content and it appears as a personality-like
characteristic which is linked to the competence and emotions
of teachers. Finally, Haerens et al. (2013) conceptualize it as a
positive form of involvement which goes hand in hand with the
teacher engagement in warm interactions. In the present study,
we intend to focus on the externally visible forms of enthusi-
asm instead of the subjective experience of teachers because we
are afraid of social desirability biases and ceiling effect regard-
ing self-reports of teachers concerning their enthusiasm.1 Despite
several educational textbooks claim that one of the keys of effec-
tive teaching is enthusiasm (Wong and Wong, 2001; Stronge
et al., 2004; Brophy, 2006), only a few empirical studies were
carried out to measure the effect of teacher enthusiasm on stu-
dents’ motivations, goals, and classroom behavior. However, all
interpretation of teacher enthusiasm can have beneficial conse-
quences concerning students’ and pupils’ learning-related emo-
tions which are less examined in the literature of educational
psychology than negative forms of learning-related emotions
(Paoloni, 2014). These positive emotions can contribute both
to the commitment to the task and to their stronger intrinsic
motivations.

The Effect of Teacher Enthusiasm
Rosenshine (1970) summarized the most important teachers’
enthusiasm-related studies prior to the 1970s. According to these
early results, the students of those teachers who scored high on
such behaviors as “stimulating”, “energetic”, “mobile”, “enthu-
siastic”, and “animated” have high achievements. Furthermore,
the frequency of teachers’ movement, gestures, variation in voice,
and eye contact were also positively related to the achievement
of pupils. Following this review in the seventies, several exper-
imental studies found that teacher enthusiasm leads to high
achievements of students (Wyckoff, 1973; Williams and Ware,
1976, 1977; Land, 1980). In the following years, several studies

1According to a preliminary study we found significant relationship between
self-reported enthusiasm of social desirability regarding a Hungarian high-school
teacher sample (N = 188) by using Kunter et al.’s (2008) Teacher Enthusiasm Scale
and the B shortened version (Reynolds and Gerbasi, 1982) of Marlowe Crowne
Social Desirability Scale (1960). This social desirability scale correlated relatively
strongly with Kunter et al.’s (2008) both subject enthusiasm scale (N items = 5,
7-point Likert scale, 1 = not at all true, 7 = completely true) referring to
topic-related affected orientation which involves enthusiasm toward the material
(r = 0.316, p < 0.001) and teaching enthusiasm (N items = 5, 7-point Likert scale,
1 = not at all true, 7 = completely true) referring to the enjoyment, pleasure and
enthusiasm regarding the teaching activity (r = 0.421, p < 0.001). Furthermore,
in the case of enthusiasm means—contrary to Kunter et al.’s (2008) results —
ceiling effect was measured (Msubject enthusiasm = 6.5, SDsubject enthusiasm = 0.54;
Mteaching enthusiasm = 6.65, SDteaching enthusiasm = 0.49).

supported these results. Teacher enthusiasm has positive effect
on such outcomes as on-task behavior (Bettencourt et al., 1983),
recall (Stewart, 1989), and test performance (Marlin, 1991). Not
only outcomes, but motivations are also affected by teacher
enthusiasm. Patrick et al. (2000) found that teacher enthusi-
asm is among the most important variables which are related
to students’ intrinsic motivation. These results suggest not only
the link between teacher enthusiasm and student outcomes,
but also the causal effect of enthusiasm on achievements and
motivations.

The question arises: how can teacher enthusiasm have positive
effects on students’ outcomes andmotivations? Keller et al. (2013)
summarize three main potential mechanisms behind the positive
effects of teacher enthusiasm. The first explanation reflects on the
attention-commanding aspects of enthusiastic teacher behavior.
According to Bettencourt et al. (1983) demonstrative gestures,
varied, dramatic body movements, or uplifting vocal delivery can
hold the attention of students more effectively than less enthu-
siastic behaviors. According to the second explanation (Frenzel
et al., 2009), enthusiastic teachers become role models for their
students. In this way teacher enthusiasm helps the students to
adopt the teachers’ attitudes in terms of enjoyment and enthu-
siasm which lead to higher level of learning activity and more
positive feelings toward learning (Brigham et al., 1992). The third
explanation refers to the phenomena of emotional contagion
(Hatfield et al., 1994). Teacher enthusiasm can be transmitted
to students and it has positive effect on students’ achievement
and motivation in which first, the teacher’s non-verbal com-
munication draws the attention of students and second, she/he
as a role model induces enjoyment and excitement regarding
the exercises which lead to positive emotion regarding academic
activities.

On the basis of the previous results enthusiasm has a posi-
tive effect on students’ achievement and their motivation which
can be explained by attention drawing characteristics of enthusi-
astic communication, by the role-model or emotional contagion
theories. However, to our best knowledge previously neither the
link between teacher enthusiasm and student academic cheating,
nor the relationship pattern of teacher enthusiasm and school-
related general motivations were examined. The goal of this
research is declaring such relationships with questionnaire meth-
ods. The goal of the first study is exploring whether teacher
enthusiasm can be related to academic dishonesty of students.
The second, questionnaire study aims to explore the relation-
ship pattern between academic motivations, enthusiasm, and
cheating.

Academic Cheating
According to Brickman (1961) academic cheating reaches back
to ancient times. The first recorded attempts happened in
the ancient China when candidates for civil servants tried to
cheat despite expected punishments for being caught were as
severe as death penalty. Ehrlich et al. (1980, p. 141) defines
cheating in general as behaving “dishonestly or unfairly in
order to win some profit or advantage.” Garavalia et al. (2007)
complement this definition with the intentionality of such
behavior. Hetherington and Feldman (1964) considering the
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intentionality (unplanned vs. planned) of cheating made distinc-
tion between individual (i.e., using crib notes) and collabora-
tive (i.e., whispering) forms of cheating. Furthermore, accord-
ing to a further classification it is possible to distinguish pla-
giarism from exam cheating. While using cheating sheets or
whispering are related to exam cheating, plagiarism refers to
“the theft of words or ideas, beyond the point that would nor-
mally be regarded as general knowledge” (Park, 2003, p. 472).
Considering such classifications in the present study, we focus
on both individual and collaborative forms of intentional exam
cheating.

Academic cheating is a universal phenomenon. It is present
in every level of education (Anderman and Murdock, 2007). We
can see a high prevalence rate among college and university stu-
dents: according to the USA results (McCabe, 2005), 60% of
university students cheated at least once during their academic
career. Similar prevalence can be observed among South Korean
(Park et al., 2013), Chinese (Ma et al., 2013), Hungarian (Orosz
et al., 2013), and Western European (Teixeira and Rocha, 2010)
students.

According to McCabe and Trevino (1997), two main groups
of variables have effect on students’ cheating behavior: individ-
ual (e.g., achievement goals or motivations) and contextual (e.g.,
classroom climate or personality of teachers) factors. Previous
reviews and meta-analyses (McCabe and Trevino, 1997; Whitley,
1998) suggest that contextual factors have larger impact on stu-
dents’ cheating than individual factors. Therefore, we suppose
that teacher enthusiasm as a contextual variable has larger impact
on the cheating behavior than individual differences such as aca-
demic motivations. In the following, firstly, the effect of relevant
cheating-related individual differences (academic motivations);
later the effect of relevant cheating-related contextual (perceived
enthusiasm) variables will be introduced.

Academic Motivations and Cheating
On the basis of the self-determination theory (SDT) of Deci
and Ryan (1985), an intrinsically motivated student engages in
learning for the pleasure and satisfaction which is derived from
the learning activity itself (Deci et al., 1991). From the side
of cheating, Anderman et al. (1998), Jordan (2001), and Orosz
et al. (2013) found that those students who behaved honestly
in exam situations have higher intrinsic motivation than those
who cheated. Furthermore, Orosz et al. (2013) results show
that besides the negative link between intrinsic motivation and
self-reported cheating, intrinsic motivation of high school stu-
dents negatively correlated with acceptance of cheating, positively
related to guilt of cheating, and with the risk of detection of
cheating.

According to Patrick et al. (2000) teacher enthusiasm is
among the most important interpersonal variables which can
have impact on students’ intrinsic motivation: “. . .when a teacher
exhibits greater evidence of enthusiasm students are more likely
to be interested, energetic, curious, and excited about learning.”
(Patrick et al., 2000, p. 233). Therefore, we may suppose that
enthusiastic teaching leads to higher levels of intrinsic motiva-
tion which besides its positive effects on achievement can reduce
the level of cheating.

Extrinsic motivation is related to those goals, which are not
favorable for their pure pleasure, but for the reward and punish-
ments coming along with the purpose (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Deci
et al., 1991). Students who were intrinsically motivated to learn
cheated less, while the extrinsically motivated (e.g., getting a bet-
ter grade to earn a scholarship) cheated more during academic
assignments (Weiss et al., 1993; Anderman et al., 1998; Murdock
et al., 2001). Jordan (2001) found that higher levels of intrinsic
and lower levels of extrinsic motivation resulted in high level of
honesty of students during exams and assignments.

Amotivation occurs when one does not find relationship
between his/her behavior and the experienced consequences.
Therefore, the state of amotivation lacks the intention of any
kind of action related to a certain area. According to some stud-
ies (Harding et al., 2004; Angell, 2006; Orosz et al., 2013; Park
et al., 2013) instead of extrinsic motivation, a general lack of aca-
demic motivation, thus amotivation plays an important role in
determining whether a student would behave dishonestly or not.

On the basis of these studies, we suppose that intrinsic motiva-
tion will be negatively linked to cheating and amotivation will be
positively related to students’ cheating behavior. However, based
on more recent studies (Orosz et al., 2013) with similar samples
regarding extrinsic motivation, we expect no relationship with
academic cheating.

The Effect of Teacher Enthusiasm on
Academic Cheating
According to Genereux and McLeod (1995), the personality of
the teacher influences the frequency of the students’ cheating.
Cheating rate is lower in the case of those teachers who are
perceived as fair and friendly, who are respected by the stu-
dents, and those who provide knowledge in an interesting way.
Furthermore, on the basis of McCabe’s (1999) qualitative study,
secondary school students are more honest during exam if they
perceive their teacher is motivated, friendly, and cares about their
students’ future. The opposite is true if students perceive their
teacher does not care about them and their work. One of them
expressed himself the following way: “A lot of the teachers that
I’ve dealt with are always talking about how they can’t wait to
go home. . . acting like they don’t want to be there. Their job is
to teach me, and if they can’t do that for me, then I’m going
to do what I can to move up in the world. If cheating is what
I have to do, then that’s what I’m going to do.” (McCabe, 1999,
p. 685). According to the results of Murdock et al. (2001) if
students evaluated their teachers’ teaching competencies highly,
their engagement and respect were negatively related to cheating.
Cochran et al. (1999) found that most of the cheaters do not per-
ceive the teacher competent, engaged, and as a good teacher, and
they do not respect her/him. In line with these results, Genereux
and McLeod (1995) also found that the interesting nature of the
class, the moral engagement and the control of teacher influence
students’ attitudes toward cheating.

In sum, perceived characteristics and behavior of teachers
influence students’ inclination in dishonesties. If students see the
teacher competent, motivated, friendly, fair, engaged, and caring,
who gives interesting classes, they tend to cheat less. Furthermore,
this is also true if they respect their teacher. If enthusiasm is
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conceptualized as stimulating and energetic instruction practices
with varied vocal delivery, demonstrative gestures, large body
movements, vibrant facial expression, highly descriptive word
selection, and acceptance of ideas and feelings (Collins, 1978)
we expect that teacher enthusiasm can similarly reduce the incli-
nation in cheating as the above-mentioned characteristics and
behaviors.

Three explanations can be taken into account concerning
the reasons why teacher enthusiasm can reduce cheating behav-
ior of students. According to the first possible explanation, the
verbal and non-verbal cues of enthusiastic teaching can direct
effectively the attention of students to the topics they learn
(Bettencourt et al., 1983). In this way the encoding of the material
requires relatively low effort which leads to better performance
with reduced probability of cheating. According to the second
explanation, enthusiastic teachers can become easily role mod-
els of students (Frenzel et al., 2009). If a student perceives a
teacher as a role-model we can expect that the student does
not want to be unfair with the appreciated teacher by cheat-
ing during an assignment. The third explanation is related to
the emotion contagion theories (Hatfield et al., 1994). On the
basis of this theory the intrinsic motivation of the teacher can
have positive effect on the student’s interest and the heightened
intrinsic motivation of the student will finally lead to decreased
cheating occurrence. The present research intends to explore
whether teacher’s enthusiasm can be negatively related to student
cheating.

Study 1: Teacher Enthusiasm and
Academic Cheating of Students: An
Exploratory Study

Introduction
The first goal of this study was to explore whether university
students can categorize most of their teachers on the basis of their
enthusiastic teaching practices. Furthermore, we intended to use
self-reports in order to retrospectively quantify the occurrence
of cheating among the students of those teachers whose teaching
practices are more or less enthusiastic. We expected that students
self-report less cheating on the exams of teachers who are per-
ceived to be more enthusiastic compared to those teachers who
are perceived less enthusiastic. According to previous studies, we
expect higher self-reported cheating in the case of those teach-
ers who are characterized by less enthusiastic teaching behavior
compared to those whose teaching can be characterized by more
enthusiasm.

Participants
The questionnaire was filled in by 266 Hungarian, full-time uni-
versity students (152 women). The average age of the subjects was
21.48 (SD = 2.37). All of the participants were enrolled, full-time
students of the University of Szeged. The study was conducted in
accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. All procedures were
carried out with the adequate understanding and consent of the
participants and with the approval of University of Szeged.

Measures and Data Analysis
On the first page of the questionnaire, demographic data, such as
gender and age was asked from students. Besides the two demo-
graphical questions, a 13 item scale with closed items were used
which is based on the Sanders and Gosenpud (1986) question-
naire measuring enthusiasm in connection with work. The items
of the survey refer to eye contact, facial expressions, gestures,
body movements, word selection, vocal delivery (pitch, speech
rate etc.) and general energy level. In order to adjust the question-
naire to the Hungarian higher educational context, the original
items were altered and completed. In the final version, the 13
items (see Table 1.) represented typical teaching behaviors. Items
1–6 represented the not enthusiastic behavior of teaching, while
items 7–13 represented the enthusiastic teaching behavior. Each
item could grasp only one aspect of the enthusiastic teaching and
in this way we cannot claim that single items can be reliable and
valid indicator of teacher enthusiasm as a whole. The respon-
dents first decided whether they had a university lecturer from
last year who can be characterized by these given behaviors (they
were instructed to refer to the most typical teacher in case they
had more than one) and then they were instructed to answer
whether they cheated during the given teacher’s exam. Therefore,
students could think of maximum 13 different teachers. We pre-
defined cheating to the students as a behavior which includes
using cheat-sheets, copying, whispering, plagiarism, submitting
the same script in different courses, using unauthorized elec-
tronic equipment, assuming another individual’s identity during
an exam or handing in an essay created by another person. With
this data gathering method we intended to create a questionnaire
which can be filled in quickly (less than 5 min) and without a lot
of effort from the part of the students. Furthermore, we intended
to explore whether students report less cheating concerning the
exams of those teachers whose teaching behavior can be charac-
terized by a special aspect of enthusiasm (items 7–13) compared
to those teachers whose teaching activity can be described by a
special aspect of non-enthusiasm (items 1–6).

The Process of Data Gathering
The participants were informed about the purpose of the
research personally by Psychology BA students. The paper-and-
pencil anonymous measurement was voluntarily filled out at
Klebelsberg Library of the University of Szeged, the respondents
did not get any compensation for the participation. They were
ensured that their responses will be kept confidential. Besides the
verbal information, the questionnaire indicated that it is fully vol-
untary and anonym. The subjects were asked to be as honest as
possible to make sure we get authentic results. The average time
to fill out a questionnaire was 5 min.

Results
The 266 participants could usemost of our descriptions for one of
their former teachers. For details see Table 1. The lowest propor-
tion of students (70.3%) could remember a teacher who highly
varied tone, volume, and excellence articulation, variation from
rapid excited speech to whisper. Moreover, the largest proportion
of students (96.6%) could remember a teacher who maintained
eye contact, paid attention to the students’ reactions, and did
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive data concerning the teacher enthusiasm and self-reported cheating of students.

Items Percentage of students who had a
teacher who can be characterized
with the description (%)

Percentage of students who
cheated during the exam of
this teacher (%)

(1) Standing or sitting in one place during all the course 86.1 66.9

(2) Reading booklets or slides 83.5 56.8

(3) Speaking in simple dialogs, rarely using similes and metaphors, explaining dimly 73.7 55.3

(4) Lethargic, inert, depressed, seems sleepy, and tired 74.4 48.1

(5) Not gesticulate or cramped, making clumsy movements at courses 71.8 28.2

(6) Expressionless face, a little musty or gloomy 78.2 18.8

(7) Dynamic and usually speaks by heart 94.4 15

(8) Maintains eye-contact while avoiding staring, pays attention to student’s reactions 96.6 13.5

(9) Large demonstrative movements, rapid, energetic and natural movements and raises
volume to emphasize

89.1 13.5

(10) Highly varied tone, pitch, volume and cadence, excellence articulation, variations
from rapid excited speech to whisper

70.3 13.5

(11) Highly descriptive, excellent and frequently uses similes and metaphors 84.6 13.2

(12) Energetic, drive and spirit throughout sessions, inspiring 87.6 13.2

(13) Shining face, plays with mimicry and gestures, smiles a lot 82.7 9.4

not stare. Overall, in every case more than 70% of the students
could characterize at least one teacher on the basis of our 13
descriptions which are related to enthusiastic teaching practices.
Furthermore, Table 1 provides information concerning whether
students cheated or not during the teacher’s exams who is char-
acterized by our descriptions. The fewest number of students
(9.4%) reported cheating if the teacher’s teaching practice could
be characterized by shining face, playful mimicry and gestures,
and a lot of smiles. However, when the teacher’s instructional
practices were described as passive in terms of standing or sitting
in one place during the whole course, almost 70% of the stu-
dents reported exam cheating. Similarly high (56.8%) proportion
of respondents reported cheating in cases of those teachers who
read booklets or slides during the lecture. Participants reported
relatively high cheating rate in case of those teachers who spoke in
simple dialogs, rarely used similes and metaphors and explained
dimly (55.3%); and in the case of those who were lethargic, inert,
depressed, sleepy, and tired (48.1%). Concerning self-reported
cheating rate, there is a larger gap between the above mentioned
items and the fifth and sixth items (Not gesticulate or cramped,
making clumsy movements at courses, 28.2%; Expressionless
face, a little musty or gloomy, 18.8%). Contrasting to the first six
items, cheating rate was between 9 and 15% in the case of the
all of five enthusiastic behavior items. In sum, most participants
could find a teacher who can be characterized by these enthu-
siasm dimensions, and visible differences appeared in terms of
cheating between students of those teachers who are character-
ized by enthusiastic traits compared to those who are described
as rather lethargic.

Discussion
The first descriptive study had two main results. First, students
can retrospectively categorize teachers on the basis of the enthu-
siasm dimension of teaching practices. Second, the results suggest
that teacher enthusiasm matters in terms of academic cheating.
Seven times more students reported exam cheating in the case

of those teachers who are standing or sitting during the whole
course compared to those teachers who play with mimicry and
gestures and who smile a lot with a shining face. But four times
more cheating was reported during the exams of those teachers
who read books and slides compared to those who are highly
descriptive, excellent, and use metaphors.

Although the altered version of Sanders and Gosenpud (1986)
measurement appears to be adequate for describing teachers’
enthusiastic behavior, this study has several limitations. First of
all, it is a self-report study which is based onmemory recollection.
These memories can be distorted over time. Second, students
were asked to respond in a dichotomous scale while describing
the teachers and regarding cheating, as well. A more refined con-
tinuous measurement would allow refined statistical analyses and
it would allow the examination of the factor structure of the used
enthusiasm scale. Third, in this case they could report cheating
behavior in a generalized way including plagiarism, individual,
and collaborative exam cheating, etc. A more detailed measure-
ment could be useful for further analyses. Fourth, the used sample
was not representative in any respect. Fifth, we did not measure
the mediating effect of any potential variables.

The following study will challenge some of these limitations.
Namely, Study 2 will provide the possibility to measure differ-
ent forms of self-reported cheating behavior in a continuous and
not in a dichotomous way. It allows in-depth statistical analyses
regarding both internal structure of the used scales and their rela-
tionship patterns. Furthermore, in Study 2, students are allowed
to estimate the proportion of their teachers who can be described
with the enthusiastic behaviors above mentioned. Finally, in
Study 2, we can explore the mediating effect of academic moti-
vations between perceived aggregated teacher enthusiasm and
self-reported cheating.

Conclusion
This study showed that teacher enthusiasm appears to be a rel-
evant instructional behavior in reducing cheating behavior of
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students which requires further, in-depth correlational and exper-
imental examination.

Study 2: The Link between Teacher
Enthusiasm, Academic Motivations
and Academic Cheating

Introduction
Several studies investigated the relationship between cheating
and academic motivation. Regarding teacher enthusiasm, it is
considered to be one of the most important aspects of teach-
ing (Brophy and Good, 1986). Patrick et al. (2000) found that
by being enthusiastic, teachers can enhance students’ intrin-
sic motivation. Moreover, if students considered their classes
interesting (which is one of the cornerstones of intrinsic moti-
vation), they cheated less (Pulvers and Diekhoff, 1999). Orosz
et al. (2013) also concluded that intrinsic motivation can
greatly reduce the possibility of cheating. Therefore, it would
be possible to reduce the amount of academic dishonesty by
putting emphasis on the intrinsic value of learning instead of
emphasizing the importance of good grades (Tibbetts, 1999;
Meece et al., 2006).

The main goal of the present study is to investigate whether
teachers’ perceived enthusiasm or academic motivation directly
or indirectly—through academic motivations—influences stu-
dents’ self-reported academic cheating. On the basis of the studies
mentioned above, we assume that aggregated teacher enthusiasm
can reduce cheating through enhancement of the interest and
intrinsic motivation of students or it might be possible that it
has a motivation independent effect also on students’ cheating
behavior. If a student has a lot of enthusiastic teacher the fre-
quency of cheating is lower considering all exams at the end of
the semester. Enthusiastic teachers can create a more stimulat-
ing teaching environment (Kunter et al., 2008) and the verbal
and non-verbal cues of the teaching behavior can direct the
attention of the students to the given subject (Bettencourt et al.,
1983) and it might be possible that students can more easily
encode the material during the class, thus they will need less
efforts and learning in order to resolve exam exercises which
can finally lead to lower cheating rates. Furthermore, it is also
possible that enthusiastic teachers are perceived as role mod-
els by the students (Frenzel et al., 2009) and students do not
want to be unfair with their role models by cheating during the
assignment of someone they highly appreciate. If a student has
several enthusiastic teachers (s)he does not intend to be unfair
with these teachers in terms of cheating. However, if we con-
sider the emotional contagion theories (Hatfield et al., 1994),
it might be possible that the intrinsic motivation of teachers
raises the interest of students in a given material and this way
the intrinsic motivation will mediate between teacher enthusi-
asm and lower cheating rates. Consequently, students will make
more efforts and spend more time with learning if they have
a lot of enthusiastic teachers and as a consequence of this
behavior, students will cheat less as a whole at the end of the
semester.

First, (H1) we assume that if a student has a lot of teachers who
are perceived to teach enthusiastically this higher proportion has
a direct negative effect on academic dishonesty. Such teachers ori-
ent the attention of students during class activities (Bettencourt
et al., 1983), hence students can more deeply encode the mate-
rials during class and they have to make less effort after school
in order to learn the material. Another explanation for the direct
negative link between aggregated teacher enthusiasm and student
cheating is related to the more salient unfairness of cheating at a
class with a teacher who is a role model due to her/his enthusias-
tic teaching behavior compared to others who are not perceived
as role models (Frenzel et al., 2009).

Besides the direct relationships, (H2) we suppose that aggre-
gated teacher enthusiasm (high proportion of enthusiastic
teachers) can influence students’ cheating behavior indirectly
through their academic motivations. Previous studies found that
higher intrinsic motivation reduces cheating, while amotivation
increases it. In the present study we expect this relationship
pattern (H2a). Regarding the link between students’ cheating
and extrinsic motivation, previous results are more ambiguous.
In line with previous Hungarian results (Orosz et al., 2013),
we expect no relationship between extrinsic motivation and
cheating (H2b).

Considering the emotional contagion explanations, if the
teacher is enthusiastic, the students’ intrinsic motivation will
increase (Hatfield et al., 1994) which will lead to lower cheat-
ing rates (Weiss et al., 1993; Anderman et al., 1998; Murdock
et al., 2001; Orosz et al., 2013). We expect this mediated rela-
tionship pattern (H2c). However, to our best knowledge no prior
results were found regarding the link between amotivation of stu-
dents and teacher enthusiasm. However, we expect a negative link
between amotivation and perceived and we expect that amotiva-
tion is positively related to students cheating based on the results
of previous studies (Harding et al., 2004; Angell, 2006; Orosz
et al., 2013; Park et al., 2013). Therefore, we expect this mediated
relationship pattern (H2d).

Materials and Methods
Participants
Three hundred and forty two university students (M = 224,
F = 116) participated in the study. The respondents’ age was
between 18 and 41 years; the average age was 22.11 (SD = 2.53).
The students’ GPAwas 4.03 (SD= 0.70) in the previous semester.
Regarding the education level of parents, 6.2% of mothers have
a primary level of education, 48.2% the secondary-level, 42.9%
have a college or university degree, while 2.6% of the moth-
ers have other qualifications. Regarding the fathers, 5.6% have
a primary level of education, 57.6% a secondary-level, 34.1%
have a higher-education degree, while 2.6% of the fathers have
other qualifications. Participants were informed about the con-
tent of the questionnaire, e.g., academic motivation, teachers’
enthusiasm, and academic dishonesty. Respondents volunteered
for the study and did not receive compensation for participa-
tion; moreover, students were assured of their anonymity. The
research was conducted with an online questionnaire, filling this
out lasted approximately 10 min, students were asked to respond
as honestly as possible.
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Variables and Measures
The first page of the questionnaire included demographic data
regarding age, gender, qualifications of parents, and GPA from
their last semester. The next section was intended to measure
the academic motivation of the students. We used the Hungarian
version (Orosz et al., 2013) of Vallerand et al.’s (1992) Academic
Motivation Scale (AMS) for university samples. This scale was
created to measure academic motivation at contextual level.
The items appear as answers to the following question: Why
do you go to college? This shorter version of AMS contained
three factors: amotivation, extrinsic, and intrinsic motivation.
The response choices for these items were rated on a 7-point
Likert scale (1 = does not correspond at all; 2–3 = corresponds
a little; 4 = corresponds moderately; 5–6 = corresponds a lot;
and 7 = corresponds exactly). The reliability in terms of inter-
nal consistency was acceptable (αintrinsic motivation to know = 0.86;
αextrinsic motivation external regulation = 0.80; αamotivation = 0.87).

The second questionnaire measured academic cheating. We
used the slightly modified Hungarian version of McCabe and
Trevino’s (1993) Academic Dishonesty Scale, which contained 10
items. The respondents had to rate each item using a 5-point
Likert scale (1 = ”never”; 2 = ”one or two times”; 3 = ”three–five
times”; 4 = ”six–ten times”; 5 = “more than 10 times”) and had
to indicate how many times they used different forms of cheat-
ing in the previous semester. The reliability in terms of internal
consistency was acceptable (αcheating = 0.84).

In the next section, we aimed to measure perceived aggregated
enthusiasm of teachers using Sanders and Gosenpud’s (1986)
work-enthusiasm questionnaire, which contains 13 items. We
used the same items as in the Study 1 (see Table 1.). However,
students rated differently these items: they were instructed to
indicate on an 11-point scale that out of 10 teachers how many
of their teachers can be characterized on the basis of each item
concerning their enthusiastic teaching behavior during class (0
– none of them, 1 – 1 out of 10, etc.). Therefore, in this
case we measured the proportion of teachers concerning each
item they have by using the modified version of Sanders and
Gosenpud’s (1986) enthusiasm scale—interpreting it as an aggre-
gated perceived enthusiasm. This sort of measurement can allow
the investigation of the relationship pattern of the enthusiasm
items (i.e., if a student has a lot of enthusiastic teachers she/he
will give consequently higher scores in the case of items 7–
13 and lower scores in the case of items 1–6). We chose this
unusual form of measurement for two reasons. First, the AMS
grasps academic motivations (Vallerand et al., 1992) and the
McCabe and Trevino Academic Dishonesty Scale (McCabe and
Trevino, 1993) grasps cheating in a contextual, school level (see
Vallerand andRatelle, 2002). This contextual levelmeans that stu-
dents fill out the questionnaire concerning not specific classes
but at the level of school. Concerning AMS students reply to
the question of AMS “Why do you go to school?”; concerning
the used cheating scale they report overall cheating concern-
ing last semester. Dissimilarly to previous studies (Kunter et al.,
2008, 2013) we did not intend to ask teachers’ self-reports con-
cerning their own enthusiasm (see Footnote 1). Furthermore,
dissimilarly to other research (Patrick et al., 2000) we did not
intend to ask students perceived enthusiasm at a lower, more

situational level by asking the perceived enthusiasm of specific
teachers during specific courses because it would have been
incompatible with the measurement level of both the AMS and
the McCabe and Trevino’s cheating measure. The second rea-
son is the following. If we measure teacher enthusiasm at a
course-specific (or teacher-specific) level we should also do the
same with the motivations and the cheating. We were afraid
of the lack of reliability of the student responses if we ask
them about their course specific cheating. Very probably, stu-
dents would be very suspicious if they are asked concerning
whether they turned in work done by someone else concern-
ing their Introduction to psychology course. Despite cheating
occurrence per semester is high in Hungary (Orosz et al., 2013),
very probably if cheating is asked concerning specific courses,
problems of social desirable responding would appear in a much
larger extent compared to the case if students are asked about
their aggregated frequency of cheating concerning their last
semester. In the case of this sort of measurement the reliabil-
ity in terms of internal consistency was high regarding both
enthusiastic items (αitems7−13 = 0.92) and non-enthusiastic items
(αitems1−6 = 0.86).

The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki. All procedures were carried out with the adequate
understanding and consent of the participants and with the
approval of Eötvös Loránd University.

Data Analysis
The statistical analyses were performed by the SPSS version 15
and Amos version 17. Path analyses were conducted on covari-
ance matrices, and the solutions were generated by ML estima-
tion. Based on Brown (2012), several goodness of fit indices were
included: chi-square degree of freedom ratio (chi-square/df),
comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI),
and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA).
Following Hu and Bentler’s (1999) suggestions, acceptable model
fit was defined by the following criteria: CFI (≥0.95), TLI (≥0.95)
and RMSEA (≤0.06).

Results
To our best knowledge, no previous studies examined the joint
impact of teachers’ enthusiasm and students’ academic motiva-
tion in relation to academic cheating. Therefore, we intended
to explore how teachers’ enthusiasm and the different types of
academic motivation are connected to students’ academic cheat-
ing. Moreover, we intended to investigate the direct and indi-
rect influence of the observed variables. We expected, on the
basis of the correlations and the theoretical background, that
the exploratory path model would reveal (1) the direct effect of
teachers’ enthusiasm and lack of enthusiasm on students’ aca-
demic cheating behavior, and (2) the indirect effects of aggregated
teacher enthusiasm and lack of enthusiasm through students’
academic motivation to students’ academic dishonesty.

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to explore the
relationship pattern of academic cheating, students’ academic
motivation, and the perceived aggregated enthusiasm of teachers.
Parcels were used as indicators of academic cheating and aggre-
gated teacher enthusiasm, because the variables contained too
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many items. We found justifiable using parcels because the scales
(academic cheating and enthusiasm) were theoretically unidi-
mensional (Bandalos and Finney, 2001). Furthermore, previous
studies used this method can be used in the case if there are
several latent variables (i.e., Carbonneau et al., 2008).

We used factorial algorithm on the basis of Rogers and Schmitt
(2004). In this algorithm we computed parcels on the basis of
exploratory factor analysis which resulted in factor loadings. In
the case of both the academic cheating measure and the enthu-
siasm measure each parcel sequentially took up the items with
the highest to the lowest factor loadings by alternating the direc-
tion of item-choosing turns through the parcels. For cheating,
we aggregated Items 6 and 3 into Parcel 1, Items 9 and 7 into
Parcel 2, Items 10 and 2 into Parcel 3, Items 5 and 8 into Parcel 4
and Items 4 and 1 into Parcel 5. The teachers’ enthusiasm vari-
able contains two components: one of the components refers
to teachers’ enthusiastic behavior; the other refers to teachers’
non-enthusiastic behavior. For the enthusiasm component, we
aggregated Items 9 and 7 into Parcel 1, Items 12 and 8 into
Parcel 2 and Items 13, 10 and 11 into Parcel 3. For the non-
enthusiasm component, we aggregated Items 5 and 1 into Parcel
1, Items 4 and 2 into Parcel 2 and Items 3 and 6 into Parcel 3. The
non-enthusiastic component was represented more (β = 0.56,
p < 0.001) in the total teachers’ enthusiasm factor, while the
enthusiastic factor explained a smaller amount of the variance of
it (β = –0.32, p < 0.001).

Several models were tested.2 Here, only the final best fit-
ting model is presented in Figure 1 with standardized estimates.

2Alternative models are available upon request.

According to the final model [χ2 (130, N = 340) = 309.635,
p < 0.001 (χ2/df = 2.382), CFI = 0.948, TLI = 0.939,
RMSEA = 0.064], only lack of teachers’ perceived enthusiasm
(β = 0.45, p < 0.001) had direct effect on self-reported academic
cheating (R2 = 20.0%). Furthermore, lack of teacher enthusi-
asm had a direct effect on both intrinsic motivation (β = –0.51,
p < 0.001) and amotivation (β = 0.67, p < 0.001). However,
neither motivation mediated the effect of teacher enthusiasm
concerning students’ cheating. These results are in line with our
first hypothesis (H1): namely, teachers’ perceived enthusiasm
has a direct effect on self-reported cheating. However, the sec-
ond hypothesis (H2) was not confirmed because neither intrinsic
motivation, nor amotivation had a direct effect. Furthermore, in
line with previous results, extrinsic motivation was not linked
to cheating and it was also unrelated to teachers’ enthusiasm.
In sum, the more teachers are perceived enthusiastic the less
cheating is reported among university students.

Discussion
This exploratory study investigated whether lack of teachers’
perceived enthusiasm could have an effect on academic cheat-
ing. Our results suggest that without the mediation of academic
motivations, the number of teachers who are perceived to be
enthusiastic is negatively related to cheating rates. This effect
could have multiple explanations. First, based on Frenzel et al.’s
(2009) explanation, we can assume that enthusiastic teachers
can serve as role models for students. Therefore, when students
decide about cheating or being honest during an assignment, they
are more likely to choose honesty, because they might consider

FIGURE 1 | Results of the structural equation modeling. Statistical significance: ∗∗∗p < 0.001; n.s., not significant result; TK, to-know; AM, amotivation; PTE,
perceived teacher enthusiasm; PTNE, perceived teacher non-enthusiasm; AC, academic cheating.
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cheating against that teacher unfair. If they have a lot of enthu-
siastic teachers they will cheat less during the exams. Another
possible explanation is that teachers with enthusiastic behavior
can orient the attention to the material more easily (Bettencourt
et al., 1983), thus the students can learn it during class. If they can
learn the material more easily thanks to the enthusiastic teaching
behavior of the teacher, they have to study less for the exam (they
have to make less effort) in order to get an appropriate result,
which can finally lead to lower cheating rate.

Our second goal (H2) was to identify the possible indi-
rect effects of the lack of teachers’ enthusiasm on students’
academic cheating behavior through the academic motivations
of the students3. Interestingly, (H2a and H2b) no link has
been found between the different types of motivation and
self-reported academic cheating. Orosz et al. (2013) found
that extrinsic motivation is not related to cheating, whereas
intrinsic motivation and amotivation correlated with cheating.
Harding et al. (2004), Angell (2006), and Park et al. (2013)
also found that amotivation is an important predictor of cheat-
ing. Our analysis confirms that extrinsic motivation does not
have any influence on cheating which means that the rela-
tionship between the two constructs does not appear to be
as clear as previous studies (Weiss et al., 1993; Anderman
et al., 1998; Murdock et al., 2001) have found. However, con-
trary to previous results (Orosz et al., 2013), we found that
neither intrinsic motivation, nor amotivation had a signifi-
cant direct effect on academic cheating if we include teacher
enthusiasm in the same model. The consensus regarding links
between academic motivations and academic cheating seems
to be widespread (Anderman and Murdock, 2007). However,
aggregated teacher enthusiasm might be one of the important
background interpersonal variables behind intrapersonal moti-
vations such as amotivation or intrinsic motivation. This result
is in line with McCabe and Trevino’s (1997) claim that con-
textual elements are more important than individual ones in
the context of academic cheating and it is also compatible with
Whitley’s (1998) meta-analysis which pointed out that individual
factors are less important than interpersonal, situational predic-
tors.

On the other hand, (H2c and H2d) teachers’ lack of enthu-
siasm had a negative direct effect on intrinsic motivation
and a positive direct effect on amotivation. These results can
be explained by the emotional contagion theories (Hatfield
et al., 1994). According to our results encountering a lot
of enthusiastic, intrinsically motivated teachers can raise the
interest of the students in a given material and this way
it increases their intrinsic motivation. However, besides the
motivation-related beneficial effect of teacher enthusiasm, cheat-
ing is not only decreasing because of the heightened intrin-
sic motivation but also other reasons which require further
investigations.

3As noted previously, it is possible that with their enthusiastic behavior, teachers
can increase students’ intrinsicmotivation (Patrick et al., 2000).Moreover, students
with increased intrinsic motivation are likely to cheat less than their extrinsically
motivated or amotivated classmates (Anderman et al., 1998; Murdock et al., 2001;
Orosz et al., 2013).

It is important to note that similarly to other research, this one
also has limitations. First, we have to mention that it is a cross-
sectional study. Respondents had to answer through the Internet
which can always raise questions about the real identity of the
respondent. However, on the other side, it can reduce the social
desirability bias. Second, we measured only one type of media-
tor variable in terms of academic motivations. However, further
studies should explore other relevant teaching-related variables.
Teacher enthusiasm may involve diverse teacher characteristics.
In order to separate these characteristics from teacher enthusi-
asm it would be fruitful to discriminate enthusiasm from such
behaviors. One of these characteristics might be mastery-oriented
teaching. In further studies it would be important to measure sep-
arate effect of perceived mastery-oriented teaching from teacher
enthusiasm. Moreover, we have no information about the incom-
pletion rate. Students of different institutions have participated in
this research but the sample is not representative to the country as
it only includes university students, but not elementary and high
school students. It also has to be mentioned that both the AMS
and the scale measuring teachers’ enthusiasm might need further
evaluation and examination.

Furthermore, different forms of cheating could be separated in
future studies, for instance copying from other students, plagia-
rism or usage of cheat sheets. It would be useful to reveal what
other teacher-related factors—both individual and contextual—
could possibly influence students’ academic dishonesty and how
they exert their influence on this variable. Furthermore, it is pos-
sible that not only very visible forms of enthusiasm matter. Our
scale included very salient behavioral forms of teacher enthusi-
asm.However, more tacit cues could be as important as the visible
ones.

Conclusion
The lack of teacher enthusiasm appears to diminish the effect of
academic motivations on students’ self-reported cheating behav-
ior. Simultaneously, relatively strong negative link was found
between the number of not enthusiastic teachers and the students’
intrinsic motivation and similarly strong positive link was found
between amotivation and the low number of enthusiastic teach-
ers. Consequently, this study showed that if a student has a very
few enthusiastic teachers, (s)he will not only have reduced intrin-
sic motivation, but (s)he might more easily become amotivated.
Besides all of these negative consequences, these students also
report higher cheating rate. These results are in line with previous
reviews and meta-analyses (McCabe and Trevino, 1997; Whitley,
1998) which claim that situational and interpersonal variables
are more important regarding student cheating than individual
differences such as academic motivations.

General Discussion

Many predictors of academic cheating were explored previously
(Whitley, 1998). These predictors can be categorized into three
main categories: individual differences, situational and interper-
sonal variables, and cultural effects (Orosz, 2010). During several
years among intra-individual variables academicmotivations and
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academic goals were examined as key predictors of cheating
(Anderman and Murdock, 2007). According to Whitley’s (1998)
meta-analysis, situational and interpersonal variables appeared
to have the largest effect on cheating. Among these variables we
can emphasize the role of teacher who creates a given context
in which cheating can appear. Besides individual differences and
situational (interpersonal) variables, only a few empirical studies
examined systematically the effect of culture on cheating behav-
ior (Grimes, 2004; Teixeira and Rocha, 2010). These broader
societal-level value-related variables can also influence the sit-
uational level, and consequently the behavior of teacher, which
provides the proximal context of cheating. In the first study, on
the basis of self-reports we found that teacher enthusiasm as a
situational (interpersonal) variable matters in academic cheating.

Previous studies showed that the student–teacher relation-
ship has to be taken into account in relationship with academic
cheating. Students cheat less if the teacher is perceived to be
friendly, motivated, engaged, and who gives an interesting lec-
ture (Genereux andMcLeod, 1995;McCabe, 1999;Murdock et al.,
2001). If we take a closer look on the Enthusiasm items gener-
ated on the basis of Sanders and Gosenpud (1986) the dimension
of friendliness (including reversed items) appears in items 3(R),
4(R), 6(R), 8, 11, and 13; motivation or its opposite appears
in items 4(R), 6(R), 7, 9, 12, and 13; engagement appears in
all items, and interesting lecture appears in items 3(R), 7, 8,
and 11. Therefore, teacher enthusiasm can be a compound of
these previously explored variables which has negative effect on
cheating.

All of the above-mentioned teacher characteristics and behav-
ior is linked to students’ academic motivation and their aca-
demic goals. Previous studies found that intrinsic motivation and
mastery goal orientation negatively related to cheating (Weiss
et al., 1993; Anderman et al., 1998; Pulvers and Diekhoff, 1999;
Wryobeck and Whitley, 1999; Jordan, 2001; Anderman and
Murdock, 2007). Whereas, some studies showed that extrinsic
forms of motivation are positively related to cheating (Anderman
and Murdock, 2007), others—similarly to the present results
(H2b)—found no link between cheating and extrinsic motivation
(Orosz et al., 2013). Only a few study examined the link between
amotivation and cheating and they found positive link between
this form of motivation and self-reported cheating (Orosz et al.,
2013). As Anderman and Murdock (2007) showed that student
motivations do not exist in a vacuum, but in a certain classroom
climate. This climate can be affected fundamentally by the enthu-
siasm of the teachers. Study 2 showed that the more enthusiastic
teachers students have, the less they cheat (H1). Furthermore,
if students see the most of their teachers enthusiastic they are
intrinsically motivated (H2a) and they are not amotivated (H2a).
Therefore, in line with previous results (Patrick et al., 2000)
teacher enthusiasm is among the most important variables which
are linked to students’ intrinsic motivation: the number of enthu-
siastic teachers explains a relatively large amount of variance of
both intrinsic motivation and amotivation.

However, on the basis of the results of Study 2 we could see
that link between aggregated teacher enthusiasm and academic
cheating is not mediated by either intrinsic motivation (H2c)
or by amotivation (H2d). (Neither cheating, nor aggregated

enthusiasm was related to extrinsic motivation.) In the present
model, the lack of link between motivation and cheating can be
attributed to a background variable (overall enthusiasm of teach-
ers) which appears to be one of the important sources of student
motivation, and which diminishes the link between motivations
and cheating. The question arises: what can be the mechanism
through perceived aggregated enthusiasm explains directly 20
percent of the variance of students’ cheating. Keller et al. (2013)
mention three main explanations: the attention commanding one
(Bettencourt et al., 1983), the role-model one (Frenzel et al.,
2009), and the enthusiasm contagion one (Hatfield et al., 1994).
The first and second studies can hardly define the unique role
of these explanations. Taking into account the content of enthu-
siasm items, enthusiastic teachers can draw the attention of
students, they can be role models, and the contagion can also
occur. Possibly, all of these effects can simultaneously lead to
less cheating. Besides these effects it is possible that enthusias-
tic teachers behave differently not only during courses but during
exams compared to less enthusiastic teachers. It is possible that
enthusiastic teachers survey more carefully exams, update the
exam questions year by year, ask more questions during exams
which need more thinking and less material to memorize, and
they can create other ways exam situations (by providing sitting
order) in which students can hardly cheat. In sum, it is possible
that enthusiastic teachers do their best not only during class but
during exams, as well. Besides these explanations it is possible that
enthusiastic teachers are also perceived as teachers whomake a lot
efforts in order to do their best during classes (and exams), stu-
dents might feel unfair cheating against some who does his/her
job conscientiously. In sum, further studies are needed in order
to separate how the above mentioned mechanisms of teacher
enthusiasm influence cheating. The background variable behind
motivations can be the teacher enthusiasm. However, it is pos-
sible to suppose that behind perceived enthusiasm exam-related
specific behaviors can be supposed which can be explained by
“classical” interpersonal variables as risk of detection, expected
punishment, or sitting order, etc.

It was an Eastern-European research. According to previous
results (Grimes, 2004; Teixeira and Rocha, 2010; Orosz et al.,
2013) in Eastern-European countries cheating rates are higher
compared to other Western European countries, US students
and Asian students. Therefore, potential variables which have
impact on academic cheating can be culture-specific. Maybe in
other cultures perceived enthusiasm has smaller or larger effect
on cheating than in the Eastern-European context. Further cross-
cultural examination is needed in order to explore these effects.
Maybe perceived teacher enthusiasm can be dissimilar in differ-
ent cultures which is linked to the teachers’ own evaluation on
their societal-level reputation or socioeconomic status. Maybe in
such countries where teachers are less overloaded, they appear to
be more enthusiastic than in countries in which they have more
compulsory work.

Besides the culture-specificity, several limitations can be men-
tioned regarding the two studies. The first study was based on
self-reports, it was based on perceived enthusiasm which derives
from the evaluation of students. In this study one item indicated
only one teacher. Furthermore, their responses relied on their
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memory recollection from last year. There might be distortion
concerning the details. Despite the potential distortions, it seems
that the magnitude of self-reported cheating occurrence differ-
ences were visible. Finally, the first study was descriptive which
without in-depth statistical analysis provided only guidelines for
further research. The second study was also based on self-reports.
Regarding the pathmodel, in the analysis we used parcels in order
to reduce the complexity of the model. We used the three fac-
tor version of Vallerand et al.’s (1992) the AMS which showed
good model fit in the case of previous Hungarian studies (Orosz
et al., 2013). Similarly to the first study, we did not have data
from self-perception of teachers which could allow measuring
the discrepancies between how students perceive their teachers
enthusiasm and how teachers perceive their own enthusiasm.
We did not measure either in the first or in the second study
directly the cheating behavior of the students. Finally, study two
provided aggregated information concerning both several teach-
ers and several forms of teaching. This study does not provide
information concerning the effect of specific forms of cheating
during the exams of specific teachers, but an overall evaluation
in terms of perceived enthusiasm climate and various forms of
cheating.

The present research has two main practical implications.
If students have many enthusiastic teachers they cheat less.
Furthermore, similarly to other studies, perceived aggregated
teacher enthusiasm is positively related to intrinsic motivation
and negatively related to amotivation. Consequently, it is impor-
tant to keep teachers enthusiastic concerning their subject and
instructional activities. It is especially true if we keep motivated

the whole teaching staff. Despite its powerful positive impact, to
our best knowledge no prior study examined the long term effect
of enthusiasm specific interventions.

Conclusion

The present research aimed to measure the effect of teacher
enthusiasm on self-reported cheating. The results suggest that
aggregated teacher enthusiasm is related to self-reported aca-
demic cheating independently from motivations (intrinsic moti-
vation, extrinsic motivation, amotivation). The questionnaire
results support the main conclusion which is enthusiasm mat-
ters in cheating. However, the underlying mechanisms through
which enthusiasm reduce cheating is still unexplored. Further
studies are required in order to support the relevance of the three
main (and other alternative) hypothesis (attention command,
role-model, contagion). Further research is needed to explore
the further potential positive effects of enthusiasm interventions
among teachers and other professionals.
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