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ABSTRACT 

This study explored the academic experiences of two groups of first-year students 

in university, one in the arts and one in the science. who participated in a 

residential-based learning community program. Using qualitative and cntical analysis of 

in-depth student interviews conducted over a fa11 and winter semester, 1 constmcted their 

world as implied fiom their stories and narratives. From this vantage point, I investigated 

how students as novice learners negotiated their role as leamers; the belief systems they 

brought with them to minimize academic nsk; their coping strategies in a 12 week 

semestered system; and the tacit theories they acquired within their day-to-day 

educational expenences. A number of themes emerged nom the research: students 

intentionally minimizing faculty contact until they developed 'worthiness'; learning as 

'teacher pleasing'; disciplinary leaming differences between the arts and sciences 

students; and a grade orientation that influenced what and how students learned. 

Within the broader political, ideological, and cultural framework of the university, 

1 identified student patterns of accommodation, resistance, silence and submission in 

negotiating their roles as leamers. By cntiquing the academic side of univenity life as 



students experienced it and lived it as a community of learnea, 1 exposed the tensions, 

contradictions, and paradoxes that emerged. I revealed the points of disjuncture that came 

from competing discourses within the university for these students: the discourse of 

community, the discourse of collective harmony, and the discourse of the market place. 

... 
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incurred to the many individuals who provided guidance, inspiration, and support in their 

research and in their lives. Each one is a story, providing a small persona1 glimpse into 
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how dif'ficult it is to recognize in a meaningful way those who have guided and supported 
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support, advice, a cup of tea, or a listening ear. That I do not specifically mention their 

names, does not mean that they have gone unnoticed in my thoughts. 

I thank the members of my thesis cornmittee. Each one has contributed uniquely 

to this work: to lamie-Lynn Magnusson, my advisor, for encouraging me not to settle for 

what was cornfortable and safe, and for her patience while 1 found my voice for my study; 

io Linda Muzzin, whose quest for clarity in my writing and thinking enhanced the final 
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manuscript, and to Joel Weiss, for his interest and suggestions at the final stage of my 

wri ting . 

I also want to acknowledge the help and support from my colleagues in The 

Learning Commons. You were a sounding board for me to sort out ideas and conceptual 

themes; inquired regularly as to my progress; and provided ongoing encouragement. Your 

understanding. when 1 was ai times preoccupied with my research, has been most 

appreciated. 

1 have been most fortunate to have had two mentors who gave me inspiration and 

strength. To Nancy Bailey whom 1 worked with as Co-Director of the University College 

Project, and Peggy Patterson who "showed me the way," thank you for your faith in my 
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education. Their regular inquines about the status of this study, showed me that they 

cared. 

Finally, my deepest gratitude and indebtedness go to my husband Harold and 

sons, Ben and Sam. Thank you for adjusting your lives in a way that made i t  possible for 

me to complete tliis research. Your love and support have been instrumental in helping 

me to stay focussed throughout my doctoral studies. 

In closing, 1 dedicate this research to the students in the study whom 1 owe deep 

gratitude and to the students entering univenity who will corne after them. You gave so 

willing of your time and allowed me to enter into your lives, sharing your stones and 
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CHAPTER 1 

A JOURNEY INTO PARADOX 

Introduction 

This is a joumey into paradox, a joumey fiaught with ambiguity, contradictions, 

uncertainties and feu. This is also a shared joumey, mine and that of the students in my 

study, who were participating in a residential-based leaming community program in their 

first year at univenity. In this study, I sought to understand what the academic side of 

university life looked like to these students as they expenenced it and lived it as a 

cornrnunity of leamers. Through their words and stories they provided me an insight into 

their world as 1 thought 1 knew it, challenging me to confront my own values. biases and 

beliefs on student life, learning and community. 

Discourses on Communitv 

Discounes on cornmunity have dominated the post-secondary education agenda 

for over 25 years. Major research studies that address the Arnerican undergraduate 

experience-- Four Critical Years (Astin, 1977); the follow-up report, What Matters ht 

College: Four Critical Years Revisited ( Astin, 1993); Boyer's ( 1987) The Undergraduate 

1 



Experience in America; the special report by the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, Campus Lifer In Search of Community (1990); and How 

College Affects Students (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991)--al1 speak indirectly or directly 

to the theme of cornmunity: 

By community, we mean an undergraduate experience that 
helps students go beyond their own private interests, leam 
about the world around hem, develop a sense of civic and 
social responsibility, and discover how they, as individuals, 
cm contribute to the larger society of which they are a part 
(Boyer, 1987, p. 67). 

It has been popular for educational reformers, in blaming the absence of 

community as a critical deficiency in higher education, to seek a renewed cornmitment to 

community and a retum to comrnunity values within the academy. More recently, as a 

response to improve student leaming on college campuses, the Joint Task Force on 

Student Learning (Arnencan Association for Higher Education, Amencan College 

Persomel Association and the National Association of Student Personnel Administration, 

1998) has called for increased coherence in the curriculum, integrated leaming 

opportunities, and collaborative leaming pedagogies as part of learning environment that 

"cultivates a climate in which students see themselves as part of an inclusive community" 

( p  8). 

Kuh et al. (1 99 1) cited three major factors that have contributed to the perceived 

loss of community on college and university campuses. These include larger and more 

complex univenities, the change in student demographics, and the change in faculty roles 

with a greater emphasis on research, limiting their interaction with students and 
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colleagues. One particular approach designed to lessen the impact of size, distance. and 

lack of comection between students, their instructors, and the course content, has been 

the development and proliferation of learning communities. 

Leaming communities within this context purposel y restructure the cumculum to 

link or cluster courses around common themes, topics, or attendance patterns and enroll 

common groups of students. Models of learning communities vary greatly within and 

between campuses, from year-long thematically linked courses, to those that arrange 

shared course-load pattems for students in fint year. Despite such variations, learning 

community programs share "common intentions to foster community. coherence and 

connections for students and teachers" (National Learning Communities Dissemination 

Project, 1999, p. i). 

Implicit within these various reports and cunicular reforrns are the assurnptions 

that community in whatever form is good; that baniers that inhibit community should be 

removed; and that effort should be expended to promote opportunities for cultivating 

strong bonds of community on university campuses. But what kind of comrnunity is 

envisioned? And bonds of community to whom and to what? Who becomes privileged by 

such membership and who becomes "other"? These are the kinds of questions that oAen 

get lefi unanswered in the emotional appeal of a "return" to comrnunity. The amorphous 

concept of community lends itself to multiple meanings and definitions conjuring up 

images of belonging, security, identity, and tradition and as such becomes susceptible to 

misunderstanding and rnisrepresentation. 
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A~~roaches to Studying Cornmunitv in Higher Education 

Magolda (1994) identified four strategies used to define and assess comrnunity in 

higher education. The first approach involves the development of community typologies 

(Crookston, 1974) that identiQ distinct community domains by breaking down 

community into identifiable components. The second approac h identifies community 

characteristics and conditions that constitute community (Gardner, 1989). The third is 

concemed with designing interventions to achieve a greater sense of comrnunity (Ender, 

Kane, Mable and Strohrn, 1980; and Mills, 1989). The fourth examines the philosophical 

underpinnings of community (Myers, 1972, Schwehn, 1993). Somewhat related to the 

second and third strategies is the focus on assessing students' psychological sense of 

community through elements of membership, influence, interaction and sense of 

emotional connection which has also received attention lately (Berger, 1997; McMillan 

and Chavis, 1986; McCarthy, McCarthy, Pretty and Catano, 1 990; Sarason. 1 974). 

What is missing from these approaches is a more critical examination of 

community; one that questions and critiques the implicit theoretical assumptions behind 

the term; reveals hidden meanings and hidden agendas, and examines relationships of 

power. This study will address this missing approach by critically examining how the 

various discourses on community have been institutionalized in higher education settings 

through its pedagogies, organization and practices. 

The focus of this study will be the experiences of two goups of first year 

students, one in the arts and one in the sciences, who participated in a residential-based 

learning cornmunity program. Through their voices and actions, 1 will examine how they 
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made sense of their university experience and in doing so illuminate the contradictions 

and distortions in their beliefs and practices. By critiquing the academic side of univenity 

life as they expenenced it and lived it as community of learnen, 1 will expose the 

tensions between the values associated with community and the more powerfùl values 

within higher education that place more emphasis on cornpetition, individual 

achievement, persona1 freedom and autonomy. 

Using qualitative analysis of in-depth student interview matenal. 1 will constnict 

their world as implied fiom their stories and narratives. From this vantage point, 1 will 

investigate how students as novice learners negotiated their role as leamers and the belief 

systems they brought about leaming to minimize academic nsk. 1 will seek to make more 

explicit the "hidden cumculum" (Apple, 1979; Carspecken, 1 W6), the set of beliefs, 

coping strategies, and tacit theories students acquire within their day-to-day educational 

expenences. From their voices, I will highlight the complexities, contradictions, 

paradoxes that emerge; critique the underlying assumptions of their actions, and reveal 

the points of disjuncture that corne fiom competing values and ideologies within the 

university for these students. 

Although explorhg student perspectives through ethnography has been found to 

be an effective approach in many different educational settings (Berquist, 1992; Capelli, 

1992; Magolda, 1994; Moffatt, 1989), there have been very few case studies that have 

provided a cntical analysis of students' experience as leamers in a residential-based first 

year leaming community program. No research of this kind has been undertaken at a 

Canadian university. In addition to giving voice to students' perspective on their 
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university experience, the findings fiom this study will also be significant by providing a 

critical analysis of their participation. In doing so, 1 hope to create new m e s  for 

researchers and policy makers by uncovering the dissonance in students' personal 

expenences within the larger academic environment. This will provide policy makers 

with a "diffèrent kind of lens" in understanding students and their academic experience 

From their perspective and determining possible solutions (Tiemey. 1991). Finally, this 

study has special significance for me in that it has given me the opportunity to enter into 

the academic world of these students h their vantage point, challenging me to confiont 

my own preconceptions and beliefs about univeaity as I thought 1 understood it. 

Positioning Myself in the Studv 

Lakeoff and Johnson (1980) argue that the conceptual assumptions and constructs 

that shape how we make sense of the world are fùndarnentally rnetaphorical; that it is 

through metaphors that the unknown is explained through known experiences. If 

metaphors consciously and unconsciously shape my definitions of education, learning, 

and the role of students, can 1 narne them? It is the metaphor of "community" that has 

strongly influenced my particular way of knowing and making sense of the world. It has 

become a powemil heuristic tool for me to use in guiding and reinforcing practice and in 

responding to the fiagrnentation that exists in higher education. To understand how the 

various discourses of community have impacted on me as researcher and how 1 have 

appropriated the tem, it is necessary to provide some information on my professional 

role, educational background and my role as creator of the project under study. 
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I would define myself as an educator who specializes in student learning at 

university. In this capacity, 1 am responsible For providing a range of support through 

various programs and workshops for students, faculty and teaching assistants designed to 

enhance learning. As well, 1 serve as a resource to the campus community on various 

learning and writing-related issues. Throughout my professional life? 1 have been 

interested in approaches to learning that integrate social, intellectual and emotional 

processes. As a member of the student affairs profession. 1 have been acculturated within 

a particular orientation which has very much influenced my interest and perspective on 

undergraduate education. 

From 1991 to 1994.1 and a faculty colleague were seconded to be Co-Directors of 

the University College Project. Our mandate was to create a structure that would 

coordinate activities across the campus to improve the entering year experience for 

students with our efforts culminating in the establishment of the Office of First year 

Studies. Within this mandate, we were also given responsibility to plan and implement a 

residential living/leaming experience for a goup of first-year students to help them make 

a successful academic, social, and persona1 transition into the university community. 

In the last 15 years, there has been increased attention focused on entering year 

students and how they experience their first year at university. Responses include 

fieshman seminar courses, extended orientation programs, faculty mentor systems. 

cumculum modifications, and special academic advising that takes into account the 

transitional nature of the first year (Upcraf't, 1989; Levitz and Noel, 1989; Erickson and 

Sirommer, 1991). I was looking for something else. In rny research, 1 came across 
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residential-based living and leaming programs that defined themselves as "learning 

communities" and in exploring them in more detail, discovered research which 1 had 

completely been unaware. The learning community mode1 links or clusters courses 

around cornmon themes, topics, or attendance patterns and emolls common groups of 

students. Participation in these types of learning clusters enable students to develop a 

small supportive community of peers who help each other negotiate their transition to 

university (Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews and Smith, 1990). 

What most interested me about this approach was the idea of the socially 

constructed context of learning cornmunities that provides students with opportunities to 

integrate their course material with their persona1 expenences and thus extend the nature 

and direction of their academic conversations. It was the theoretical underpimings of the 

learning community research that 1 used in k i n g  and designing the residcntial 

living/learning program, which becarne Univenity College Comection, the subject of my 

research. 

Educational Backaround 

My resonance to the learning community literature with its emphasis on 

connected and integrated learning is very much intertwined with my own educational 

background. For my undergraduate education, 1 attended the University of Wisconsin, 

which in 1970 had a student body of 42,000, and was 1200 miles away from home. 

Selecting Wisconsin was a very conscious decision on my part. The academic reptation 

of the university was outstanding; the campus was beautiful, situated between two lakes 
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with ample outdoor activities; and the political activism, in particula., the anti-war 

movement against govemment intervention in Vietnam was a strong defining attnbute of 

the university and the community-at-large. As an antidote to entering first year alone 

without fkiends or even acquaintances, 1 responded to a prognm flyer sent to me the 

summer before I registered for classes to be part of the Integrated Liberal Studies 

Program (ILS). 1 don't recall exactly what the program brochure specifically stated, only 

that it did promise smaller classes, an integrated approach to coune content and the fact 

that 1 would be with a regular group of students ( 100) in most of my classes for the fint 

year. During the dissertation process, 1 was made aware of the significance of my 

decision to enrol into ILS when 1 began researching learning communities and discovered 

that ILS was a remnant of the 1927 Experimental College founded by Alexander 

Meiklejohn, one of the early voices and activists behind the learning community 

movement. 

The prograrn 1 enrolled in was a pale cornparison to his original version and 1 

transferred out after one semester. The prograrn had no residency component and what 

integration that did occur within and between my courses was not reinforced outside of 

classes. 1 don't remember attending any kind of CO-cumcular activities associated with 

the program. 1 do recall in talking with roornrnates and floor mates, none of whom were 

in ILS, feeling isolated From them in discussions about my classes as well as being 

restricted in my selection of courses. created my comrnunity outside of my courses, in 

extra cwricular activities, separate from the world of the classroom. 
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The themes of comrnunity, interconnections, wholeness, and connected leaming 

have been intenvoven in my professional life, through my educational background, as 

well as in my personal life (Peace Corps, various community volunteer activities). It 

should not be surprising that they have also been interwoven throughout the design of the 

cluster project, some more intentionally than others. These themes have ernerged as a 

response or reaction to the fragmentation, disconnection, lack of cohesion that 1 see in the 

lives of students, in the lives and practices of members of the university community, and 

in my professional practice. 

The Institutional Setting 

The study takes place at the University of Guelph, a mid-sized, publicly-Funded 

research university located in southwestern Ontario. The University offers a range of 

undergraduate and graduate programs in the biological, physical and environmental 

sciences, the humanities and social sciences, as well as a nurnber of professional degree 

programs including Veterinary Medicine, Landscape Architecture and Engineering. The 

University has demonstrated a strong cornmitment to new student transition by creating 

in 1994, the Office of First Year Studies (OFYS) responsible for the implementation, co- 

ordination and assessrnent of prograrns and senices for entering students. 

Two leaming comrnunity-type prograrns are currently administered through 

OFYS - Akademia, a coordinated studies leaming comrnunity program for first year 

students interested in the arts and in the sciences and University College Comection 

(UCC). UCC, or "the cluster program," as it is commonly referred to, is the setting for 
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this study. Within the design of UCC there has been no intentional reorganization or 

rearmngement of the curriculum to provide major collaborative learning practices in the 

classroom or greater coherence through reshucturing. Instead, the cluster students' course 

registration patterns have been coordinated to ensure shared enrollment in large multi- 

sectioned courses. Students are clustered into small academic-based learning 

communities of 20 to 25 members. Students in each cluster share enrollment in at les t  

three of their Fa11 courses and two Winter courses. A senior student Peer Helper is 

assigned to each cluster and in the case of residence clusters, the Peer Helper lives with 

his or her tint year students. Peers are matched with cluster students who have similar 

academic backgrounds. It is the Peer who provides the leaming community connection 

for the participants by living with their students in these residence-based models. 

Overview of the Studv 

This study unfolded over a time penod of two and a half years through three 

general phases. In phase one (May 1997 to September 1997), I reviewed documents on 

the cluster program, met with program administrators, worked out the design of the study, 

and contacted the peer helpen responsible for the two clusters in which 1 would be 

conducting my research. My goal was to ensure 1 had the cooperation and trust of those 

responsible for the cluster program and to acquaint myself with various program 

documents and the literature sent to the students prior to their arriva1 on campus. During 

phase two (September 1997 to May 1998) 1 conducted forma1 interviews with participants 

in an arts cluster and a science cluster over three separate penods of time in their fint 
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year of university. In Phase three (June 1998 to October1999), I analysed the interview 

data, and wrote and shared drafis of my findings with my thesis advisor. 

Oraanization of the Dissertation 

Chapter One provides an introductory setting for the study. Chapter Two is an 

overview and rationale for the theoretical approaches 1 have chosen. As the protagonist in 

this study, I recognize that 1 am part of the setting and the context and therefore will 

investigate the theones and a priori assumptions that 1 bnng. These have shaped and 

influenced the design of the learning community under study and the way the data has 

been collected and anal ysed. Chapter Three describes the methodological approac hes I 

used in the research and detailed information on sources of data, data management and 

analysis procedures. In the next three chapters, 1 shif? my focus to the experience of 

students as members of a particular learning cornmunity and will present the data in a 

linear story over the course of an academic year. Chapter Four offen an in-depth analysis 

of students' initial entry to university. Chapter Five continues their stories by examining 

data From second interviews, completed at the end of the Fa11 semester. In Chapter Six, 1 

analyse through their words and actions, their perspectives on academic life as second 

semester students. In Chapter Seven, 1 examine the inherent political dimensions of  

students' actions, words, and the institutional environment, and address what the findings 

mean in ternis of a more critical engagement with the discome of community as it relates 

to the cluster project. 



CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Leaminn Communities 

Learning cornmunities grew out of cunicular refom movements in the United 

States begiming in the 1920's and the debates at that time on general and liberal 

education. Three programs in particular have had the most influence on the learning 

community movement of today (Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews and Smith, 1990). 

Alexander Meiklejohn, concemed about the increasing specialization and fragmentation 

in higher education, established the Experimental College at the University of Wisconsin 

in 1927. His program, which lasted five years, was an integrated two year lower division 

course of study with a residency requirement, that focussed on democracy in fifth century 

Athens and in 19th and 20th century America. Tussman, a former pupil of Meiklejohn's, 

established the Expenment at Berkeley fiom 1965 to1969 which like the Experimental 

College at Wisconsin, was ananged around a program of study rather than a series of 

discreet courses (Jones & Smith, 1984). 

The most modem adaptation and long lasting of Meiklejohn's approach has been 

Evergreen State College. Founded in 197 1, Evergreen is a state supported alternative 

college designed around a series of coordinated studies programs that are team-taught and 

organized around interdisciplinary themes. 



Models of Leaming Communities 

Since the founding of Evergreen, a wide range of learning communiiy programs 

have ernerged, diverse in design and intention. Although they Vary fiom campus to 

campus and serve mmy different purposes, they do tend to share two particula. themes 

echoed fiom their earlier roots. First, they attempt to provide some degree of cumcular 

coherence by linking courses around a common theme or question so students have 

opportunities for deeper understanding and integration of material they are learning. 

Second, they provide students with opportunities for greater interaction with one another 

and their instructors, thus building both academic and social community (MacGregor, 

1991). 

A survey on leaming communities conducted in spnng 1995 by the Washington 

Centre for the Improvement of Undergraduate Education, the national clearinghouse for 

learning community information, identified over 150 learning community programs in the 

US and five in Canada. The Canadian prograrns include two in British Columbia, one in 

New Brunswick and two in Ontario at the University of Guelph. Some of these programs 

have been designed for students in their entering year to provide a more coherent social 

and academic learning experience. Others provide thematic clusters of courses for 

speci fic cohorts of students-those under prepared, retuming adult students, honours 

students or second langage speakers. Most of the current learning community programs 

are based on variations of five particular models (Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews & 

Smith, 1990). niese are: 1. Linked Courses, 2. Freshrnan Interest Groups, 3. Course 

Clusters, 4. Federated Leaming Communities and 5. Coordinated Studies Programs. In 
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linked courses, a group of students CO-register in two courses that have been intentionally 

paired. OAen, one is an academic skills course such as writing and the other is a content 

course such as History. or Sociology or one could be a theory course and the other an 

application course. In this arrangement, the two faculty memben work together to 

coordinate their instruction and assignments so that the work in both courses is 

complementary. Learning clusters are an expanded variation of the linked courses and 

involve groups of students who register for three or four courses that are linked by a 

common idea or theme. These courses usually represent a major portion of a student's 

course work for the term or the entire course load. Faculty may coordinate their syllabi 

slightly or to a great extent. An honours cluster at Western Michigan University includes 

tiuee courses - Principles of Cultural Anthropology, Myth and Folk Literaiure and Myth 

and Ritual in Religion under a cluster defined as Culture, Myth and Folklore. Students in 

this cluster register for al1 three courses and attend as a cohort but they are only a subsei 

wi thin these larger classes. 

Freshman Interest Groups (FIGS) are another variation of the linked courses and 

in this mode1 a group of entering students (20 to 25) CO-register in three to four courses 

together. These courses are regular credit courses and are available to any student. Some 

of these courses can be fomed around themes. For example, a pre-law triad of courses 

could include a Political Studies course, a Philosophy course on ethics, and a course on 

public speaking. There would not be any forma1 curricuiar co~ection between these 

courses. In addition to the shared enrollment in these courses, students in a FIG attend a 

specially designed discussion group for credit. These discussion groups have a peer 
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advisor, usually a more advanced student, who convenes weekly group meetings to fom 

study groups, to leam about campus resources and to plan social gatherings. In this 

model, the learning community connection is provided by the peer advisor. 

Federated Learning Comrnunities (FLCs) are a somew hat more comp Iex 

type of learning cornmunity but also more rare as an offering. A cohort of students and a 

Master Leamer--a faculty member or graduate student, together attend three diverse 

courses bound by an over-arching theme and then engage in a regularly scheduled 

seminar where the content of the other courses is synthesized. The Master Leamer's role 

is to help students integrate matenal nom the three courses as well as provide feedback to 

the federated coune faculty. 

The most complex and fùlly integrated type of learning community is the 

coordinated study model, a direct descendent from the Meiklejohn-Tussman experiments 

and the operating model for the Evergreen State Coilege. These programs tend to be 

interdisciplinary and are coordinated around a central theme. Generally students register 

for this program as their entire course load and faculty CO-plan and team-teach in the 

program. The full-time nature of this model provides alternatives to the traditional 

lectures and seminars scheduling giving students and faculty opportunities for extended 

learning experiences. 

Assessrnent and Evaluation 

Much of the evaluation and assessrnent on the various learning cornmunity 

models has corne fiom within their particular institutional settings. Quantitative measures 
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used to examine student achievement and development in learning conmunities have 

focussed on student retention (persistence), student performance (grade point average) 

and student intellectual development (using an intellectual Development Instrument). 

Qualitative measures have included written journals by both students and senior student 

mentors, cluster or group joumals, focus groups and student self -evaluations (Gabelnick, 

MacGregor, Matthews & Smith, 1990). 

Beginning in 1992, The US National Centre on Postsecondary Teaching, Leaming 

and Assessment studied three different types of leaming comrnunity programs at three 

separate higher educational settings-the FIGS program ai the University of Washington. 

the course clusters at LaGuardia Comrnunity College and the Coordinated Studies 

Program at Seattle Central Community College to ascertain whether learning 

communities made a difference and if so, how? None of these models were specific to a 

residential setting. The research design for the project combined both quantitative and 

qualitative methods. The quantitative studies rneasured persistence, achievement and 

quality of effort. Qualitative methods consisted of student interviews and ethnographie 

research involving observation of the programs themselves. Findings of the project 

indicated positive impacts of learning communities on tint year learning and penistence 

(Tinto, Love, and Russo, 1994). 

The FIPSE-hinded National Leaming Comrnunities Dissemination Project ( 1999) 

is currently examining ways to strengthen, expand, and assess leaming community 

pmgrarns at Zldiverse higher education institutions in the US. Aithough the final project 



18 

will not be completed for another year, the case studies speak to their innovative 

potential for creating community and cohesion: 

Leaming comrnunities are proving to be remarkable in their 
capacity to engage students, faculty members, student 
affain pmfessionals, administrators, and institutions in new 
ways of considering and expenencing teaching, leaming 
and community (MacGregor, 1999, p. v). 

University College Comection 

In UCC, a FIG-type leaming community program, students are clustered into 

small academic-based leaming communities of 20 to 25 members. Students in each 

cluster share enrollment in at least three of their Fall courses and two Winter courses. A 

senior student Peer Helper is assigned to each cluster and in the case of residence clusters, 

the Peer Helper lives with his or her first year students. Peers are matched with cluster 

students who have similar academic backgrounds. Like the FIG learning community 

model, it is the Peer who provides the leaming community connection for the participants 

and does so either through regular meetings with students in off-campus clusters or 

through living with their students in the residence-based models. Since there is no link 

between courses identified for UCC, it is the cluster students' course registration patterns 

that have been coordinated to ensure shared enrollment. 

The program objectives of UCC are as follows: 

1. To provide first-year students with a manageable reference group that 

links social, persona1 and academic life 

2. To promote intentional collaborative leming endeavours 

3. To promote fonnal and informa1 interaction between faculty and 
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4. To empower students as learners by helping them to develop effective 

learning strategies for university-level courses 

5. To encourage students' participation in al1 aspects of univenity life 

6. To provide Peer Helpers and studenis with opportunities to develop 

leadership and organizational skills 

Seventeen first year courses have been identified to be part of UCC. These are 

regularly offered courses that are multi-sectioned, are chosen by large numben of 

students, and contribute to distribution requirements. They inc lude Chemistry, Math, 

Economics, History, English, Psychology, Zoology and Sociology. A fint-year student 

participating in a UCC Biological Science cluster would take the same courses as any 

other biological science students but this student would be sectioned in the same lectures 

sections, labs and seminars as the other 25 students in the cluster. 

In 1992-93, there were 97 students in five residential ciusters and 32 students in 

two O ff-campus clusters. In 1993-94, this increased to 1 87 students in 10 clusters. For the 

1996-97 academic year there were 500 students in 27 clusters despite a newly required 

administrative fee of $50 per cluster participant to offset the cost of the senior Peer 

Helpea. In 1997/98 when the study took place, there were approximately 600 students in 

over 30 clusters. 



Permectives on Communitv 

1 enter this discussion on community recognizing that my understanding of the 

concept has changed and evolved over the past few yean. Some of rny initial perspectives 

could at best be described as simplistic, nostalgie, even utopian in nature, but this 

perspective has had û significant influence in the design and grounding of the cluster 

project. In taking a critical analysis of community, 1 do not want to lose sight of some of 

my a prion assumptions about the tem. 

In my various readings on the improvement of undergraduate education, student 

divenity and campus life, moral development, and student/iaculty relationships, 1 have 

been especially attuned to invocations ~Fcommunity. "Comrnunity" as it appears in these 

various articles, reports and commission recommendations is often used singularly or in a 

number of phrase formats such as learning community, academic community, or 

intellectual community. What are even more plentiful are the ternis used to describe the 

eclipse of community in higher education. Fragmentation, alienation, discomection, lack 

of wholeness, and lack of cornmon ground are a few examples. 

Community is a word that conjures up images of belonging, security, identity, 

tradition, and cornmitment and as such it is susceptible to misunderstanding and 

misrepresentation. For me, it is the relational aspect of community that 1 have been most 

interested in. in particular, it is the foms of relationships characterized by persona1 

intimacy, emotional depth, social cohesion, and moral commitment. As well, I am also 

attracted to the idea of community as a f o m  of empowennent, as articulate by Biddle 

(1969) who defines community as a way by which ordinary people can become articulate, 
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especially in spheres of social influence where they are often voiceless. What undergirds 

these definitions is my belief in community as a search for comectedness, a relational 

constmct, and its potential for collective power. Community is something that must be 

created. It is a purposeful act that cannot be decreed into existence. 

My conceptions ofthe term fit closely with the three different usages of 

community that Heller (1989) has identified: 1. as locality; 2. as relational; and 3. as 

collective power. Locality refers to the geographic or territorial notion of community 

such as neighbourhoods where individuals live within a certain geographic boundary. A 

relational community is characterized by social cohesion or ties that evolve From common 

interests. Social relationships develop not fiom locality but from group memben who 

share comrnon bonds, cornmon experiences or a cornmon history. These communities, 

according to Heller (p. 6) "serve to connect individuals to the larger social order while 

providing a vehicle for the satisfaction of personal need through group attachent." The 

third way community has been invoked is comected with the notion of community as 

collective poli tical power where the emphasis is on organized constituencies to leverage 

for social change. This attribute recognizes that while many of our social ties are no 

longer location-based, political power is still based within geographic regions. Power 

cornes fiom organized constituencies whether they be geographically co~ected or linked 

by social ties. 

Higher education institutions, in particular the American academy, has been built 

around the rhetoric of cornmunity. Sociologist Daniel Bell States that for many people 

"the univeaity has becorne, without its being explicated, the transcendental institution in 
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society because it seems to promise the notion of cornmunity. It is a place where people 

feel an attachent to something beyond themselves - scholarship, learning, books, ideas, 

the past" (Bell, 1969, as cited in Parks, 1986, p. 161). The metaphors and myths run deep 

because the creation and fostering of community were intentional components in the early 

colleges in the United States. Most of these were pattemed on the Oxford-Cambridge 

mode1 where the professor served roles as both moral and intellectual teacher. The 

magistrates in Massachusetts Bay, responsible for the founding of Harvard, wanted to 

have their students brought up in a "Collegiate Way of Living", with a cornmon 

residence, smictured community life, a shared intellectual interchange and a spintual 

purpose and practice (Ryan, 1992). During their four years, young men would live in 

close comrnunity making lifetime bonds with one another, and sharing common goals, 

common purposes, and a common cumculum with a unitary view of knowledge. The 

early women's colleges, such as Vassar, founded in 1865 and Wellesley, established in 

1875, were also designed to emphasize community in learning, in living, and in social 

interactions (Horowitz, 1987). The fostering of comrnunity was an intentional 

component of early Amencan campus life and provided the seeds for a metaphor of 

cornmunity which still very much impacts on how community is conceptualized in US 

higher education today and how important it continues to remain as an institutional goal. 

The Carnegie Foundations's (1990) survey of college presidents found that 98 percent 

stated that it was either "very important*' or "somewhat important" to devote "'greater 

effort to build a stronger overall sense of comrnunity" on their campuses (p. A-4). 



Conceptions of "Community" in Learnine Communities 

It should not be surprising that the rhetoric of community pervades the learning 

community literature. Behind this rhetoric, there are a number of theoretical assurnptions, 

educational traditions and values that undergird the leaming community movement. In 

this section, 1 will examine ways that community has been invoked and the various 

research theories and traditions appropriated to support and legitimize their existence. 

Learning communities attempt through curricular reform to establish conditions 

that promote a sense of common purpose, coherence, community, and opportunities for 

intellectual interactions with faculty and students (Gabelnick et al, 1990). This emphasis 

on cumcular change as a refonn strategy to foster greater coherence and community has 

been intentional. The size of campuses, greater student divenity, change in student 

attendance patterns with more part-time students, more part-tirne faculty, and competing 

missions make it dificult to support cornmunity where time and space no longer bring 

members together. In recognizing limits for universities and colleges to build community 

under such circumstances, those in the leaming community movement have focussed 

their attention on intentionally reconfiguring the c ~ c u l u m ,  claiming "the curriculum 

must now assume responsibilities for building community fonnerly assumed by the 

college as a whole" (p. 10). Thus by linking courses through shared themes, and building 

relationships through subject matter, leaming communities provide intellectual coherence 

for students. By enrolling a common group of students into a large block of course work, 

they also have the potential to build academic and social community. 
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There are three particular areas of research in higher education that kame the 

learning comrnunity movement: The first is on educational excellence or improving the 

quality of the undergraduate experience; second is the importance of quality of 

encounters between students and students and students and faculty; and third is the 

promotion of particular pedagogies for s h e d  inquiry and collaborative learning. 

Educational Excellence 

There have been a number of reports in the higher education literature that by 

bcussing their attention on the undergraduate experience of students speak directly or 

and indirectly to the theme of community (Astin, 1977, 1993; Boyer, 1987, 1990; Brown, 

1990; Kuh et al, 1 99 1 ; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1 99 1 ; Spitzberg and Thomdike, 1 992, 

Study Group, 1984). What they al1 share 1s the fundamental assumption that 

strengthening community will improve both the quality of experience and the quality of 

encounters between various members of the academy. The Carnegie Report (1990). most 

specific of al1 of the studies in exarnining community in higher education, identified 

fragmentation of knowledge, narrow departmentalism, intense vocationalism, and 

diversity of students and faculty as the strongest charactenstics currently describing the 

modem campus. To counter this, Boyer, the principal author, argueci for a common 

purpose and a more integrative vision of community in higher education that would give 

meaning to the enterprise. He identified six principles that addressed how members of the 

community should interact with one another and a set of  values to reinforce the notion of 

cornrnon goals. cornrnon interests, and common bonds. in his first principle, Boyer (1990, 



p. 7) claims that a college or university should strive to be: 

fint an educationally purposeful community where faculty 
and students share academic goals and work together to 
strengthen teaching and learning on campus. 

These metaphors of community speak to the notion of community as a place where 

individuals respect and value one another for their differences yet are drawn together by 

certain fundamental values that define the larger community. Underlying this metaphor is 

the tension between the whole and the parts, between individuality and community and 

between striving for oneself and contributing to the common good. Boyer (1987) further 

elaborated on this tension between the individual and the group: 

By community, we mean an undergraduate experience that 
helps students go beyond their own private interests, learn 
about the world around them, develop a sense of civic and 
social responsibility, and discover how they, as individuals, 
c m  contribute to the larger society ofwhich they are a part 
(P* 67). 

Within this particular discourse of community, there exists the assumption that 

students need to understand that they are not solely autonomous individuals but are 

inextncably linked to a broader intellectual and social community. Much of the learning 

community literature has appropriated a discourse that speaks to the importance of 

education as a way to prepare students to live as responsible citizens, for life beyond the 

classroom as members in a larger community. hplicit within these assumptions is the 

belief that univeaities and colleges, despite their elitist beginnings, serve as social 

fiontiers for democracy in Amencan society (Crunkleton, 199 1). Tied into this theme of 



civic responsibility is the importance placed on the building of community in higher 

educational settings as a way to ensure that democracy prevails. in an article describing 

collaborative leaming approaches in various leaming community programs, Smith and 

If democracy is to endure in any meaningful way, Our 
educational system must foster habits of participation in 
and responsibility to a larger community. Collaborative 
learning encourages students to acquire an active voice in 
shaping their ideas and values and a sensitive ear in hearing 
othen. Dialogue, deliberation. and consensus building out 
of differences are strong threads in the fabric of 
collaborative learning and in civic li fe ( 1993, p. 4). 

But serving the individual needs and interests of faculty and students has always 

been a priority of higher education in Arnerica. There has been, and continues to be, a 

strong focus on individuality, autonomy, independence and competition in the academy. 

These are the prevailing values inherent in higher education academic culture. Because 

most learning community models exist along side regular offerings within an institution, 

they are still part of the larger cultural setting with its values, beliefs, and reward system 

for both students and faculty. In recognizing these competing traditions of community 

and individualism, most learning community models have focussed their attention on 

refom efforts in those areas that cm strengthen comrnunity ( e g  cumculum integration) 

without deviating in major ways from how universities grant course credits, reward 

faculty, and assess students. Those programs that have more openly challenged the 

traditional ways of "doing business" in a college or university (eliminating grades and the 

tenure system), have been part of broader reform efforts that have been institution wide. 
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The Evergreen State College is an example but there are few institutions that fit this 

profile. The various beliefs and assumptions about community that h e  the learning 

community movement imply a cornmitment to the larger educational enterprise and an 

acquiescence to these competing traditions. It is the tensions that evolve fiom such 

competing values that lie at the heart of the learning community ethos. 

Ouality of Encounters: Facultv and Students 

Spitzberg and Thomdike (l992), in their follow-up study to the Carnegie Report. 

echoed and expanded upon Boyer's initial themes and addressed in more detail the 

importance of faculty and student interactions. The authors examined how the 

expectations, attitudes and behaviours of students and faculty limit the potential for 

undergraduate community. Credentialing and obtaining a degree in a major to assure 

them of a job are the strongest comrnon denominator among students. More recent 

studies have verified this as a continuing trend toward self-fulfilment, self-enhancement 

and financial secwity (Astin, 1993, Levine, 1998). ûpportunities for intellectual 

community are rare for many students and when they do exist, few students choose to 

participate in them. Faculty, likewise, with increased specialization in their disciplines 

prioritized their time to focus on research and scholarship. In Spitzberg and Thomdike's 

scenario, Faculty and students are engaged in parallel play. Students, concemed with 

practical careerism are oflen at odds with faculty who are professional intellectuals. 

Consequently a "conspiracy of silence" evolves, a tacit agreement between students and 

faculty not to burden one another. The cultures that both students and faculty work and 
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live within sustain this conspiracy, since both benefit fiom such an arrangement. This 

mismatch of expectations is most acute in the first year of univenity where there are few 

overlapping interests between the two groups. 

Pascarella and Terenzini ( 199 1 ) documented the educational importance of 

informal student-faculty interaction outside of class and found that a faculty member's 

educational influence is enhanced when that contact extends beyond the forma1 classroom 

setting. This was especially true when the interaction focussed on ideas or intellectual 

matters extending or reinforcing academic goals. The outcome of such interaction 

included "perceptions of intellectual growth during college, increases in intellectual 

orientation, liberalization of social and political values, and growth in autonomy and 

independence" (p. 620). Their research highlighted the fact that not al1 studenVfaculty 

interactions are of equal signi ficance. Faculty influences are greatest when they are 

involved in intellectual discussions with students that extend the boundaries of the 

curriculum. 

A key defining ingredient for most learning communities programs has been the 

creation of intentional opportunities for intellectual interaction between faculty and 

students. By increasing opportunities for both groups to see the importance of interacting 

with one another, leaming communities can lead to more effective learning and teaching. 

The comrnunity discourse found in these studies speaks to the importance of relational 

aspect of comrnunity, notion of common goals, common aspirations and the importance 

of finding cornmon bonds to bring students and faculty together. Within this rhetoric is 
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the generai assumption that the the quality of life for both students and faculty will 

improve if a sense of community is established. 

Oualitv of Encounters: Peers 

Student socialization at colleges and universities today has been abdicated to the 

peer group which provides members with Frames of reference for evaluating their 

attitudes, values, and behaviours. The similar experiences of living together in an 

unfamiliar residence environment and the common needs. challenges and interests that 

they face make it easy for peer groups or subgroups to thrive on campuses. Extensive 

research over the last 40 years on the impact ofcollege on students has demonstrated the 

centrality of peer influence in promoting student leaming and development (Sanford, 

1962; Feldman and Newcomb, 1969; Chickenng, 198 1 ; Pascarella and Terenzini, 199 1 ; 

and Astin, 1992). These findings highlight the student's peer group as the single most 

potent source of influence on growth and development during the undergraduate years. 

The influences of peers has been found to affect students in such areas as 

intellectual development, values, persona1 development and educational attainment . In 

particular, students' values, beliefs, and aspirations tend to change in the direction of 

dominant values, beliefs and aspirations of the peer group (Chickering, 1974; Astin, 

1993; Pascarella, 1985; Terenzini and Pascarella, 199 1 ) . 

While there are a multitude of peer groups on campus, these occur pnmarîly in 

social senings. Many of these groups provide students with a strong sense of identity but 

provide little common ground between the groups, and have little or no connection to the 



broader university as an academic cornmunity. Studies on first year transition have 

identified the importance for students to become integrated both academically and 

socially into their college or university (Tinto, 1987; Levitz & Noel, 1989; Upcraft & 

Gardner, 1989). The need to belong and establish a network of friends is crucial if 

students are to develop a sense of congnience to their campus but this need for social 

support ofien takes place at the expense of academic work. Learning community 

programs which have been designed specifically for entering year students provide 

opportunities for students to develop a small supportive community of peers who help 

each other negotiate their transition to univenity. The socially constructed context of 

leaming communities provides students with opportunities to integrate their course 

material with their personal experience and thus extend the nature and direction of the 

their academic conversations (Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews and Smith, 1990). 

Pedaaogical Practices Within Learninr Communities 

There are a number of pedagogical approaches that have been highlighted as 

defining characteristics of the learning cornmunity movement. Collaborative leaming, 

tearn teaching, integration of ski11 and content, and active approaches to leaming are 

some of the cornmon themes. Philosophically, a number of these practices can be traced 

to the works of Dewey, Piaget and Vygotsky. Dewey was a major influence on the 

specific teaching and learning practices used in the original learning cornmunity 

programs at both Meiklejohn's Expenmental College and at Tussman's Berkeley 

program. His progressive approach to education focussed on "development from within" 
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as opposed to the more traditional mode1 of "formation fiom without" (Dewey, 1938, p. 

17) . Recognizing leaming as a social process, he was concemed with the distancing that 

occurs between students and teachers, and saw teachers not as transmitters of knowledge 

but as 'parniers in a collaborative relationship" (Gabelnick et al., 1990, p. 16). He also 

believed that shared expenence was the essence of cornmunity life. 

Extending the theme of learning as development and shared inquiry were the 

works of Piaget (1928, 1952) who recognized the importance of student centred 

instruction and that leaming and development take place in social settings; and 

Vygotsky (1978) who emphasized how meaning is shared and negotiated among 

members of a cornmunity. 

Within the learning community literature, collaborative learning has become the 

umbrella term used for a wide variety of educational approaches that involve joint 

intellectual effort either by students or students and faculty or faculty and faculty (Smith 

and MacGregor, 1992). There is a range of collaborative leaming practices employed in 

learning communities. In some there is intentional group work built around in- and out- 

of- class activities, for others, assignrnents and tasks which connect courses from separate 

academic disciplines; others are less intentional and do nothing more than create a space 

and time for students to meet for informa1 study gatherings and study sessions. Themes of 

cornmunity echo within the collaborative learning rhetoric. 



Roberta Matthews (1996, p. 103), in writing about collaborative leaming practices within 

the learning community movement States: 

At a tirne when higher education and society are tom by 
divisiveness, collaborative learning offers a way into 
community. It extends a pedagogy that has at its centre the 
assumptions that people make meaning together and that 
the social process enriches and enlarges them. 

What tends to get lost in these discussions on the merits of collaborative leaming 

are the inherent challenges for both students and faculty in using teaching and leaming 

practices that go against institutional values and cultures. For faculty, there are issues of 

authority and voice. Because collaboration places students at the centre of leaming, and 

in more equitable relationships with faculty in terms of knowledge construction, teachen 

must be prepared to give up control of the classroom. Likewise students bring resistence 

as leamers when they experience collaborative learning given the expectations of greater 

student responsibility as they move From recognizing the teacher as sole authonty in the 

classroom to recognizing themselves and their peers as sources of experience and 

knowledge (Lawrence, 1996). Having been conditioned to Function along an educational 

assembly line that has gnded, ranked and sorted them, students oAen find collaborative 

learning very threatening. There also continue to be the ongoing issues of assessment: 

what remains problematic ... is that faculty memben are still 
the expert witness of student learning, and the holders of 
power relative to the grading process. And more than any 
other factor, instnicton' evaluative processes act to divide 
students, and to press the classroom atrnosphere back into a 
cornpetitive mode (MacGregor, 1990, p. 28) 
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Implicit within the various pedagogical practices and processes are assumptions 

that learning is an active, constructive process; that leming depends on rich contents. 

that learning is inherently social; and that leaming is developmental. It is this latter 

notion, leaming as a development process integrating students' ernotional, social and 

cognitive development that has become a major defining theoretical construct of learning 

communities. Numemus reports (Astin, 1985, 1993; Love & Love, 1995; Pascarella and 

Terenzini, 199 1 ; Springer et al. 1995; Tinto, 1993, 1994; Student Learning Imperative, 

1996) have called for a more integrative understanding of student learning and 

development. Recent theories of cognitive developrnent (Baxter Magolda, 1992, 1 995; 

Belenky et al. 1986; Chickering and Reisser, 1993) have acknowledge the role played by 

social processes and interpersonal relationships. By intentionally linking students' social 

and academic worlds, learning communities provide a more seamless leaming 

environment that integrates both the curricular and coîumcular expenences of students, 

thus tying together al1 facets of students' college expenence. 

Communit~ as Moral Im~erative 

Within this rhetoric of community, there is the fundamental belief that 

postsecondary education is a public good that aids in the developrnent of the individual, 

the community and society itself. This kind of moral imperative diffea nom the more 

current Total Quality Management (TQM) perspective which dominates higher education 

today with its emphasis on effectiveness, quality, and assesment. Within this context, 

students are seen as consumers and univenities and colleges are markets that compete for 
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consumer preferences. Developing future citizens becomes a distant second or is no 

longer is even considered as a goal in this cornrnodity culture. But the learning 

community movement, with its emphasis on collaboration, integration, and cohesion 

appeals to particular perception and purpose of higher education. Battling against a 

market discourse where students are viewed as individual consumers of educational 

services, the refonn discourse lound within learning communities seeks io go beyond this 

limited, utilitarian vision to endorse a more transfomative, integrative kind of education 

for both students and faculty. 

Liberal. Cornmunitarian. and Political Community 

Magolda and Abowitz (1 997), in their study examining conceptions of communiiy 

in a university residence, used political philosophy as their h e  of reference in 

describing the two dominant rnodels of comrnunity--1iberal and tribal communitarianism 

that most impacted on how students experienced cornmunity in their lives. Within the 

liberal context, Mill, Locke and Kant have made distinct contributions to the heritage of 

modem liberalism. in the liberal view of democratic social life, there are clear 

distinctions between public and private life; a concem with justice, faimess and 

individual rights; the notion of the autonomous self; and the recognition, that as 

individuals, we are fieely able to choose our commitrnents and identities: 

The liberal community is a discursive community in which 
we approach one another as mutually respecting individuals 
with our own agendas, and commitrnents (Magolda and 
Abowitz, p. 272). 
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Cornmunitarian critiques to the liberalism gradually emerged in the 1970's and 

1980's as a challenge to the neo-Kantian theories of individualism. From a 

cornmunitarian perspective, individuals can be understood only through reference to their 

social, cultural and histoncal contexts or their communities. Unlike liberals who argue 

that individuals are fiee to choose their commitments, tribal communitarians (Madntyre, 

198 1 ; Sandal, 1982) argue that there are social attachments that determine the self and 

that these are not necessarily voluntary. Our tribal affiliations limit our li fe choices. 

In higher education today, both these conceptions of community CO-exist, creating 

tensions and misunderstandings. Students enter university with multiple tribal identities 

based on common goals, traditions, gender, race, histones or shared cultual fotms of 

music and leisure. These tribal identities provide them with a sense of loyalty and 

purpose, fulfill needs of affection, and foster identity development (Magolda and 

Abowitz, 1997). Yet in calls for community, these multiple tribal allegiances have been 

seen as barriers to unity and community. According to this theory, because each tribe 

brings its own folklore, values, and code of accepted or required practice, its members 

take on a particular social identity, a certain kind of parochialism, thus excluding non- 

members. With no sense of common aims or projects, tribal identities clash with the 

liberal notion of the common good. 

According to Frazer and Lacey (1 993, p. 16). the dichotomies of the liberal and 

communit~an visions have "unduly polarized the debates in which middle positions are 

marginalised as mere compromises and as unprincipled." It is in this middle ground that 

Magolda and Abowitz (1997) propose a third kind conception of community--"political 
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comrnunity"--which they argue is a better framework for understanding how community 

cm be built and supported in higher educational settings. A political community does not 

cal1 for the dissolving of tribal ties but recognizes the need for space where both tribal 

and larger political concerns can take place. Building on the works of Barber (1986) and 

Dewey (1 927) and their ideal of community life, Magolda and Abowitz see political 

community resulting from common activity, where "citizens are joined together not 

because of what they believe in common, but because of what they do together-handle 

common problems they face through public discourse, as well as build bonds through 

It was this fiamework of community that allowed Magolda and Abowitz to better 

theorize about the tensions and confkts that emerged for students in a residential setting 

where their tribal subcultures created loyalties to one another that were much stronger 

than their commitment to any broader or more residence-wide communal norms. Walzer 

(1992) speaks to the power of these tribal bonds: 

Tribalism names the commitment of individuals and groups 
to their own history, culture, and identity, and this 
commitment (though not any particular version of it) is a 
permanent feature of human social life. The parochialism 
that it breeds is similarly permanent. It can't be overcome; 
it has to be accornrnodated .... M o t  only my parochialism 
but youn as well, and his and hers in their tum, (p. 171) 

In a political community there must be both space for tribal groups to from their own 

comrnunities of interest and at the same time a common, public culture that must be 

continually conshucted and reconstructed ihrough dialogue across difference. in bringing 



together memben of various tribes, conflict becomes a necessary and integral aspect of 

the community (MagoIda and Abowitz, 1997). This theme is tùrther echoed by Tiemey 

(1 993) who expands on the notion of creating "communities of di fference" where 

different values. and different experiences are respected and nurtured. To ensure that such 

a community does not silence individuals and groups, the community must be de-normed 

or ai Ieast the dominant nonns must be disrupted and challenged. The ensuing conflict 

that results must be embraced and seen as a way to transfomi the comrnunity. 

Developina a More Critical Pemective on Community 

There is a utopian quality behind the language of community that bas guided and 

influenced me as an educator over the last 10 years. 1 had not named it as such then but it 

seems more obvious now. In reading Kanter's (1972) description of utopia, 1 am struck 

by how close the wording echoes those found in the quests for community literature: 

Utopia is an imaginary society in which mankind's deepest 
yeaming, noblest dreams, and highest aspirations corne to 
hl filment, where al1 physical, social, and spiritual forces 
work together, in harmony, to permit the atîainrnent of 
everything people find necessary and desirable ...[ T]he 
interests of the individuals are congruent with the interests 
of the group; and personal growth and freedom entail 
responsibility for others. Underlying this vision of utopia is 
the assumption that harmony, cooperation, the mutuality of 
interests are natural to human existence, rather than 
conflict, cornpetition, and exploitation, which arise in 
imperfect societies ... (p. 1-2) 

The calls for community that 1 initially resonated to now read as a nostalgia, a 

longing for a time that never really existed. Crunkleton (1991) describes these kinds of 
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calls for community as a "flighi to community" (p. 8) because those who make such calls 

infer that if cornmunity were to occur conflicts over inclusiveness, curriculum, and 

diversity would disappear. Comrnunity, he claims, is not to function "as a w m  

blanket", shielding universities fiom the conflicts and challenges greater democratization 

brings (p. 8). Carslon (1994) is also cntical of the dominant conceptualizations of 

community in higher education "where authonty was respected, members knew their 

place and culture was homogenous" (p.6). This romanticized notion of community is 

"hypemormalizing" where a cultural centre or norm situates bbothers" in the margins. 

The various discourses on community in higher education cover a broad political 

and philosophical spectrum. At one end are calls for communities of cohesion and 

consensus. Fearful of the multiplicity of coniesting voices within the academy, these calls 

For community are based on a discourse of universalization and normalkation, 

privileging a particular set of traditions and values and in doing so silencing and 

excluding those who are in any way different fiom the norm. In the middle are those 

calls that recognize the multiple voices within the academy and cal1 for hem to be 

assimilated into some kind of multi-cultural chorus. At the opposite end are calls for a 

more inclusive kind of community building based on a discourse ofcontingency, 

difference and conflict. 

The metaphors of community that I initially resonated to, spoke of community as 

a way for different peoples to study, work and leam together-a melting pot par 

excellence for those who shared a common conception of the purposes of higher 

education. This conception of community while it celebrated difference, still emphasized 



the need for a reconciliation of these differences into some kind of consistent, unified 

account. Such a reconciliation would smooth over any possible disruption by placing 

limits on the degree and intensity of the different voices. This kind of discourse had a 

persona1 appeal to me because it provided a framework that privileged sirnilarity and 

consensus over difference and conflict. 1 had f ~ l e d  to understand how living with conflict 

is an integral component of community if al1 are to have a voice and not be silenced. 

1 have to leam to live with conflict but 1 am caught in a paradigm that 1 refer to as 

the tyranny of harmony. 1 work to preserve relationships, to minimize conflict, to make 

sure that everyone gets heard, and to lessen ambiguity. My actions are guided by a 

cultural imperative "to be nice." But 1 now know that conflict is necessary, if not essential 

to ensure that differences get understood and respected. Zelda Gamson (1993) wites: 

Community based on diversity must welcome, not just 
tolerate conflict. It must develop ways for members to 
disagree with one another without losing the respect of 
other members. People in colleges and univenities are 
notoriously uncornfortable with conflict. We run away from 
it or stomp it into the ground. We deny it or over-dramatize 
it ... Dealing with confiict ... requires respect and civility. It 
does not ask that parties love or even like each other, just 
that they continue interacting (p. 6). 

In examining the various discourses of community in higher education, 1 am 

stmck by the dualist postures that have appeared in the literature. Frazer and Lacey 

(1993) identity these "either" "or9' propositions that dominate Western philosophy: 

Our analysis and judgements, it is argued, tend to be 
structured in terms of binary oppositions which find their 
roots in western culture and philosophy: subjedobject; 
reason,emotion ; individual/comrnuni ty ; mindhody ; 



form/substance; public/private; culture/nature; male/female 
(p. 167). 

As a result, exaggerated dichotomies get created using myth, power, presumptions, 

nostalgia, and even fear to support or position one over the other. Abstractions get created 

devoid of real people, real students, and the everyday world in which they live: 

And so the illusion of the individual seems to be confionted 
with an equally iilusionary fantasy ofhannonious 
togethemess, and as the long-standing debate between 
individual autonomy and community proceeds - and in 
many ways the definitive social debate between 
medievalists and modems - it becomes more and more 
apparent that both are empty abstractions, not flesh and 
blood descriptions of real people or their relationships. The 
truth, I want to argue, is that there are no individuals, there 
is no autonomy and no real fieedom, outside of a social 
context. But neither is there any such entity as community 
that is not first of al1 made up of flesh and blood, 
increasingly independent, and often obstinate individuals 
whose membership in that particular community is almost 
always contingent rather than essential (Solomon, 1990; p. 
98). 

In examining the tensions and contradictions of students' persona1 academic experiences 

in a leaming community prograrn, I hope to further shed light on how they have 

negotiated their role as learnen within a particular leaming community prograrn and in 

doing so expose the tensions between the values associated with community and the more 

powerful values within higher education that place more emphasis on cornpetition, 

individual achievement, personal freedom and autonomy. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This chapter provides documentation of my research methodoiogy frorn the 

design of my study through to the analysis process. As noted in chapter one, 1 was 

engaged in a qualitative case study in which 1 examined the experiences of a group of 

first-year students participating in a residential-based learning cornmunity program. 

Through their voices and actions, I critiqued the academic side of univenity life as they 

experienced it and lived it as a community of leamers. In doing so 1 exposed the tensions 

and contradictions between the values associated with comrnunity and the more powerful 

values within higher education that place more emphasis on cornpetition, individual 

achievement, persona1 freedom and autonomy. 

Research Design 

Because 1 wanted to focus on the bbcomrnonsense world of the student" (Becker et 

al., 1968, p. 30), I pursued an initial research design that would be emergent, broadly 

focussed and flexible. Hence 1 h e d  my dissertation as a qualitative case study, a 

research shategy defined as "an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single 

instance" (Merriam, 1988, p. 2 1). A case study approach would provide the framework 
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for me to examine cluster students' expenences from their vantage point within a 

particular educational setting. 

To provide a more interpretive research framework that would allow for more 

contextual data and a richer undentanding of students' experiences, and to build 

concepts, hypotheses, and theories, 1 used a symbolic interactionist approach. Symbolic 

interactionism is a distinctive perspective that is concemed with the study of the ''ways in 

which people make sense of their life-situations and the ways in which they go about 

their activities, in conjunction with others, on a day-to-day basis" (Pnis, 1996, p. 10). 

Hewitt (1994) describes it as a way of understanding and explaining human social 

conduct and group life through an emphasis on the rneanings that individuals construct 

through interaction with others. In the symbolic interactionist framework, hurnan 

behavior is studied as human lived expenence, rooted in people's meanings, their 

interpretations, their activities and their interactions. It is an interactive process of 

rneaning making which emphasizes the role of others as CO-creatoa in the construction of 

human conduct (Mead, 1934, Blumer, 1969, Prus, 19%). 

Using a symbolic interactionist model, 1 was able to generate insights, explain 

events and seek an understanding of students' university experiences. 1 placed students 

and their negotiated meanings at the center of rny analysis. But in doing so, 1 came to 

realize the limitations of this strategy for this approach allowed me to ask and answer 

only certain questions. As 1 heard more and more of students' stories, 1 became aware of 

the role that the university played as a site for the reproduction of particular sets of social 
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relationships and more cognizant of the relations of power and ideology within the higher 

education setting. 

Therefore, in addition to symbolic interactionism, 1 have also used critical 

approaches (Harvey, 1990; McLaren and Giarelli, 1995; Tiemey. 1993; Tierney and 

Rhoads, 1994; Weiss, 1985) to question and critique students' underlying assumptions 

and to explore the inconsistencies and contradictions between their actions and words in 

ternis of inherent political dimensions. This critical research strategy provided a more 

detailed analysis of students' expenences linked to wider social structures and systems of 

power relationships. It has allowed me to ask and answer those questions missing from a 

more interpretivist perspective. In particular, it has enabled me to examine the 

comections between what went on in cluster groups, the differential power relations, the 

hidden paradoxical messages, and how these were continuously mediated or reproduced 

in the daily lives of the students. (McLaren and Giarelli, 1995, Tiemey. 199 1 ). 

Data Sources 

In the previous chapters, 1 examined my relationship to University College 

Connection, including the rationale as to why 1 purposely selected the cluster program to 

research. Using a process of sarnpling referred to by various researchers as purposive 

(Chein, 198 1 ) or criterion-based (Goetz and Lecompte, l984), 1 identified strategies for 

intewiewing students predicated on three general cntena. The fint was based on relevant 

subgroups within the population under study. Because 1 wanted to examine the discourse 

of student learning Rom the perspective of arts students and science students, 1 selected 
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one cluster in the arts and one in the sciences since these were the two largest academic 

programs for first year students at this university as well as the two largest programs in 

which the majority of cluster student were enrolled. The second criteria for sampling was 

related to comparability. During the surnmer of 1997, 1 met on numerous occasions with 

the program coordinator of UCC to decide on which two clusten to include in my study. 

Since the intent of the research was to examine cluster participation from the perspective 

of arts and science students, she suggested I select an arts and a science cluster located in 

the same building with similar floor pattems and roorn arrangements. This would make 

my access to the clusters easier as well as provide similar geographic pattems of 

communal living for both of the clusten. There were a kw clusten that fit this 

geographic arrangement. The final sampling criteria was based on reputational case 

selection. In this instance, the Coordinator M e r  narrowed the selcction by identifying 

two Peen whom she thought would be very cooperative and supportive of the study. 

Through this process, the final location was in the northem residence area, in a seven 

floor, CO-ed facility that had both new and returning undergraduate students. 

Once the location of the clusters had been agreed upon, 1 sent a letter to each of 

the Peer Helpers introducing myself, the purpose of the study, and asked for their 

permission to conduct the study within their clusten (See Appendix A). It was important 

for me to have their full cooperation since their assistance would be integral in helping to 

set up interviews as well as serving as infonnants in the study. Both of the Peers 

responded positively to participating and assisting with the study. 
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1 arranged with each Peer Helper to speak to their students at their fini general 

cluster meeting during Orientation week. At that meeting I distributed a handout 

describing the study, my role as researcher, and their role as participants. I saw no visible 

minorities at the orientation meetings. Of the students in the actual study, al1 were white 

and all. except for one student. who had graduated from a high school overseas, had 

attended high schools in Ontario. Cluster participants were between the ages of 17 to 22. 

and the majority were 18 or 19 years of age These student demographics fit within the 

overall profile of first year students at the university. At the end of my presentation, 22 

out of 25 students at the meeting fiom the science cluster and 21 out of 26 students in the 

arts cluster, expressed an interest in participating in the study and gave me their narnes 

and phone numbers for further contact. 

Data Collection 

I conducted my i n t e ~ e w s  in a convenational style of everyday interaction 

(Schatzman and Strauss, 1973; Denzin, 1978) or what Kahn and Canne11 (1957) describe 

as "a conversation with a purpose" (p. 149). This method of communication encouraged 

empathy and understanding and allowed the students to feel that what they were saying 

mattered. 1 assurned a "presuppositional" stance as defined by Patton (1980) which 

recognized that students had something to contribute and had experiences worth talking 

about. 1 also recognized that these interviews, unlike conversations, had a script, an 

agenda, and a purpose set out by me, the researcher. 
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Al1 of the data collected for this case study was done through semi-structured 

interviews. This kind of format ensured that certain information was elicited fiom al1 

students and yet allowed me some flexibility in providing opportunities to probe for 

clarification, pursue tangents or redirect my questions (Patton, 1987). 1 introduced each 

topic and the students talked about that they deemed important within the context of that 

particular theme. The interviews took place in my ofice, a large room complete with a 

window and no door which lessened the feeling of enclosure or that of a pnvate 

counseling office. The student and 1 sat at a round table where neither of us were visible 

to anyone outside the office thus ensuring pnvacy and confidentiality. The interviews 

were approximately 75 minutes. At the first meetings with each of the students, I sought 

permission to record the interview and had students read and then sign, if they chose to 

do so, the letter of consent (See Appendix B). 

First Round Interviews 

During the first two months of the Fall semester, I met with 15 science students, 

their Peer Helper, and Resident Assistant, and with 10 arts students, their Peer Helper, 

and Residence Assistant (See Appendices C and D, indicating names of students' who 

participated in the study; the number of interviews held; and the dates they occurred). 

Because I did not start interviewing arts students until October, there was a considerable 

gap in time from when 1 had first talked with them during ûrientation week. By the 

' Participant names are pseudonyms. 



middle of October, many of them were in the rnidst of studying for rnidterms and writing 

papers and found themselves too busy to participate. 

In these first set of interviews, I wanted to understand what the academic side of 

university life looked like to students participating in a leamhg cluster; the cultural 

noms and values hela by these students that shaped their learning; and their perspectives 

and coping strategies acquired dunng their first six weeks at univenity. The kinds of 

questions 1 posed were life history type questions; those of a general nature that would 

allow students to focus on their everyday lives. To ensure these initial questions would be 

seen as safe and non-threatening, I concentrated on their direct experience, asking 

students to talk about what they actually did in their ciuster and in their classes. 1 opened 

each interview with the question, "Why did you corne to Guelph?Yollowed by, "Why 

did you join the cluster?"e remaining questions were grouped into five major 

categories: 

1. A day in the life: 1 asked them to take me through a typical day at univenity 
starting when they fint woke up ~mtii they went to bed that evening. I had them 
descnbe the courses they were taking, what it was like going to their classes; what 
they did in between classes and what they did with their time in the evenings. 

2. Studying and learning: I wanted to hear fiom them wliat they did when they 
studied; what they considered to be their diffrcult or easiest courses; and the 
differences as they saw it between university and high school leaming. 

3. Professors: To understand the role their course instructon played in their 
university experience, 1 posed questions about the kind of contact they had with 
them and the circumstances under which they would make such contact. 

4. Goals for their courses: 1 asked what kind of goals they had established for 
themselves in their courses and what they had heani about the grade dmp at 
university. 



5.  Cluster living: In this general topic area, 1 explored with students what it was 
like living in the cluster and the kinds of activities that were taking place within it. 

These topic areas guided the direction of the questions. Some 1 pursued in more detail 

over others depending on the responses and stories students told me. In these fint 

interviews, 1 wanted to rnakr: sure ihat students liad t l ~ e  chance to tell me something about 

who they were and how they were experiencing university. In particular, I hoped that 

their time spent with me would provide them a brief opportunity to assess how things 

were going for themselves within this new environment and that 1 would be an 

appreciative listener of their stories as they were emerging. 

Second Round interviews 

The University's 12 week semester system greatly influenced the timing of the 

second interviews. The Peer Helpen in both clusters identified the first two weeks in 

November as major rnidtem period and paper due date time so that lefl me with three 

weeks remaining in the semester and two weeks during finals. 

Atter each of the first round interviews, I had asked students if they would be 

willing to be interviewed again but said that I haân't yet set up the criteria as to how 1 

would make the final selection. Al1 students interviewed said they would be willing to 

meet with me again. The rernaining time forced me to rethink my strategy and be more 

selective in t ems  of who 1 would be able to meet with for a second time. I identified 

three science students who provided very limited information and what they did have to 

Say was confinned by othen and so decided not to contact them. Likewise for the arts 
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students, there were two who had difficulty talking about themseives and even when 

prompted to eiaborate, still found it di fficult to respond in any kind of detail. In the end, 

1 completed second interviews with 10 science students and seven arts students. 

1 came up with six general topics as a guide for these interviews. I opened each 

face-to-face encounter with the question: How have things been going for you? Their 

responses detemined the order of questions I would pursue with them. The topics were: 

1. Midterms/exams: what were they like? How did you do on them? 

2. Professors: I continued to ask them about their professon, wanting to find out 
if they had increased their contact with them and what they expected fiom them. 

3. Learning: What did they do as learners and how did they do it? 

4. Cluster Activities: 1 asked them to describe the cluster and what it was like 
living in the cluster at the end of a semester. 

5 .  Community: This was a new category where I wanted to examine how 
important it was for them to feel a sense of community and how this was talked 
about in the cluster. 

These topics guided the direction of the interviews. At times, I pursued one area 

more in-depth over another or even new ones depending on what students wanted to tell 

me. For example, 1 altered some of my questions, especially the ones related to 

cornmunity. For the first few interviews I posed the question: In what way has the cluster 

experience impacted on your sense of cornmunity? This was met with some degree of 

confusion and sometimes a blank stare. I discovered that "community" is not a term in 

use in their everyday vocabulary. 1 was caught in this instance of trying to structure the 

conversation around what 1 wanted to hear. Instead, students told me through their own 
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words and expenences that "fitting in" or "belonging" were a more immediate concem 

to them. 

1 found the second interviews easier to conduct because 1 was more familiar and 

thus more cornfortable with the process. 1 think this was also hue for the students and I 

found it easier to engage in conversations with them. Many approached their interview as 

a continuation of our first meeting, making reference to what they had last told me and 1 

likewise did the same. 1 believe the students found their interview time with me to be 

valuable. They mattered; they were heard; someone wanted to listen to their stones about 

what univenity has been like; and to have their experiences validated. 

Third Round Interviews 

in my research study, i wanted to conduct multiple interviews with students over 

the course of their two semesten at university. In particular, I wanted to hear how they 

would descnbe and talk about their univenity experience after having completed their 

first semester. Would they still consider themselves novices? Did the cluster have as great 

an impact on them as it did in the fint semester? How had their perspectives on learning 

changed over the course of two semesters? Of the 10 science students whom I had 

interviewed a second time, one student had left university and another had left her double 

room in her residence building to live in a single room elsewhere on campus. 1 met with 

the remaining eight students. In the arts cluster, of the original seven whom 1 had 

interviewed a second time, one had left the university so I decided to meet with the 

remaining six. One student failed to show up for her i n t e ~ e w  and despite messages lefi 
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with her roommate, she did not get back in touch with me. Another student said she was 

in the midst of writing papers and could not participate. As a result 1 decided to taik with 

a student who I had only interviewed once before which lefi me with six arts students 

participating in the final round. 

Our conversations were an extension on what we talked about in the second 

interviews. I came up with general topics to pursue and opened each encounter with the 

question:'Tell me about your Winter semester." 1 wanted to heu fiom hem what they 

were doing and how it was different or similar to the Fall. I continued to ask questions 

related to faculty interactions, their academic plans, cluster experiences and learning 

activities. Similar to the previous two interviews, these topics guided the direction of the 

interview and some were covered more in-depth than othen depending on what students 

were willing to share with me. Unlike the fint interviews where students focussed on the 

concrete details of their university experience, in these final interviews, 1 wanted to find 

out what being a student had meant for them and how they had put that experience into 

perspective. 

Some of the comments fiom students indicated that on their way to the i n t e ~ e w  

they had done some rehearsal of their responses and reflection on their university 

experience in anticipation of our meeting. After his interview, one of the arts students 

asked when 1 was going to interview two of his friends whom 1 had interviewed a second 

time. He said they were waiting for me to cal1 and that they didn't want to be left out. 

Similar to my fint and second interviews, 1 found the students willing to share their 

persona1 refiections and provide me with a filtered glimpse into their lives. Our meetings 
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offered them a chance to continue to investigate who they were within a particular 

context and to have their stones heard and validated. 

in summary, I conducted 33 interviews with the science students, three with their 

Peer Helper and one with the residence assistant assigned to their floor. 1 held 23 

interviews with arts students, three with their Peer Helper and one with their residence 

assistant. Although 1 was initially concerned that the number of interviews I conducted 

was too few, 1 came to realize that it was not the final number of respondents 1 needed to 

be womed about but the potential for those of whom 1 did meet with to contribute to the 

development of my understanding of their cluster expenence as well as provide an 

explanation of the social phenornena under study. The final number of students 1 

interviewed was appropnate for that task. 

1 transcribed the 64 interviews tapes myself, an extremely time-intensive task but 

one that provided me with the opportunity to listen to what students were saying a second 

time outside of rny interview role. 1 was able to identify changes in intonation, instances 

of sarcasm, episodes of purposehl repetition and made notes accordingly. 

Data Analysis 

Data collection and data analysis are simultaneous activities in qualitative 

research. My initial insights and hunches fkom the first set of interviews informed the 

second phase of data collection which then influenced the third set of interviews. As a 

result this becarne a recursive process of data collection, analysis and reporting. 

Following a framework outlined by Taylor and Bogdan (1984 ), 1 read and reread the 
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data to gain a more clear and deeper understanding of students stories related to their 

university experience. Using field notes, 1 wrote memos to myself, noting initial 

hunches, ideas, and possible themes as 1 searched for regdadies, pattems, and emergent 

themes. 1 originally intended to use the Ethnograph (Seidel. Friese, and Leonard, 1995) to 

code and analyse the interview data, but found the topics too interwoven within the text 

to separate them. In addition, 1 thought my initial time and attention would be focussed 

too much on the mechanics of leaming a new computer software system, instead of 

listening for the nuances within students words and stories. 1 was also afhid that such a 

mechanical system would limit me fiom taking a more holistic reading of the transcripts. 

Qualitative data analysis is "the process of bnnging order, structure and 

interpretation to the mass of collected data" (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 150). This is 

not to imply that such analysis is orderly or linear. On the contrary, the analysis of 

qualitative data is a rather messy, ambiguous and very time consuming process. At times 

1 was lost in the data, venturing off on tangents that led me in directions that later proved 

to be less relevant to the study. This was hstrating and yet I realized part of the research 

process. I used a process of qualitative induction in analysing my data, a strategy of 

organizing data, generating categories and themes and then testing the ernerging 

hypotheses against the data (Bogdan & Biklin, 1992). My initial system of classification 

used whatever ideas, pattems, and explanations that emerged from each interview data 

set. These were then transfonned into categories under which subsequent items were then 

sorted and then m e r  reduced and refined . 
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Deriving hypotheses and iheory tiom data involved both the integration and the 

refhement of categories. Hypotheses about the relationship between the codings were 

developed using constant comparison analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) in which 1 

compared incidents or information both within and between the two clusten. Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) recommend that in the study of groups, the researcher should maximise 

and minimise 30 th  the differences and the similarities of data that bear on the categories 

being studied" (p. 55). Minimizing the differences between the two cluster groups 

allowed for the emergence of general categories within the data. Once this was 

completed, 1 was then able to maxirnize the differences between the two comparison 

groups. 

In presenting my findings in the following three chapters, I followed Patton's 

(1990, p. 430) notion of "thick description" providing detailed descriptions of the 

phenornena studied, including contexts, student perspectives, behaviours, and insights. 1 

also have employed extensive use of verbatim quotations to convey the feelings, surface 

and deep meanings, and consistencies and inconsistencies of students' experiences 

(Fetterman, 1989). It is through this process of thick description that 1 was able to expose 

the tensions and contradictions of students' university experiences and examine the 

hidden paradoxical messages that pervade the higher educational system. 

Issues of Tmstworthiness 

Because the value of qualitative findings cannot be discussed in the quantitative 

ternis of validity and reliability, Lincoln and Guba, (1985, p. 290) have argued for a new 



rhetoric and vocabulary to use in discussing these issues. They substituted 

"trustworthiness" for that of validity and introduced four criteria to inform what 

qualitative researchers must do to ensure trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confinnability. Two of these, credibility and transferability, were 

incorporated in my research. Credibility was established through the passage of time over 

the two semesters which helped me to understand the students' experiences; become 

more aware of my own assumptions and biases that impacted on my interpretation of the 

data, and to build trust with the students. Credibility was also accomplished through 

tnangulation by testing my insights and findings with the Peer Helpers. Serving as an 

additional data source from my formal and informa1 meetings with them. the Peen alerted 

me to happenings on the floor, particular interpersonal dynamics, students' general 

coping strategies, and levels of increased stress at major exam periods. They also 

provided different perspectives on cluster activities as well as another student voice from 

their own role as second and third year students. In addition, I was able to engage in 

regular and ongoing discussions with the program coordinator and ongoing discussions 

with my work colleagues throughout the study to test rny emerging interpretations and 

understandings. 

Transferability or possible usefùhess of the study in another context was 

established by providing sufficient information and details about the setting, context, and 

student cohort to those readers who may want to apply the findings to their own situation. 

In providing a thick description, 1 have given sufficient information to aid those in 

judging transferability as to whether they may want to compare their situation to the one 

under study. 



Ethical Considerations 

Dobbert (1 982) identificd four ethical criteria appropriate to consider for 

qualitative research: 1. confidentiality, 2. honesty, 3. responsibility, and 4. fair r e tm.  

Fettennan (1 989) added two additional cnteria, that of trust and rigour. Confidentiality 

was assured by protecting the anonymity of the students and the data. Al1 names have 

been changed to protect the identity of the respondents and permission was granted to use 

direct quotations. No interviews were conducted without their written consent. Honesty 

was established by letting the students know the nature of the study, who would have 

access to the data and how the data and results wouid be used. I tried to ensure 

responsibility by scheduling interviews at times that were convenient For students, 

recognizing the hectic nature of a 12 week semester system. I also made certain that the 

interviews honoured the time cornmitment 1 asked of the students and that the location 

and setting provided a confidential and relaxed environment for them. Finally, 

participation in the study gave students the chance to tell their story within an 

environrncnt that seldom provides such opportunities. They were heard and felt validated. 

The students also had the opportunit. to think about their university expenence and gain 

insights into their situation and setting (Whitt and Kuh, 1991). 

Subiectivitv 

As wted in the literature review, 1 was the original designer of the program under 

study. My concern over this close relationship and issues of subjectivity were related not 

to my inability to distance myself h m  the program but to my closeness to the values 



behind the learning community program. I had identified UCC as my research topic in 

my letter for admission to the doctoral program. This choice was very much tied to my 

personal interests, as well as  educational and pedagogical beliefs. Peshkin, in describing 

his subjectivity as a researcher stateà: 

My subjectivity is the basis for the story I am able to tell. It 
is a sirength on which 1 build. It rnakes me who I am as a 
penon and as a researcher, equipping me with the 
perspectives and insights that shape al1 that 1 do as a 
researcher, fkom the selection of a topic, clear through to 
the emphasis I make in my writing. Seen as a virtue, 
subjectivity is something to capitalize on rather than 
exorcise. (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 104). 

During the process of interviewhg students and transcnbing their tapes, 1 completed a 

reading course in which 1 examined my preconceptions ofcommunity and how ihese 

influenced the design of the cluster project. This writing process helped me to fùrther 

explore issues of subjectivity and to recognize that my values, conceptions and beliefs 

have been an integral component of every part of the research process. 



CHAPTER 4 

SIMILARITY, SAFETY AND SECURITY 

Stones go in circles. They don? go in straight lines. So it 
helps if you listen in circles because there are stories within 
stories, and stoties between stories, and finding your way 
through them is as easy and hard as finding your way 
home. And part of the finding is the getting losi. If you're 
lost, you really start to look around and listen (Metzger, 
Circle of Stories, 1986, p. 104). 

Introduction 

It was the fear of getting lost that 1 was rnost concemed about when 1 began 

analyzing students' stories fiom our first meeting. In listening to their narratives, 1 was 

uncertain 1 would be able to tmly hear the interplay between their actions, thoughts and 

feelings. As well, 1 was concemed that once drawn into their stories 1 would not know 

where to go next, lost without a map to navigate my way out. This chapter represents the 

beginning story of a shared joumey that both the students and I as researcher were 

engaged in, a joumey of novices, and as a result the stories that unfold at this time reflect 

uncertainty, feu, self-discovery and possibilities. 1 hope in my writing to bnng an 

understanding to the reader of students' initial cluster experience within the context of 

their persona1 and cultural environment, recognizing that each of their stories is one of 

many voices within the cluster and that 1 too have a story to tell. 



Initial Reactions 

In analyzing their interview transcripts, 1 find that there is so much that students 

were telling me. If 1 step back and try to recall as a cohort their collective stories, what 

cornes to mind? They came eagerly; they came out of curiosity; they came because 1 

asked them to; because 1 told them that 1 was interested in them and their stories; and 

that 1 wanted to hear fiom them how they were making sense of this place called 

university. They came because they wanted someone to hear what they had to Say and 

validate their experience. 

1 remernber Kathenne, so glad to be finally away fiom home and the hovenng of 

her parents and Jean, a high school &op-out who retwned to complete her OAC's and 

now wants to become a vetennuian. There was Ben who seemed so wise beyond his 

years as he talked about the need for depth in his niendships, and Jamie, 17 and away 

fiom home overseas for the first time. 1 can stili recall some of those first interviews as 

we both dealt with being a novice and the awkwardness of silence. 

There were a number of emerging themes that illurninated academic life h m  a 

cluster students' perspective. What I have come to realize fiom their stories is that 

students brought multiple perspectives that were at times ambiguous, contradictory, and 

ofien shifting creating not a single reality but a construction of realities. To provide an 

example of such contradictory data, 1 quote a response from Ben when 1 asked him about 

going to classes: 

1 always go to my classes. Well, 1 didn't go to my English 
class this moming 'cause my-I don? know what's wrong 
with my alarm clock--and 1 figured 1 had readings to do 



anyway and English 1 enjoy the least of al1 but 1 know it 
won? be a perpetual thing with me but 1 don't think there's 
any social pressure to go. There might be for some people 
but for me there isn't. in the moming people are walking 
down the hall and everyone's screaming, "Lets go, lets go, 
lets go." 1 can see how others would go but for me 1 usually 
go anyway. 1 always go. 

Students like Ben, through their words, ideas and metaphors, constructed an 

understanding of their university expenence as they saw it. As a result, their beg i~ ing  

stories reflect a joumey into paradox. 

The Academic Ex~erience 

Students' academic experience - their courses, going to lectures, interactions with 

instructors, talking about their classes - took place within a social and cultural context. 

To explore what this landscape or fabnc looked like fiom their perspective, I focused on 

their talk about these academic activities as they expenenced them fiom within the 

context of their cluster. 

Going to CClass: Are You Sleeping. Sick or Dead? 

"Whoever gets up first goes and bangs on the doors to make sure everyone is up" 

and if they weren't banging on doors, students talked about pounding on them while 

others running around yelling "Lets go! Lets go!" to ensure that everyone was up and 

going to class. Tom described his moming wake-up calls in the following way: 

1 have three 8:30ts and 1 tend to sleep in so people corne 
wake you up and help you. They go pounding on your door, 
"Get up! Get up!" They encourage you. 
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In srnall groups of two to three, sometimes in larger cohorts of seven to eight, cluster 

students would set out to attend their large lectures, sitting together and saving seats for 

others in the cluster. In these initial interviews, students operated on the initial 

expectation that one goes to class. They also expressed an obligation to other cluster 

memben to attend class. Kate explained: 

You kind of feel guilty if you don't go. Well 1 skipped one 
class. 1 had six houn of straight classes and 1 was hungry, 
but yeah, they were like, "Why aren't you going?' And you 
feel guilty about asking them for notes aRerwards or 
something like that. Yeah, they get you motivated. 

I asked students what it was like sitting in large lecture halls that held 300 to 600 

people and they responded by describing them as intimidating and feeling alienated 

within them. Most had corne fiom high school classes no larger than 20 and in fact some 

of their university lecture classes were larger than their entire high school. Sitting within 

a lecture with these kinds of numbers led to a sense of anonymity, intimidation, 

detachment and distance. Jamie reacted to the large size of his classes by taking on a 

much more passive role to his learning: 

I don't ask questions, it's pointless whereas in high school 1 
would. You could establish a personal relationship but here 
there's more distance and a bigger barrier. 

It seems difficult to imagine that in a gathenng of 400 students, similar in age and 

expenence, it would be so hard to establish any kind of personal connections or to make 

fnends, but that, in fact, was the case. Laura put it most succinctly when she said, "You 

get to know people by going to class with hem, not by sitting in class with them." 
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Meredith fussed about the fact that in one class she had no cluster students to go with her. 

"1 have at least two people in the cluster in each of my courses except Economics which 

is so horrible. I go and Say where are al1 of my cluster fnends?" Classrnates were not 

tnisted fiends but sûangers with whom they had no relationship with, so attending class 

together provided cluster participants a safe haven and a rehige fiom anonymity within 

such a nameless, Eriendless, arena. 

Othen also echoed these fears of intimidation and how this made them unwilling 

to participate in class, or to ask questions, for to do so would be taking risks, setting 

themselves apart from their peen. Such insecutity came not only from not knowing 

othen in your class, but in not wanting to identify the fact that you did not know or 

understand something in such a large setting. No one wanted to admit their ignorance in 

public and face judgement by their peers. 

Some of the cluster students talked about sitting close to the front of the lecture 

hall to better pay attention, and commented that it would be easier to ask questions if you 

sat in fiont because you would not have to yell over the whole audience. When I asked 

Carol if in fact she had asked questions, her response was, "1 haven't asked a question in 

class but if 1 have to ask one, I'd rather be in the fiont to ask it." It was safer for most 

students to stay quiet, silent, and remain reticent within the large classroom setting. 

Two students told me how the large class size allowed them to be anonymous by 

choice, especially if they had to corne in late or wanted to nod off in class. A few talked 

about either sleeping in class or having classrnates sleeping on either side of them during 



lectures especially for those held in the early moming. Barbara took great pride in the fact 

that she did not fa11 asleep in class: 

We sit through class and sometimes it's really hard and you 
try not to fa11 asleep. But 1 don't fa11 asleep. If I'm tired, 1 
may space out a bit but 1 get al1 my notes dom. 

Kathenne related an interesting story about what her course instructor does to students 

who sleep in his class: 

Our Chemistry prof will come right up to the person and 
tap him on the shoulder just because he doesn't know if 
they're sleeping, sick or dead. So he told us if you want to 
go to sleep, leave. If you're dead, just lay there and if 
you're sick, go home and sleep. 

Both arts and science students cornmented that sitting together with others in your 

cluster allowed you to do things that otherwise would not have been considered 

appropnate if you did not know the person next to you. Said Ben: 

People in my cluster go together and sit together so it's 
cornfortable to be there and you don't feel nervous to look 
over to the person's next to you notes if you missed an 
important point. You couldn't do that if you were sitting 
next to sorneone you didn't know. 

Jamie concurred. "We go and sit together and if we miss notes. we can just copy off the 

other person without feeling guilty." 

No one questioned why their classes were so large nor did anyone propose smaller 

classes as a more ideal setting. It was just accepted that university involved sitting in 

large lectures and being with a cluster member helped to break down the distance barriers 

between the professor and other students. What large lectures did was shape students 
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behavior and expectations regarding their role, purpose, and function as leamers within 

that particular context. 

One particular expectation that emerged from their stories was that lectures were a 

place for students to gather information, and by the fourth week of classes they soon 

discovered that this information could be collected elsewhere or through other means. 

Consequently, going to lecture became more of an optional activity, and for a nurnber of 

students in both of cluster students, skipping classes after the third week of classes 

became common practice. They gave themselves permission not to go to class if the 

professor didn't make sense or went too fast, especially if that information could be 

clarified or repeated in the textbook. By the fourth and fifth week of classes, when time 

became tight, students would assess whether they would receive a better payback in terms 

of their time if they went to class or not, and ofien, going to class was sacnficed for other 

time commitrnents. Carol confirrned this: 

It's not doing them any good. They rnight as well spend the 
time doing homework or something more productive. It's 
not like they're going to get out of the work. 

What emerged from these conversations was a nom of student culture that said it was 

okay not to go to class as long as you did the homework and the readings. Going to class 

and reading the text were different ways to gather the sarne information. Students 

assurned these were interchangeable activities. In such talk, there was no recognition of 

the teaching role of theù course instructors other than to present information to them. 
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For those students who continued to attend class regularly, I discovered three 

particular reasons: 1. the guilt factor-. "If 1 don? go and 1 don't do well, 1'11 feel bad 

afterward;" 2. the stoic factor--"We don't want to get lazy"; and 3. the value for money 

factor--"We're paying $4000 to be here." Many of these regular attendance-goen defined 

going to class as part of their de finition of being studious- "Yeah, we actually get up and 

go to our classes." 

Students enrolled in Physics were told by the course instructor that lectures were 

optional given the design of the course. When I asked Ginny why she still went, she told 

me: 

It helped to make the textbook corne clearer. It helps if you 
are at the right spot in the work that you are supposed to be 
doing on your own. If you are behind, you write it down 
and corne back to it later when you get to that part. 

Others explained that they no longer went since the textbook supplied everything they 

needed to know and they were doing well. These comments fbrther reinforced the notion 

that going to class was a means to gather information to be stored for future use. 

1 was curious if notes would be readily shared for whatever reason with those who 

didn't go to class. 1 discovered a number of unwritten niles which govemed this practice. 

Willingness to share notes tended to depend on why students didn't go. For Ben, whose 

alarm clock didn't work causing him to sleep through class, getting notes fiom a cluster 

member was not a problem. "With the cluster I didn't have to go looking al1 over the 

place for notes and everything. 1 got the notes right away." Caitlin found no difficulty in 

getting notes when she came back late fiom Thanksgiving. When 1 asked if it was okay to 



ask for notes if you didn't feel like going to class she responded: 

Oh, yeah. There's a lot of people who don? go to classes 
on Friday. They're hung over and 1 don'i mind giving them 
my notes. 

This view though wasn't shared by Janet when 1 asked her about sharing her notes: 

No, most who decide not to go don? really ask because it's 
not really fair but if someone had something else they had 
to do and miss class, then yeah, 1'11 lend them my notes. 

1 leamed from their conversations, that any kind of reason, whether being hung-over, 

hungry, or the need to spend tirne on something else was acceptable. Laziness or 

waste fùlness were not. 

Leamina in Lectures: The Banking Svstem of Information Collection 

Students' responses to my questions as to what they did in their classes were quite 

varied, dependent on the particula. class, pace, organization of the lecture material, and 

what they saw as their purpose within the lecture. I was left with an image of them on a 

treadrnill which they did not control, racing to keep up with the instructor. Ginny 

admitted that " I'm hurrying up to write down the notes so much that I'm not paying 

attention to what they are saying. 1 just write it down." Laura also commented on the 

speed and Pace saying: 

Lectures go pretty fast. Usually 1 try to understand what's 
going on but sometimes he just goes too fast so I get it 
down and will understand it later. 
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Joan m e r  confirmed this stenographer role by adding that " 1 get the information and 

then take it home and make sense of it." Little mention was made as to any kind of 

processing of this information received in class. Al1 they could hope for was to 'bcapture" 

the information by copying it down before it could escape out of their grasp, and then 

figure out later what do to with it. Kerry presented a more sophisticated understanding of 

learning in lectures that went beyond the role of information gatherer: 

1 think in most classes the classroom is the theory and the 
stuff you do outside the classroom is applying the theory by 
doing the problems. I try to figure out in clam how to use 
those concepts to your advantage when you are attacking 
the problem. 

This notion of the classroom as the place where concepts, theories and abstractions were 

presented was identified most oAen by students in negative ways. They resented and 

complained about professors who "are just babbling on" and who "go al1 over the place." 

There seemed to exist a clash between the students' need for structure and a linear 

approach to learning and the professor's abstract and conceptual approach. The result of 

this mismatch lefi students conhised, hstrated, and as a result less likely to attend 

hrther lectures. 

Professors: The Pronouns Without Antecedents 

Throughout the interviews 1 was shuck by the fact that students never identified 

their instructors by narne. In rny work with students over the past 10 years, 1 have met a 

few who were unable to tell me the narnes of their course instructors despite having 



attended classes throughout the semester. But it still surpnsed me that for these students, 

their instnictors would be such nameless entities even though they spoke about them in 

great detail. They referred to them as teachers, insûuctors, profs, and professors but never 

by name. Most often they were "he" or "she," pronouns without antecedents. Interaction 

with professon was rare and seen as too risky despite the fact that students made a 

number of cornments on how approachable their instnictors were. For a few of them. this 

was different fiom their initial understanding that professors did not care based on 

information they had received in high school. Kate was most surprised at her instnictors: 

I really, honestly thought it would be like profs don't care 
about you, well not that they care but they're here to teach 
their sniff and you hear that profs are into research and 
don? want to teach and teaching is secondary but al1 my 
profs have been great. niey're really sociable. You can talk 
to them. They try to get the class involved. 

But students also spoke in conflicting realities about their professon for despite 

describing them as approachable, most said they would not go to talk to them. Carol 

explained: 

Generally, yeah, I found the professors approachable but I 
haven't gone to talk to any one of them. If 1 had a question, 
1 would tend to ask someone in my cluster as opposed to 
asking my prof. 1 don? want to go and ask him and have to 
admit I'm behind. 

Andrew reinforced this perspective. "1 expected the profs to be old, stufSr, strict 

and unapproachable but they're not like that." But when I asked him if he had made any 

contact with his course instnictors, he said no. For lamie, it was the size of his lectures 



that was a inhibiting factor for him in making such contact: 

No, 1 haven't had the need to yet. Maybe later on or if 1 get 
more comfortable. In high school, it was small, 600 people 
and here my classes are at least half that size so the teachers 
know everyone in their classes in high school. Here they 
don? and it affects my in-class kind of thing. 

Janet, on the other hand, was the only student who took a more pro-active 

approach and purposely set out to meet al1 of her profs. "1 set goals such as to meet my 

profs and 1 went on my own and met them. 1 plan on doing it again. 1 thought 1 might as 

well let them know who 1 am." A number of the students who saw no need to make 

contact with their professors now, said they would probably do so in later years. when 

their classes would be smaller and they took more specialized courses. As nameless 

novices, they saw no need to make such contact now. 

Talkiny About Their Courses 

in these fint interviews, 1 asked questions that focused primarily on students' 

everyday experiences. 1 wanted them to take me through a day, beginning when they fint 

got up until they went to bed that evening. 1 asked them to describe what it was like 

going to class, what residence food was like, whether they had been away fiom home 

before, their major, what courses they were taking, and to identify which cornes they 

found easy and which ones were dificult. Studeiits in the science cluster, in rating their 

courses as easy or challenging, tended to base their assessrnent on how well they did in 



that subject in high school. According to Joan: 

Chemistry and Physics, I'm fuiding easy for me. 1 took 
Chem twice in OAC. 1 got a 79 the fint tirne and wanted to 
get a high average so 1 took it last year so it's pretty Fresh in 
my mind right now. 

Mmy of the science shidcnts dcscribed their courses as a rcviçw h m  high 

school. where the information presented was farniliar and was not seen as too diffcult. 

Kate came to the conclusion that this review in her courses was intentional for fint year. 

"1 expected fint year to make sure everyone's on the same plane and then second year 

you'll get into the nitty gîitty." If a course was identified as challenging, it was often the 

instnicior who was blamed, either in going too fast when presenting material or in being 

dificult to understand. 1 should point out that the timing of these interviews took place 

before a number of students had taken any midterm exarns and so their assessrnent related 

to coune ease or difficulty was based on their perceived ability to solve homework 

problems, comprehend readings, and understand lecture material. 

For students taking arts and social science courses, there was no identified link 

made between OAC courses and what they were currently taking and as a result, no 

mention of any of their courses as review except for Anàrew taking Economics. 

1 thought 1 would be bored because I took it in high school 
but so far 1 understand it a lot better. it gave me advantages 
over the other students who didn't take it in high school so 
right now I'm thinking of majoring in Economics. 

Farniliarity of content fiom high school courses provided students with an anchor and 

sense of security though as 1 will taik about later, for some a false sense of secwity with 



the farniliar. Students described courses as easy not only because of having pnor 

information about the subject but also due to the workload requirement. "Film is easy so 

fa ,  you just go. 1 haven't handed anythng in yet so maybe 1'11 change my mind" was 

how Jamie evaluated his coune. Katherine liked zoology ''because the teacher doesn't 

give assignments or anythng. We just listen to them talk." Said Miriarn about 

microbiology : 

1 like microbiology 'cause there's no homework in it and 
there's no real reading. 1 don't want to Say it's easier 'cause 
1 haven't written the midterm in it so I'm not sure. They 
just said if you don't undentand the lectures use the 
textbook and the text isn't even required. 

Students taking courses with new content commented on their difficulty in tryng 

to figure out where the course was going and their inability to relate to the information 

presented in their courses. Mike identified History as his least interesting course. "Other 

people may think it's good but I'rn not interested in the Arab movement, especially when 

you have to read and write two papers on why the Arab movement failed in World War 

1." Likewise for Jarnie who named his English course as the one he was most womed 

about and least interested in. "1 find the topic of race and gender so overdone and that's 

a11 we talk about in that class. You get tired of it." Janet, in a moment of despair, said she 

was not excited about any of her courses: 

1 didn't get into the Economics course I wanted. 1'11 take 
hem next semester. Right now, 1 don? see a comection 
between what I'rn taking and what 1 want to do. 



Extendinn Conversations Bevond the Classroom 

When students spoke about their day and going to classes, 1 asked if they talked 

with others about what happened in their lectures afterward. Did they continue the 

conversations beyond the classroom when walking to their next class or back to their 

residence? Students often responded to this question as if it was a separate, one 

dimensional topic but as 1 listened to their stories 1 discovered that in their practice and 

every day world this wasn't evident. They tended to have a broader conceptualization of 

the academic realm thought they may not have identified it as such. 

"Once the prof stops, we're done," exclaimed Joan. Miriarn added, "If something 

different happened or something was new, we'd talk about it but mostly we talk about 

what we should be doing." This theme w u  also echoed by Kate who commented, 

"maybe if we didn't understand something or if something was f m y  or strange but no 

deep real conversations." 1 found that when students did talk about what happened in 

their lectures it had less to do with the content and more to do with whether it was worth 

their time to have attended. They ofien went through some kind of cost-benefit analysis in 

deciding how much attention to spend on talking about a class. Mike echoed this theme. 

Nancy: After you leave class together, would you 
talk about what happened in class? 

Mike: Yeah, we normally start taking about the 
class, whether we thought it was worth 
going to, we critique it, sometimes we think 
it wasn't even worth talking about so we 
don't. 



Subject matter influenced the extent to which students continued the classroom 

conversations. Information-laden classes which required students to spend their time 

taking notes and 'humber cninching," as they referred to it, usually left them numb 

afterwards. In her interview, Ginny described how overwhelmed she sometimes was after 

some of her classes. "Coming out of Calculus class everyday, it's like-what was that? 

No, we don? discuss it until we later pull out the books." She was not alone in feeling the 

need to "talk about something else" afler class. On the other hand, those classes that 

seemed to engage students in issues that they could connect with elicited more discussion 

outside of class. Ben described this scenario when he lefi his Anthropology class: 

Fraser and 1 were walking back fiom Anthro and we started 
talking about concepts and we discussed culture -- between 
classes you tend to reflect with the people in your cluster, 
you talk about what's just gone on and in most 
circumstances everybody has a different take on it. 

For most students, it was at night, back in their residence when they would extend their 

classroom conversations, a consequence of shared classes and a shared living 

arrangement that will be explored Iater when 1 examine cluster living. 

Students as Leamers 

AAer asking students about themselves, their courses and their classroom 

expenence, I then fned to engage them in conversations about what leaming at university 

meant to them. 1 wanted them to tell me about what they did when they sat down to 

study; how they defined their learning tasks; and the ways they found university-level 
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learning different from high school learning. In particular I wanted to examine how what 

they said about their learning matched with what they actually did as learners. Their 

responses showed great variation, sometimes interspersed with contradictions, 

uncertainty, and for a few, an inability to provide an answer. "1 don't know" or "1 haven't 

figured that out yet" were some of the responses to questions that required some degree 

of sel f-reflection. 

How Thev Define Learning 

Although learning is a very broad concept, students talked about it primarily as 

academic in nature, within the context of the classroom. Since 1 was the one who brought 

up the subject, their responses were dependent on the kinds of questions I posed. For 

example, when I asked students to tell me what they did when they sat down to study, 

they usually focused on the rnechanics, such as hornework to complete; practice sets to 

solve; notes to review; and chapters to read. They oRen went into great detail describing 

their workload as set out by their course outlines which provided them with a breakdown 

as to what they were responsible for. Some followed them very senously, as 

demonstrated by Olivia: 

1 just work through every single problern that the teacher 
recornmends that we do. I do al1 the readings right now. I'm 
trying to do everything they suggest. 1 don't know how 
long 1 will do that but right now, I'm trying to do 
everything they Say. 



Most students defined studying as a daily requirement with due dates and test dates 

goveming as to when and what subjects to spend their time on. 'Problem-solving' was 

identified as the major study activity for students taking science courses, while 'reading' 

was the pnmary task for arts and social science courses. Some students descnbed in detail 

their particular methods for studying. Katherine talked about her system in the foilowing 

way: 

It depends on the subject. Chemistry we do in units. We 
have an outline of stuff to do already so 1 go through the 
questions at the end of the chapter and 1 write them down 
and just read them and then 1 go through the textbook and 
read the example problems and then 1 read the summary at 
the end of the chapter and then try the questions. If I don't 
get them, I'd flip through and try to find the answers. For 
Psych, 1 read over the chapter and then 1 go back into the 
chapter, highlight important stuff and then 1'11 read the 
study guide. 

Ginny described a more elaborate approach using separate notebooks for each course; 

writing questions in pen and answers in pencil; in addition to writing herself instructions 

if she didn't think she was going to remember something. As students explained their 

methods, 1 found 1 sometimes wanted to inte ject and provide reassurance or praise, offer 

advice, suggest alternative approaches or point out limitations to their methods. Take the 

case of Sam who told me that he was worried about the effectiveness of his study 

methods which consisted of going over the day's notes and reading the textbook. He went 

on to Say, "1 rely a lot on lectures. 1 don't take notes. 1 just listen and stuff goes into my 

brain but 1 don? know how much will be lefi at the end of the year." At the other 
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extreme was Laura who I found to demonstrate a very sophisticated approach to her 

studying : 

1 take things apart one step at a tirne. It's a lot less work 
than memorizing. If you have to do a question that is a bit 
di fferent you can figure it out whereas if you just 
memorized the formula, you won't be able to. Plus. if you 
memorize it, you will just forget it later. 

The students 1 interviewed knew 1 worked in a leaming support program but 1 was 

introduced to them initially as the person responsible for creating the cluster program and 

was now interested in understanding what took place within it. 1 had made arrangements 

with my colleagues that if, during an interview, a student asked for specific learning 

advice, 1 would make a referrai to one of them; however, I decided that if such 

information or support was not sought, 1 would not respond in these areas. 1 did not want 

to compromise my researcher role with my professional role within the context of the 

interviews but it was challenging at times to conceal approval or not provide advice. 

1 found in these conversations that students' approaches to learning varied 

depending on the type of course, interest in the topic, pressures fiom other courses, 

amount of content in the course, motivation, time in the semester, and testing formats. 

There was much talk about rewriting notes and writing information out. Copying sewed 

as a review as well as making notes look neater. According to lenny, "1 have to write 

things out. 1 need time. It takes me awhile unless 1 tnily understand something." Susan 

added that making notes helped her to think about the material more. ''1 have to read it 

over and then pick out what were the points in the paragraph and write it down. It's slow 



but if 1 did it any other way, I wouldn't be absorbing it as well." Keny claimed that she 

just couldn't listen to information but needed to use paper and pencil to see the logic of it. 

Al1 these variations were examples of strategies students employed to acquire facts, 

increase their knowledge, and develop cornpetence through sorne kind of manipulation of 

course information. 

A number of students identified memorization as their basic approach to leaming. 

Caitlin was surprisecl at this. T m  having to write things out a lot and coming up with 

acronyrns. I'm more use to trying to know something as a concept, not memorizing things 

so that's what I find hard. My courses have a lot of memorization." Other students 

though were beginning to recognize that memorization as a sole learning strategy was no 

longer adequate. Tom put it this way: 

You're actually leaming it, not just memorizing. You have 
to go out and leam it instead of keeping it in your mind for 
three days and hem Iosing it. I have to l e m  how to do that 
because I've never done that before. My whole high school 
career was just memorization but this is different. This is 
actual learning. 

Ben further elaborated on this theme: 

I don't feel satisfied or if 1 gained anything if I've read 20 
pages of r text and it has just gone out ofmy head so 1 have 
to go back. People will say, "Oh, well, we'll just give you 
the notes we took." but I'm-like concepts that I'm not 
familiar with--1 can't accept that because 1 have to l e m  for 
myself now. 1 can't rely on old exarns or whatever and just 
memorize stuK It's not like that anymore. 



For some students, the approaches they talked about using were based on 

successful methods they had developed in high school and so for them, learning at 

university was just a continuation of that process. Kate stated that she was doing the 

same kind of studying as hi& school and that so far it was working. She and a number of 

other students felt their hi& school had prepared them well for university, if not even 

giving them an advantage over other students. A few, though, bemoaned the fact that they 

had been able to get good marks in high school without doing much work. According to 

Carol: 

In high school. 1 didn't do much work. 1 was the type of 
person who if I read it or if 1 heard it in class, 1 would know 
it and I didn't have to do al1 of the questions assigned but 
now 1 have to sit down and do al1 of the problems 'cause 
you never know what's going to be on [the exam]. 

Others bragged about how little work they had to do and still do well. Tom described his 

high school learning strategies this way: 

1 could leave everything up to the last minute, the night 
before, spend three hours on a paper and get a 90 percent 
on it. Here, you can't do that. In high school you could 
cram the night before. 1 never had to study for exarns in 
high school more than the night before and 1 always had 
good marks. You just didn't have to. It wasn't necessary. It 
was al1 reinforced. 1 wasn't that hard. You could memorize 
it all. 

These kinds of comments illustrate how students had successfully adapted to their high 

school learning environment and a recognition that such strategies ai university would 



short change them now. Said Susan, "You could get away with not doing your 

homework if you understood the topic but now if you don? do the questions and practice 

hem and read the text then you're not going to get anywhere." For Jarnie, university level 

leaming required a more integrative approach, or, as he so aptly put it, a "higher" level of 

learning : 

High school leaming is more based on short-term memory- 
-study the night before and write it down the next day and 
you're done. Here I find you've got to know it, interlock it, 
make al1 the connections and even between different 
courses, not just different chapters. Dare 1 Say the level of 
learning is higher here? 

With these kind of comments, I expected students to be angry with their high schools for 

not preparing them adequately for university, but that didn't seem to be the case. When 1 

posed that question to Mike, he responded: 

High school leaming is easy. It's basically a little day care 
centre. I didn't find it very challenging. 1 had a job, a girl 
friend, 1 played hockey. 1 worked at fund raising, 1 did al1 
that and was still able to puil 87's. I had 95 in one class. I 
never studied. I studied for only two exams and they were 
Calculus and Geometry. 1 don? feel cheated, just a little 
unprepared. 

When 1 asked him if his high school could have done things differently, he told me no. If 

there was anger, it was expressed inwardly at themselves. Larnented Janet: 

That's the part that I'm mad at myself about. 1 don't recall 
ever studying in high school. 1 never studied for an exam. I 
didn'i have the patience to sit down and memorize. Even in 
OAC's they wrote everythtng on the board for us. If 1 
understood it, 1 could apply it. I did real well on essays and 
assignments. But here it 's di fferent . Yod te required to 
read. 



Another difference between high school and University level learning that students 

identified was the identification of themselves as the locus of control. As Kim saw it: 

You have to rely on yourself a lot more. In high school you 
didn't really have to read the textbook. Honestly, I don? 
remember ever reading a textbook. 1 did what 1 was told to 
do. I answered the questions I was told to answer. I got the 
assignments in I was told to do and there were certain due 
dates. Here you have to rely on yourself to do the work, to 
leam it, understand it. No one is checking up on you or 
forcing you to do the work. 

There was universal recognition that the teacher-dependent role they had experienced in 

high school role had been replaced by a role that now made them responsible for their 

own learning. Some students expressed persona1 doubts about their ability to handle this 

new responsibility, but others, like Ben, relished this new found fieedom: 

I'rn foming my own opinions and thoughts. I'm doing 
some of that because I'rn reading the text and I'rn reading 
the concepts and situations and stuff and I'rn then 
interpreting it in my own way and infening my own beliefs 
on it. Whether they're biased or not. 1 don? really care. 
Where a teacher in high school would tell you what it 
means and so on. 

Consistent throughout these first round interviews was the message from students that 

the challenge in learning was not related to the difficulty or complexity of the material 

but the amount of information to learn, in such a short time, in a setting where they were 

now responsible for their own learning. Despite the fact that students recognized that 

university-level learning would be different, many of them stili operated under 

approaches to learning that they had grown accustomed to and were successfbl with in 
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high school. They still expected direction; they expected the purpose of their courses to 

be revealed to them; and they expected their study activities to be stnictured for them. 

In my position as counselor, when I meet with individual students who are 

hstrated by their academic performance, 1 often ask hem to tell me how they know they 

are leaming anything when they sit down to study. 1 pose this question to assess their 

level of meta-cognitive awareness, the knowledge they have about their own learning and 

the ways they use that knowledge during the learning process. I want to find out what 

they do as leamers, why they do what they do, and their sense of personal control in 

adapting or changing to specific learning tasks. I posed this same question to the cluster 

students 1 interviewed. 1 wanted to undentand how aware they were of their own leaming 

and whether they exhibited any kind of flexibility in responding to different learning 

demands. There was a range of responses to these questions. Some spoke with great 

certainty; some admitted they were still t q h g  to figure that out; and a few declared they 

just didn't know. When 1 asked Senny how she knew if she was leaming anything, she 

answered, "It's when presented with a question and being able to do it or carrying on a 

conversation about it." Jamie though had more doubt about how to assess his learning 

expressed best the dilernma many felt : 

It's lcind of hard to assess how well I'm doing. in Calculus 
with quines 1 can tell if I'rn on the bal1 and it's pretty 
much al1 review but in other classes - Psych, Sociology - 
we haven't had any tests. I'm going by reading it and if 1 
remember it in the moming, then I kind of know it but if 1 
don? remember it, 1 have to read it over again. 



Susan m e r  described these difficulties related to learning in courses which had no 

problem sets and the uncertainty this brought: 

That was my problem with Psychology. 1 Tint started 
studying with my book but 1 wasn't getting anywhere 
because 1 didn't feel like 1 knew what was going on. I'd 
look at what I studied and 1 couldn't remember without 
reading it or knowing what the tems meant or how they 
were used. So 1 think it's a matter of - if you can answer 
questions about it or if 1 c m  give myself a mini lecture, if 
I'm able to do that then 1 think 1 get it. It's easier with other 
subjects where you c m  do the problems because if you can 
do the problems, you probably understand it. 

This uncertainty was echoed consistently by students taking arts and social science 

courses who were often left guessing in assessing their level of understanding in a course. 

When 1 posed the question to Andrew, he replied: 

1 was actually wondering that myself. What is the prof 
getting at? What are we supposed to know? What is he 
teaching us here? What is he going to test us on? 

Andrew saw his teacher as the primary factor in deciding not only what to learn but how 

much effort should be applied to class. He was looking for clues and directions, and, at 

this early point in the semester, was finding none. 

Within this context of uncertainty about what to study and how to study, there 

existed a kind of academic discornfort that students seemed to accept or tolerate. 1 was 

therefore curious as to how they held themselves accountable within such an 

environment. When they talked about getting down to do "school work," I was intrigued 

about what drove them to engage in activities that they oflen described as unrewarding 



and unpleasant. Students discussed in detail their self-discipline in achieving their goals; 

the fact that they felt they had no choice but to do the work; the financial implications if 

they didn't; and their fear of failure. For some students, doing the work was just a matter 

of habit as described by Miriam who said: 

[1 did the work] just because 1 know I have to do it. I've 
never not handed something in. I've never not written a 
test. I've never failed an exam. 1 don't know anything else. 
I've always done my homework. 1 just know it has to get 
done. If 1 want to get anywhere, 1 have to do fairly well. 

This theme of wanting to "get somewhere" was also reiterated by Susan, who went on to 

If you fail high school, you know that you cm go back but 
if you fail h m ,  it's a big deal. Plus, 1 want to get on with it. 
1 want to become whatever 1 am going to be in the end 
though 1 don't know exactly what 1'11 do yet but 1 know 1 
want to gei on with my life and so 1 think that really helps. 

This notion of "getting anywhere" and "getting on with it" was particularly evident in the 

science cluster where many of the members entered university with the intention of 

getting accepted into the highly selective veterinary medicine program. Since students 

could apply in their second semester, how well they did in their Fa11 courses would be a 

major determinant for admission and a major step in achieving their career objectives. 

G i ~ y ,  who entered with the goal of becoming a doctor, seemed to epitomize this strong 

goal focus within the science student cluster: 

If 1 want to be a doctor then 1 have to get into the biomed 
program and if 1 have to do that 1 have to get an 84 percent 
average in first year and if 1 want an 84 average 1 have to 
pass this test, 1 don't want to wreck the big picture at the 
end so 1 have to do it now. 
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Fear of failure also played a role in motivating students to get their work done. 

When I asked Kim how she held herself accountable, she replied, "lt's just the person 1 

am. 1 know 1 don't want to fail. 1 can't afford to screw up. In my family we don? fail." 

For Kim and othen, academic success or failure would not only impact on them but also 

on their family either financially or, in tenns of social status. This point was also made 

by Andrew, who reiterated a theme of "wastefulness" that he had developed earlier in our 

interview, when he said, "If 1 don't do it I'll fail out for sure. If 1 fail out that's my 

parents and my money down the drain." 

Time Management and the Sin of Wastehlness 

In their stories about studying, going to classes, and even in describing their 

motivation, the theme of wastehlness came up over and over again. It peneated their 

talk, and appeared to direct their actions and set limits on how much time they spent on 

their academic activities. Students operated under what I would cal1 an "efficiency 

principle," which required al1 of their academic activities to undergo some kind of cost- 

benefit analysis. I'hose activities deemed to be too time consuming without an 

appropriate payback were then eliminated. For Andrew, this principle was used in his 

decision to cirop German, "'cause I'm not that strong in languages and 1 was not willing 

to put out the time." Students frened about 'wasting' their money or their parent's money 

if they didn't do well. Decisions about whether to go to class or not underwent the same 

kind ofanalysis, as well as where to put one's study efforts in a particular course. Even 

eating came under the same kind of scrutiny. Most of them, if they ate breakfast, did so in 



their rooms because it was quicker and allowed them to sleep longer in the mornings. 

Olivia was critical of the time required for lunch: 

By the time we walk over there, get our Food, wait in line 
and eat and then get back it takes 30 to 35 minutes. That's 
kind of a lot of wasted time 1 find. 

By the third week of classes, there already was talk of trying to 'catch up', not to 

get M e r  behind and concems about the workload. Students described themselves as 

"buried in the work" and feeling ovenvhelmed because there was "so much to do and not 

time to do it in." No one ever admitted to being ahead of where they should have been in 

their courses or even being caught up. Kate came closest when she described her 

situation as, "I'm not ahead but I'm not that far behind." 

Taking five courses in a 12 week semester meant that exams started in the fourth 

week and continueci until the 10th week of classes. Papers, laboratory and other 

assignrnents were also required throughout this time. Students continually complained 

about the speed and pace of their courses, as well as testing formats that were now timed. 

One student expressed this concem by stating, "It 's always constant, constant work and 

you don't have time - you have to understand and move on - you l e m  to do that." There 

was a sense that work was never ending, and that to be caught up was an elusive goal. 

Some soon realized it could never be reached. As Olivia moaned, "1 feel like there's 

always something you can be doing, you can never Say you've done everything." Susan 

saw this as a dilernma: 

The problem is that you do one subject until you are caught 
up but then everything else falls behind so it's an 
impossible juggling thing. You can never get everything 



caught up at once because one thing makes you get behind 
in another. 

Even though many students describeci themselves as working "every spare 

minute," there were others who admitted they needed to do more. They identified 

procrastination as a major impediment to getting work done and at times felt powerless to 

confiont it. Barbara larnented the fact that she seemed unable to motivate herself to do her 

work: 

Homework wise, it's much more work than 1 expected. I'rn 
already behind since there's so much work to do. I'rn 
procrastinating. I have a tv in my room and 1 watch a lot .... 
1 find that since I don't have any homework to hand in the 
next day, then I usually don? have my work done for the 
next day. So it drags on a bit. There's a lot of work and I 
thought 1 would be able to sit myself down and do the work 
but I'rn having trouble to get it done. 

Caitlin, who also seemed to be having difficulties getting her work done, spoke in ternis 

of what she "should" be doing: 

I should probably start buckling down and doing a bit more 
work. That's what 1 feel. 1 should be doing more of what I 
do. In high school 1 was pretty good at it. 1 should be doing 
more studying. Sunday 1 do homework al1 day. It's more 
catch up. My main focus right now is to get al1 caught up. 1 
think 1 should be okay. 1 think 1'11 feel better if 1, when 1 get 
al1 that work done. I know 1'11 work hard enough to get al1 
that work caught up. I'rn not going to leave it and not do it 
but once I've done it 1'11 feel a lot better. 

Issues related io procrastination were Further compounded by living and leaming in a 

residence environment. Although this will be explored in more detail when 1 examine 

cluster living, it is worth noting here that Mike linked some of his procrastination 



problems to the challenge of studying in residence: 

After dinner you procrastinate for a couple of hours and 
fooling around and stuff and then you study awhile. A few 
people have a tv so we'll watch a movie. It just goes on 
fiom there. 

1 was not surprised then when I asked hem what advice they would give to new students 

based on their initial university experience, that they chanted the mantra, "Don't get 

behind,"over and over again. Within such a short semestered system and a typical five 

course-load pattern, t h e  becarne a valued cornmodity that students never seemed to 

have enough of. 

'Grade Ex~ectations' 

In leaming skills workshops that 1 conduct for new students each Fall, 1 usually 

congratulate hem on their records of high achievement based on their academic 

performance in high school. Many of these students enter with A averages, grades in the 

80's and 90's' a testimony to what they consider to be a measure of their success. Despite 

the uncertainty regarding what lies ahead of them as leamers, they tend to be confident in 

their abilities to adjust to and handle university-level leaming, since they have not 

received any feedback that would indicate otherwise. 1 then proceed to tak about the 

challenges of maintaining that level of success, cautioning them to expect some 

downward adjustment of grades in their first year. This caution of€en falls on deaf ean 

for 1 have discovered that while students recognize that a grade drop does occur, they 

atûibute the drop to others, not to themselves. 
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Over the last 10 years, t have noticed students becoming increasingly adept at 

playing what 1 cal1 'the grading game'. This preoccupation with grades starts well before 

they arrive at university. 1 hear it most often as it relates to their courses in their final year 

in high school. Students know that the grades they receive in those courses determine 

their eligibility for scholarships, entrance into certain programs of study, admission to the 

university of their choice, and participation in such programs as CO-op. They are 

knowledgeable about cut-off grades for accepiance to various programs of study within 

the universities they are applying to and as a result take strategic approaches to ensuring 

they have the nrcessary grades. This may include retaking courses a second and third 

time to better their grade or retaking courses at a different school known for its easier 

grading. Once students arrive at university, this emphasis on grades continues. They 

know that these grades will determine retention of scholarships, entrance into certain 

majors, entrance into professional schools and graduate schools and whether, in fact, they 

remain in school. 

With such an emphasis on grades, 1 purposely sought to find out what kind of 

grade expectations students entered with and whether this changed over the course of the 

semester as they received feedback fiom their midtenns and finals. How did students talk 

about their grades? How did their grades impact on their plans of study or career choices? 

Assessrnent in Guelph's 12 week semester means that most entering students experience 

one or two rnidtems per course which account for 30 - 40 percent of their final grade, the 

remainder coming fiom quizzes or papers and a final exarn. in a typical setting, the tVst 

midterm, usually occurring in week five or six, would count for 10 to 25 percent, and the 
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second midterm, held in week nine or ten would be worth 25 to 40 percent. This was a 

different scenario than what many reported in high school where tests were held every 

couple of weeks. Not only were students now facing exams held less frequently but they 

also were now accountable to learn more information within an expanded time h e .  

From their talk, I found that in the first five or six weeks in the Fa11 semester, prior to 

their first set of midterms, there was great anxiety and uncertainty for rnany students in 

the two clusten. Rebecca expressed the sentiment felt by others when she said she 

preferred her high school system with its regularly-scheduled tests throughout the terni: 

For me, I'd rather have more tests that are more often 
'cause it's hard to wait until a month in a course. It would 
be better if it were unit by unit. It would be easier if they 
had more little tests than big ones. 

Since most of my first-round interviews took place prior to students' first forma1 

set of exams, their talk in these interviews tended to be shaped by expectations and 

hearsay rather than reality. 1 asked them whether they had set specific goals for 

themselves in their courses. 1 wanted to fmd out what they had heard about the 'grade 

drop' and whether they had adjusted their expectations accordingly. Since there seemed 

to be some major differences based on whether a student was in the arts or sciences, 1 

will discuss their responses h m  the perspective of each cluster. 

What influenced responses h m  students in the sciences was the fact that many of 

them hoped to be able to apply to the veterinary medicine program after their fint 

semester and to do so they would need fint semester grades between 82 to 83 percent 

based on last year's cutoff marks. As a result, many of these students were aiming for 



high grades. Mien 1 asked Kate what grades she expected in her courses, she responded: 

They Say to expect your marks to &op five percent. 1 don't 
know whether they think the workload is heavier or 
whether high school marks are infiated or that's just how 
they mark. I'rn not sure what to expect. I'rn use to having 
90's so I'd like to be in the 80's at least. 70's would be 
disappointing but I'rn not sure how that's going to work. 

1 found students very cautious in identi fjmg their grade expectations, particularl y 

those who had not received any forma! feedback yet. Caitlin provided an example of this 

cautious approach: 

1'11 see how midterms go. 1 don? want to set [my 
expectations] too high and corne crashing down but I don7 
want to set them too low. 

Minam also identifird her uncertainty about maintaining her high school level of 

performance when she exclaimed, "1 knew it was realistic in high school to have a 90- 

that was something 1 could do but here I'm not sure." Carol fùrther elaborated on this 

theme: 

1 don't think it's extremely realistic to think that you can 
keep the same grades that you achieved in high school 
'cause it ' s a di fferent atmosphere, a di fferent environment, 
a different kind of classes. 

Others were not willing to concede a reduction in grades, as witnessed by Rebecca who 

claimed: . 
I'rn very tough on myself for grades. Even a 12/16 which is 
a fair grade, it's not a bad grade but I'rn not satisfied. 1 
don't tell anyone about it but 1 do get upset about it. I'rn 
hard on myself but 1 want to get over an 80 average. i'd like 
to keep about the same average that I kept in high school 
which was in the high 80's. 



For many of these science students entenng with grades in the gus, a possible 10 percent 

drop in their first semester grades would still allow them to achieve marks in the low 80's 

to be able to apply to the vet program. By the time I intervieweci the last two science 

students in the first round, they had in fact received some rnidtenn marks back. I heard a 

marked difference in tone fiom lenny, a kind of a defense mechanism to justify her 

lowered than expected grades: 

My marks are not as high as I would like them to be but 1 
figure that it's normal. 1 mean you are coming in b m  high 
school there's this huge adjustment. Yeah, 1 was going to 
get high grades so now I'm reassessing because 1 realize in 
university for your fint semester, a 65 is acceptable. 

Feedback from exams tended to confirm or question a student's choice of major 

as weii as career aspirations. I found this somewhat surprising since many of these exarns 

were only worth 10 to 20 percent of a student's total grade for the couse. Susan. who had 

done well in her fint set of exams, provided this response when 1 asked if students are 

forced to rethink their goals and aspirations when they get exam results back: 

It does a bit for some people. A fkiend of mine who isn't in 
a cluster - she's always wanted to work with animals and be 
a vet or something dong that line. She got her zoology 
exam back and did very poorly and she felt like-how could 
she do so badly on something that she wanted to do with 
her life so 1 think people do tend to think like that quite a 
bit. 

The following exchange 1 had with Rebecca who failed her tint Chemistry exam 

highlights the impact first midterm results had on students fbture career aspirations: 

Nancy: Did you set for yourself specific goals you 
wanted to ûchieve? 



Rebecca: I wanted to hy to get into vet med. I'm 
giving myself some tirne to adjust to- my 
parents told me to take my time and that 1 
can apply whenever 1 want, so I'rn just 
ûying to see how things go. 

Nancy: Has your feedback so f a  made you alter 
your plans? 

Rebecca: Well 1 probably won? apply this year. 

Arts students also talked about grade drop and the uncertainty about what to 

expect in ternis of grades at university. A number of them identified grade dmps of 10 

and 20 percent based on information that they had heard fkom either fnends, teachen or 

University staff. For some this was diffcult news to digest. Meredith did not want to 

have to accept lower standards than what she was used to: 

I'rn not really an overachiever but I've always achieved a 
lot. It's weird for me to be thinking about dropping 20 
percent--that just stnick fear in my gut. 1 couldn't handle 
that. 

Liz also was not willing to concede lowering expectations but still had personal doubts: 

1 have the same expectations as 1 did in high school. 
Nothing is ever good enough. I didn't push myself enough 
in high school. I'rn very competitive with myself. 1 
understand marks go d o m  at univenity but 1 will ûy to get 
over 80 but 1 doubt it. 

What 1 found different between the arts and science students, were the variations in grade 

expectations that they identified. Whereas the science students were dl aiming for A 

averages, the arts students on the whole set their sights lower. 



Iamie expressed his course goals this way: 

Obviously, I'd like to get really good grades but I haven't 
said 1'11 get B's or A's. My general feeling is C's and up. 

Mike told me he would settle for at 70's as did Anne who wanted to get at least a B. Janet 

provided further evidence of this trend when she said: 

1 know they Say it's normal if you drop 10 percent. My RA 
went up 10 percent in her first semester. You just want to 
do well within yourself. 1 would be happy with 70's. 

The urgency for high grades was less evident in the arts cluster where students seemed 

less driven by the need to attain A's in their first semester courses. Although some of the 

arts students had professional aspirations and talked about attending graduate school, they 

were not consumed by high grade expectations nor did they assume that failure to achieve 

an A on a midtenn in their first semester would prevent them fiom achieving their career 

goals. This is not to Say that grades did not have an impact on their career plans or course 

of study. The following exchange 1 had with Janet speaks to this uncertainty: 

Nancy: Do people in your cluster talk about what 
they want to do? 

Janet: No one is certain what they want to do. 
Everyone is waiting to hear different ideas, 
di fferent angles. 

Nancy: 

Janet: 

Were people fairly certain about what they 
wanted to do when they first came? 

We were focused. We came with a good 
idea of what we wanted to do but now 
everyone is changing their major or minor. 
We laugh about it 'cause one week you're 
going to do this and then something bad 
happens in that class and you change your 
mind. 



The arts students as a cohort articulated a different kind of cultural nom as it related to 

grades and achievement. It was not that academic life was not important to them but their 

desire for social support and the maintenance of social connections oAen took place at the 

expense of academics. Mike epitomized this difference in attitude between the two 

clusters: 

No matter what you get in grades, it will always be a good 
semester because you've met so many more people and 
done so many different things. Your grades are important 
but you've done so much stu& If you get good grades on 
top of that, it's a great semester. 

Even though there were differences in how students in the two clusten talked 

about grades desired in their courses, they shared the expectation that hard work, not 

performance should be rewarded. Andrew epitomized this understanding that effort 

should be recognized when he commented, "If 1 do my work, everything will tum out." 

Students associated failure with a lack of responsibility, not being studious or not doing 

the work. They did not see failure as a lack of ability or lack of effort. Kim expressed this 

point succinctly when she stated,"In rny family we don? fail. It's not something we do. 

We're studious and responsible." Minam provided another variation on this theme in her 

comment, "If I don? pass the exam doing the homework and studying then 1 have a 

problem!" For Miriam and others, there was a recognition that effort and hard work were 

what counted. Ability was not an issue, otherwise they would have not been accepted to 

university. Therefore, any student can do well if he or she is responsible and gets the 

work done. 



If this was their initial understanding, 1 was curious as to how this matched 

againsi what they said when they received grades back that indicated poor performance 

and listened for any disclaimers, excuses and justifications used by students in 

explaining their perfomance. What kind of face-saving techniques would they employ? 

According to Kate: 

Most people if they didn't do well, blame someone else. 
They'll say they didn't understand it or it was hard or the 
teacher didn't mark it right but in the back of our minds, we 
know they didn't understand the question but we let it go 
because we use that excuse too. 

Mike blamed his poor performance on a variety of factors. Ability was not one of hem: 

1 guess I was really tired and I'm getting behind in my 
reading and I'm doing it later at night and it's not sticking 
as good as it nonnally would. It's just nerves too. 

J e ~ y  also identified nerves as the reason for her performance and stated, "Just because I 

did poorly didn't mean that 1 didn't know my stuff 'cause 1 know 1 did. I think it was just 

an anxiety factor." She later talked about the exam in more detail: 

1 went into the exam very, very confident and 1 think my 
anxiety is especially to blame for my mark. I don't think 
it's only me because the average mark wasn't very high. 1 
didn't leave the exam thinking that 1 had done very well. 1 
knew then. Usuaily, when 1 feel that 1 have done well, 1 
have done well but I've never gone into an exarn feeling as 
confident as 1 did for that Chemistry exarn and coming out 
feeling that I had done so poorly. I was so nervous that 1 
couldn't interpret the questions or the questions were just 
so - 1 mean, 1 could probably do thern if 1 saw them now. I 
couldn't recognize the stu& 1 couldn't interpret the 
questions. 



Rebecca, who failed her Chemistry exam, provided this rationale: 

In Chem, 1 didn't do well. 1 got a 41.1 blt prepared going 
into the midterm. 1 did al1 the chapter questions and the 
practice exams. I thought 1 knew it. 

When 1 asked her if she would do anything differently for the next midtem. she 

responded: 

1 think 1 would get al1 of the work done earlier so 1 would 
have more time for redoing things. 1 did al1 the work but 1 
needed to do some of the questions a couple more times. 

From the limited data 1 was able to collect on students' exam expenence, what 1 

heard most oRen were problems related to the exam itself or performance issues. Exarns, 

in particular multiple choice, were described as "tricky," ''using language we had never 

seen," or using words that students didn't understand. As well, students continued to 

expect their hard work and effort put into studying, preparing, and leaming to be 

rewarded and recognized as it had been in high school. When 1 asked Jenny if it was 

comforting to know that others in the cluster had also not done well, she answered: 

Yeah, it is. It's good to know that you are not alone and that 
it's not you. I mean, we are not an unintelligent group of 
people. 

Science vs. Arts or Fact vs. Chinion 

My intent in interviewing students in a science cluster and an arts cluster was to 

note whether there were differences in how students "experienceà" learning within the 

context of their discipline. If there were such differences, 1 wondered how in their stories 



and conversations, these variations would emerge. Certainly there was similarity in 

expenence for most students in the adjustment they faced as part of their transition to 

university. But despite their similarity in age and status as direct admits nom high school, 

I found differences related to goals, grade expectations, peer group formation, and 

dynarnics between the two clusters. Some of these differences could be attributed to the 

unique nature of each cluster and the individuals who made up the membenhip but others 

were a refiection of disciplinary differences. 

A major theme that emerged from my data is that students tended to sel'select 

into majors that reflected their own attitudes towards learning. They brought particular 

epistemological beliefs about what it meant to l e m  within a science or arts field and 

these beliefs very much influenced their patterns of leaming. Joan, a science student, 

described what leaming meant for her: 

Leaming is getting information and applying it. Like in 
sciences, that's the way it is-getting information and 
applying it. It would be different in arts. 1 think in arts you 
are doing more like thinking and feeling but in science and 
math you are getting information and applying it. 

Students' conceptualizations of what constitutes learning tended to be very polarized 

between the arts and the sciences. This is how Katherine, a science student, responded to 

my question on what it was like to take a Psychology course: 

I've never taken a Psych or Sociology course before so 
that's different. it's not math or science. The teacher is 
more interested in what people are thinking, like your ideas 
and stuff. in math, it's either right or wrong but here you 
can argue your point. 1 haven't really gotten used to that 
side of it yet. I'm womed about, I'm not really womed 



about Psych. 1 just don't know what it's going to be like 
because it's more English part instead of the sciences, like 
there's no right or wrong answers. It's basically opinion. 

Students who took courses outside of their discipline acted as if they were entering some 

kind of foreign tenitory, an unfamilia. land with different inhabitants, different customs, 

different learning tasks and with a different language spoken. When 1 asked Miriam how 

she had done on her midterms, she answered: 

1 didn't get the Anthro back yet but it was bad because of 
the multiple choice. I'm not an English student at al1 and it 
was just the words. 1 didn't know what some of the words 
meant, 1 had no idea. 

When 1 asked whether it required a different approach to leaming, she replied: 

Yeah, there's so much reading that 1 hate. 1 love the course. 
1 love sining in the lectures and it's so interesting but for 
me to sit down and read two chapters at 40 pages per 
chapter - 1 just, 1 die. It thes  me eight hours to do. 1 can't 
stand it. 

1 was surpnsed at how fearfùl students felt outside their discipline. Science students in 

particular saw university as safe haven from having to take non-science courses 

confirming previous research findings on discipline-specific learning (Tobias, 1990, 

1992). Kate was relieved that she no longer would have to take an English course: 

I'm looking forward to taking specialized courses. Biology 
is pretty broad. Calculus is whatever. I'd like to start 
applying that stuff--1ike taking Genetics courses because 
it's really my interest. But even this is great because in high 
school I had to take English but it's not going to get me 
here. 



It was not only the learning methods that students saw as different when they 

ventured outside their discipline but also the atmosphere within the class and the role of 

instnictor and students. Carol, in the sciences, in describing her arts class: 

My Geography class is mostly arts snidents. It's smaller 
than my other lectures. The prof always asks questions and 
people put up their hands and answer and you have to corne 
up with the reasons why something is like that whereas in 
my other classes being like sciences and math, it's not like 
that because we're working through problems and there's a 
specific answer--[in Geography] there's a lot more than one 
answer so it has more class interaction that way. 

Katherine, also in the sciences, spoke to a difkent kind of atmosphere in her 

Psychology class: 

Psych class is more interesting because there's a lot of 
English majors and Art majors and they're not just the 
science people. The science people seem to be more strict, 
like they don't act out in class but this one, people get up 
and make jokes and they make fun of the prof and he 
laughs. 

When 1 asked if there was a difference in behavior among students, she replied: 

Definitely. Even the other girls on the floor-they Say, 
"We're going off to our fun class now" 'cause there's one 
guy, he's about 6'2"-big blond hair, 275 pounds and the 
profjust makes fun of him every day. He'll joke back at 
him or make fun of him back. They [arts students] are a lot 
more relaxed, a lot more outgoing, expressive. You can tell 
nght away--1ike the "aggies2"-you can tell who the 
"dipped" are--that's an easy one. And the arts are anyone 
with different coloured hair, like different outfits, like you 
know they're arts but then there's always a few exceptions 

'Students enrolled in the Bachelor of Science Agriculture Program 

'Students enrolled in a two-year Diploma in Agriculture Program 



and then the sciences-there's a wide variety of people but 
not the extreme. 

L a m  talked about her arts class being more relaxed and described arts students as less 

driven than science students. Jenny described arts students as "bigger talkers, able to beat 

around the bush rather than straight logic." In their conversations about courses outside 

their discipline, I found science students to view their arts courses as lacking any kind of 

objective tmth. 

When arts students talked about their science courses, they were somewhat 

apologetic for actually liking or enjoying the course. As Anne explained: 

I really like Genetics but I'm not really a science person 
and it is hard for me to follow but 1 really like it. 

Kim echoed a similar theme: 

1 never took any sciences in high school. I took what was 
required of me and 1 didn't like sciences - they 're not my 
strengths. 1 have two brothers both in the sciences and they 
want to be docton so 1 thought I'd have to keep up with 
hem so not taking sciences meant 1 didn't have to be like 
them and 1 could do sornething different. It's not that I'm 
not capable of doing well. We have to have some sciences 
and this fit my schedule. 1 love it. It's really interesting. 

It so happened that most of the science students whom 1 interviewed took an arts 

course as an elective in their first semester, typically Sociology, Anthropology or 

Psychology. Arts students, on the other hand, tended to take al1 five of their courses 

within their discipline. These courses included languages, Film, History or Philosophy. 

Their required science course could be delayed until later. 



Cluster Life 

Students joined a cluster for various reasons and as a result had different 

expectations and experiences, as well as different responses as to its effectiveness. 

Despite these variations, what became apparent through my first round interviews was the 

cluster's power as a social cohesion mechanism which helped students to create 

immediate fnendships and which provided support for them in navigating the univenity 

environment. By grouping students with similar course patterns and similar workload 

requirements, the cluster took advantage of what 1 refer to as a "similarity in situation" in 

supporting them in their transition to university. It is through their words that the power 

of the cluster is best expressed, so 1 will use excerpts fkom the transcripts to identify 

themes and patterns emerging fiom the data. 

Joinina the Cluster 

Students self-selected into a cluster by completing a form that came with their 

residence application and paying an additional $70 fee for the academic year. There were 

no prerequisites for membeahip other than the matching of their program of study with a 

specific programdefined cluster. Students heard about clusters through fiiends, through 

campus visits, or fiom information received in the mail. Some made their own 

independent decision to join the cluster and some were signed up by their parents. Others 

acknowledged the strong endorsement and influence of one or both their parents to 

participate in the program. Andrew said it was mostly his Dad's decision. ''He thought it 



would be a good idea so it was 75 percent my Dad's and 25 percent mine. Once I got 

here, I realized it was a good choice." Kim admitted to some uncertainty about joining 

and said it was her Mom's decision. "My Mom toid me to do it. I wasn't that keen 

because of the money issue and 1 didn't think 1 would benefit al1 that much fiom it." 

Kerry also was somewhat uncertain about joining but for very different reasons: 

1 was a little skeptical at fint because I don't have a lot of 
trouble with my studies so 1 thought maybe if 1 do this 1 
won? have time for my own because everybody will be 
asking me for help but it hasn't been like that. 

One of the most often cited reason for joining was for the support that would 

corne fiom students taking the same classes together. in particular, students identified 

as a potential benefit the motivation that could corne Çrom other members in the cluster. 

Three students below al1 voiced similar themes: 

Jean: 1 figured being in a cluster would help, 
having support and help when you get stuck 
with things, and it would be a motivational 
thing to help study and do the work. 

Olivia: 

Ginny : 

It would be helpful since 1 have difficulty 
getting down to school work. 

Well, I'm a procrastinator and I figured if 
everyone is doing the same thing we could 
al1 do it together and that could keep me on 
track. 

Students also highlighted the need to be with students in the same program, 

students with whom they felt they had some cornmonality through shared needs and 

shared goals. This affinity by program of study seerned to convey to students that they 



were linked by similar career directions. From Kate's perspective: 

It is nice to have people around taking the sarne courses. 1 
did the STARP program in the summer and everyone was 
in a completely different prograrn so it was interesting to 
see the different aspects of what everyone was going into 
but you don? have that kind of connection with them. In a 
cluster everyone has some kind of direction. They ' re going 
kind of at the same way. They understand our problerns. 
We can cornplain about the work loads together and they 
understand. 

It was not just the notion of a similar focus that appealed to students. Some had a 

fear of being paired with a student in another prograrn with different courses and with 

different workload standards. Gimy descnbed this concern: 

1 remember my sister having problems because she was a 
science student living with arts students so she had double 
the class hours everyone else had and she got really, really 
behind and couldn't have fun with everyone else 'cause 
they al1 had tirne to have fun and she didn't. 1 figure if we 
al1 have the sarne amount of work, we'd al1 have the sarne 
amount OC time. 

Miriam had similar fem. "1 was womed that 1 would get a roommate in an arts 

program and would have ten hours of classes and I'd be distracted because I get very 

distracted." Not one of the arts students taiked about difficulties if paired with a science 

student, but they too voiced the need to be with like-minded individuals. These kinds of 

responses spoke to students' need for a smaller, more manageable sub-group filiation 

within a large, unfarniliar environment. As such, participation in a cluster was seen as a 

' START is a one or two day pre-orientation program for new students. 



way to ensure such a safe oasis. It provided a means of belonging, so that as . k ~ y  

simply put it, "1 wouldn't be al1 alone". 

Students also noted practical reasons for joining a cluster. The ability to 

immediately access help was often cited as a major benefit. Susan exclaimed: 

1 thought it would be a good oppomuiity to meet other 
people who would be doing çomething similar to what I 
was doing and then there would be peopie around with the 
sarne classes and if you had questions or if you wanted to 
study with someone right d o m  the hall there would be ten 
people. 

Mike was even more succinct in m e r  expanding on the efficiency principle when he 

added, "If you have a problem. you just go d o m  the hall and knock on someone's 

door." The availability of other students For help was identified over and over again as 

one of the major reasons for joining. Only Anne talked about the joining a cluster to get 

better grades. She revealed, "1 remember reading that people in the cluster tend to do 

better so that made me want to sign up." The program brochure did state that cluster 

participants performed better academically than non-clustered students which may have 

contributed to a selection process whereby students who joined were either more serious 

about doing well or at least wanted to be located within such a successful academic 

environment. This would also explain why parents thought the program would be such a 

good oppomuiity for their son or daughter by giving them an academic edge. 



How Students Talked About the Cluster 

I asked students to tell me what it meant for them to be in a cluster and to 

describe their experience. As well, I was alert for any discourse that stemmed from 

cluster involvement in other parts of their conversation. What became apparent was that 

first and foremost, students defined themselves as members of a cluster. This identity 

permeated how they talked about being a student at university and how they 

differentiated themselves from non-cluster students. Cluster rnembenhip provided them 

with a group cohesiveness and uniqueness, creating a subculture for these students that 

differed from the larger cultural body of first-year students. What was telling about their 

cluster identity was how they differentiated themselves from non-cluster students. Ben 

descnbed cluster students as more academically oriented: 

I look at other floors that are not clustered and 1 think 
people who sign up for clusters tend to be a little more - 
they go out with the intention that they want to do well in 
the first place so that's why they put themselves in a 
cluster. 

lenny, in contrasting her experience with non-clustered students, highlighted the support 

it gave her at the beginning of the semester, when she felt she needed it most. She 

commented: 

1 look at my Wends who are taking the same couses and 
have the same goals as me and who aren't in a cluster and 1 
think they're experiencing more difficulties in adjusting 
especially at the beginning. 



When 1 asked Tom if it would have been different if he had not been in a cluster, he 

responded, "Yeah, 1 think so. 1 don't think there would be that community feeling. 

Everyone on the floor is so nice. It's great." What was repeated over and over again, was 

the importance of the intentional comrnunity formation based on shared courses. Janet 

found her cluster to have a closeness that non-clusters did not have: 

Some of my fnends are in East5, a totally different 
situation. Other friends are elsewhere and Say, cm we join 
your cluster? We get along very well. We're al1 closer than 
they are. From the first day we had meetings and did things 
together. We don't eat a meal without each other. We had 
that extra - we were matched up more. 

Ben also spoke about the degree of comfort that came fiom such an intentional grouping: 

My whole life revolves around human contact and 1 really 
need support sornetimes 'cause I worry and get stressed out 
and 1 need the academic support. In smaller groups you can 
meet people and develop closer relationships faster and 1 
enjoy that because you get to share and the bond becornes 
closer quickly. 

He added: 

There's a lot of common experience. 1 don't see this on 
other fioon. I don? know if it's unique to the cluster but 
it's just the way we connect. 1 don't know if people are 
more willing to connect or whatever but you feel 
cornfortable talking about how stupid you feel because 
you're doing really dumb things. 

Students, by self-selecting themselves into a cluster, talked about how this 

created a special bond that Jarnie defined as an "unmentioned similarity between you." 

A residence building on campus 
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The power of such membership was touched on by han when she stated, "You 

understand the people more if you are in the same boat. You have the same kind of 

problems and the same schedule." Liz reiterated the importance of this intentional, 

community formation when she proclaimed, "We wouldn't have gotten so close in the 

beginning." 

Friendshi~ Creation 

The need to build relationships and make fnends is one of the important tasks 

that new students face at university. Students cited the cluster as a major catalyst in 

helping them create immediate social support networks. Said Laura: 

1 thought I was going to be homesick being so far away but 
once I got here and made a bunch of f'riends 1 was okay. 
The cluster had a lot to do with that, 1 talked to other 
people, some of my fkiends at other univenities and they 
still don't know very many people. 

For Ben, the value of the cluster was not so much in the immediacy of making îriends, 

but the oppominity to develop more in-depth social interactions: 

Depth comes to mind. You have fiiends and you have 
acquaintances that are just acquaintances and you talk about 
the weather but 1 see on our Roor people actually having 
conversations of substance, It's a neat kind of social 
interaction. I don't think people understand or notice it 
initially but 1, just fiorn taking a year off, 1 look at how 
people interact and 1 just think it's a different environment. 
Your similarity in courses and it's just how close you are 
and how much you see the people al1 the time. 



As Ben noted above, a theme that emerged fiom the interviews was the intensity of 

immediate niendships that resulted as a by product of cluster participation. Other 

students such as Caitlin, also identified the nced for closeness in their relationships and 

the hope that the cluster could provide that. She said, " I've been fnends with my fnends 

fiom home for like it feels like forever so I want to find that closeness here." When 1 

asked her if she thought that would be possible here, she replied: 

Oh, yeah--1 think so. Because you live so close together 
fiiendships just seem to speed up so much faster. You see 
them al1 the time. You basically live with them. 

Students, in discussing their univenity experience, talked about the emotional 

safety that came fiom living in their cluster. They spoke of a shared emotional 

comectedness or feelings of belongingness in their relationship with one another. Said 

Mike, "We're like a family. We al1 look out for one another." Meredith likewise offered, 

"It feels really sde. It's like a big family." This ethic of caring was also extended to 

invited guests and fiiends. Meredith, in talking about being away fiom home, reported: 

I wasn't really homesick but 1 did miss my fiiends. When 
my fnends came up to visit they quickly were welcomed by 
the cluster. It's a mind set- your fnends are my niende- 
everythhg melds together. One guy's girlfiiend is writing 
to some of the girls on the floor. It's like a big family- 
.that's what 1 think of it. 

Aithough there were variations in students' articulation of their cluster 

experience, what emerged fiom iheir conversations was an emphasis on the importance 
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of making fnends for social support and to meet their emotional needs. The cluster not 

only played a role in facilitating this but also created an ethic of caring that influenced 

and guided their initial actions and behavion as well as an acknowledgment of their 

interdependence with others. 

The Cluster and Its Im~act on Studvina and Learning 

One of my research interests was to understand how participation in a cluster 

shaped what students did as leamers. To find answers to this question, 1 first sought to 

discover how students talked about their leaming within the context of the cluster. 

Students identified the cluster as providing an environment conducive to studying. This 

influence was apparent to Ben even before the start of classes: 

Ben: Everybody was laughing at us the first night 
because the Sunday night before classes we 
were reading. We were reading to get 
prepared for our classes. 

Nancy: 

Ben: 

Who would have encouraged that? Did it 
corne f'om the cluster leader? 

1 don't think so. It just happened. I don't 
know if 1 would have read the fint night. 1 
knew that 1 had to but don? know if I would 
have but my fiiends around me were reading 
so it's a good o p p o d t y .  You can't 
socialize with people who are reading so it's 
a good opportunity to take out my books 
and work. 



Susan elaborated on the fostering of this studious environment: 

The cluster has something to do with why it's so easy to sit 
down and keep going because everyone else is working. If 
you waUc down the hallway, somebody is working and it 
makes you think that 1 should be working. Everyone in the 
cluster is doing their work and so it feels like it's easier to 
settle down and get things done because everybody else is 
too. 

She later added: 

One of my fnends is in a mixed fioor and she gets a lot l e s  
done with her time that 1 do. She finds it hard to work in 
her room and hard to work in her study room. She ends up 
studying hours in the laundry room but for us, people are 
always working in the lounge or your room, people aren't 
m i n g  up and d o m  the halls al1 the time. 

The cluster environrnent, in the begiming weeks of the semester, fostered a 

climate conducive to studying and estabiished an expectation of studious behavior on the 

part of its members. As Jenny exclaimed, "Everyone in the cluster is doing their work 

and so it feels like it's easier to settle down and get things done because everyone else is 

too." What 1 will speak to later is how the cluster continued to influence the learning 

environrnent but in more varied, complex and contradictory ways. 

Usinv Each Other as Resources 

1 was interested in how students used each other as resources or supported each 

other in their learning. 1 remember listening to Kerry's concems about joining a cluster 

and her worry that she would be spending al1 of her time helping others at the expense of 

getting her own work done. 1 listened to hear if she herself had benefitted fiom the help 



of others. Later in her interview she highlighted the importance of being exposed to 

di fferent perspectives on learning : 

1 have to ask questions about sniff and people have 
explained it and having so many people in the area that are 
al1 in the same courses, you can ask several people if you 
don't understand the way that one person explained it so 
you can get a few different wordings. Just because one 
person makes sense for one question doesn't mean that îhey 
will make more sense for another. You get different 
perspectives that way. 

Students in both clusters used each other extensively as resources in their 

studying and leaming but there were some differences related to the assistance they 

provided one another. In the science cluster, students talked about helping each other 

with problem sets, completing labs reports and explaining or clarimng tems and 

concepts in their courses. When 1 asked Carol what she did if she needed help, she 

replied, "III don't understand what's in the textbook, 1 get somebody else to explain it to 

me." Kate expressed a similar idea: "1 usually study by myself but if 1 don? understand 

something, that's when we'll go and ask someone." Jean reiterated the theme. "1 usually 

study on my omi but there's always someone around if you get stuck on a problem." 1 

was curious about who they went to for help. When 1 posed this question to Carol, she 

replied: 

It's really who ever is at the same point in the study guide 
as you or whoever is working on the same thing. Generally 
you can go and ask anybody who has already done it. 



This was veri fied by Kerry : 

Whoever has already done that part-they'll help out. We're 
al1 at ditrerent stages in the different courses so it's 
dependent on where you are at. Some people are more 
ahead on one course than another. 

The general pattern that emerged h m  the science students' comments was that 

students sought help from those who either had already completed the material or were 

currently working on it. Timing was very important in terms who was where, in which 

course. Information about assignments was also shared by those who had classes in the 

beginning of the week with those in classes later in the week. Jean descnbed this 

sharing of information regarding her Chemistry lab quiz: 

It's written by your TA so everyone has a different quiz so 
no one has the same one but everyone wants to know what 
were the questions asked and what was the format of it. 
Whoever has one at the beginning of the week shares with 
those who have it later. 

Timing was also identified by Kate as a crucial factor in the sharing of course-based 

information: 

The girl down the hall already has gone to the Calculus lab 
so she can share whatever info she gets. Everybody finds 
out about it as soon as possible so we al1 don't have to go 
h u g h  the same headaches. 

Several students talked about seeking help kom someone whom they considered 

"good" in a subject. When I asked Jean whom she would go to, she replied, "We go to 

someone who is stronger. We'd know by now who is good." What 1 discovered was that 

this connotation of "good" was not based on intellectual ability but on students' time 

management and course-load management skills. Miriam confinned this when she 



identified people she wouldn't seek out help fiom, "just because they're on Chapter 

Three and we're on Chapter Six and they're not known to do al1 the work." 

Students in the arts cluster tended to provide support in the areas of proof reading 

essays, brainstorming ideas. and providing feedback and advice. When 1 asked Andrew 

how he had received help 6orn cluster members, he replied: 

Last night 1 was working on a political science essay and a 
couple of guys in the cluster had already finished theirs and 
1 was stuck on how to get going so 1 looked over their 
essays and discussed the questions a bit and we didn't 
really agree-we had opposite points of view but he could 
still help on how to prepare the essay. 

These students, operating under the efficiency pnnciple, devised ways to share 

information within their courses as well as ways to divide the workload. Ben described 

how he put this plan to action: 

For History there's a lot of reading and we cm divide up 
the reading and we can pile them up al1 together and talk 
about it later. 

Jamie commented that he helped students in English by proofing for them. "Everyone is 

trying to help everyone else. People have their different strengths and weaknesses and 

you use them as best as you cm." When 1 asked him if there was an expectation of 

helping one another he replied: 

I don't think it's an expectation. 1 think it's just-if you 
need the help you might as  well get it and you might as 
well get it fiom people who know what you're going 
through. It's easier to go to a student for help than the prof 
or TA. 



Learning Alone or Lcarninr Together 

1 was interested in explonng whether cooperation was considered essential by 

cluster students in the achievement of individual goals. What emerged from their stones 

was a description of both individual and social aspects of learning. There was a strong 

preference to learn individually supplemented by support fiom members within the 

cluster. This theme was spoken of by a number of students: 

Lawa: 1 l e m  independently. I like to l e m  by 
myself. If 1 really need help 1'11 go and ask 
other people. 

I study better on my own rather than with a 
group of people even though I'm in a 
cluster. When I need help, 1'11 go and ask but 
1 can't really go and study with other people. 

The comrnents from these students reflect a dichotorny between individual learning and 

learning with or fiom others. Peer support was recognized and valued only to the extent 

that it aided in mastery of knowledge. Susan, though, described the evolution of a more 

integrative approach to her learning: 

1 never studied with people in high school. I liked to go 
over it myself. 1 find I get more done. I get distracted 
otherwise but when 1 was studying for Chemistry, 1 did 
study on my own and a couple of us got together and we 
went over problems. So 1 think it's a mixture of both. 

Cornpetition in the Cluster 

With students taking the same classes together, 1 wanted to know if this 

encouraged an atmosphere of increased competition between the cluster mernbers. What 

1 heard most often wvere concems related to intimidation rather than competition, though 



a nurnber did cite the potential for competition given the desire for some who hoped to 

get accepted into the veterinary program. When I asked Jenny whether there was 

competition in the cluster, she replied: 

Sort of because 1 know that when 1 was in high school, 1 
was the only person who wanted to go into vets so coming 
to Guelph, everyone wants to get in so it's sort of scary. It 
really hits home. 

Rebecca expressed similar views but identified competition not so much related to 

performance in courses but to the animal experiences students brought with hem: 

Yeah, 'cause you corne here and 1 have lots of expenence 
but then there's always someone who has more experience 
or different experience than you. No matter how much you 
think you've done, there's sorneone who has done more. 

Carol, though, had a different take on competition as it related to the vet program: 

Not really at this stage. People are not going to tell 
someone an answer or help hem because they're trying to 
get into the program. They al1 know that the marks will get 
you an interview but it's the interview that will get you in 
so they can al1 have identical marks and one will get in and 
not the other. 

1 sensed Eiom some of the responses to my question about competition that students had 

not really thought about the issue very much. Jemy was one of these students who 

provided a more ambiguous answer: 

1 guess in a sense it does 'cause if you are not in a cluster 
then you don't get that sense that everyone is here doing the 
same thing that I want to do but when you are in cluster and 
everythmg is going for the same thing, I guess so. 1 don't 
find that we're especially cornpetitive but 1 guess it could 
happen. 



While Gimy talked about a more competitive environment, she also was surprised ai the 

degree of support students provided one another: 

I'm surprised that we help each other so much because we 
had a zoology review penod the night before the exam and 
one of the girls had gone to the library and got al1 of the 
practice exams and we went through them together and she 
could have kept those to herself. 

Students in the arts cluster responded differently to the question of competition 

pnmarily due to the variation of grades they entered with from high school. Ben did not 

find the atrnosphere within his cluster competitive: 

I don't think so. 1 think everyone's had different abilities, 
different attitudes. 1 haven't felt it and 1 haven't seen it. 

Meredith added a clarification on this issue: 

We're not competing against one another. It's just sort of 
wanting to do well. There's a real range on the floor fiom 
70's to 90's of high school grades. Everybody has their own 
thing they're really good at. I'rn really good at Engiish but 
when it cornes to sciences, it goes right over my head. It 
works out well that way. 

Kim provided a ver-  pragmatic response: 

1 don't feel that way. When we get marks back, like we got 
an in-class essay back that was worth 10 percent and we 
were al1 kind of-ugh--1 got 70 percent. It was a real 
shocker for me because it's a lot lower and someone got 85 
percent and so I'm not used to someone getting higher than 
me and so that was hard. There's no grudges and 1 got her 
to edit my essay for the next one. 



From these conversations, 1 leamed that for students in both clusters, the issue was not so 

much competition but the need to use each other as reference points related to work 

completed and grades achieved. Take the following quote from Barbara, who integrates 

these two themes of competition and reference checks: 

Just at times when you're doing homework or when you're 
talking about classes and they'll Say I've done this and this 
and that-they'll be asking, well where are you but there's a 
way of saying things. It's more like in passing and then 
there are the times where it seems kind of pointed asking- 
well, where are you, how much have you done? 

Students' use of each other as reference points provoked a variety of responses 

ranging from reassurance and comfort to doubt and fear depending on how students 

measured themselves within the group. They talked about cornparhg themselves to one 

mother to see of they were "on the right track" as well as not wanting to "be on the 

bottom of the pile." Janet expressed feelings of inadequacy in comparing henelf to othen 

in the cluster: 

We were talking about the cluster and how we joined a 
cluster because we never had to study in high school but 
othen in the cluster seem very intelligent. They know what 
they are doing. Sometimes we're blown away by how much 
they know. 

Knowing that othen in your group did not do well provided some support and comfort. 



This is how Mike described one of his rnidterm experiences: 

Mike: We got together this moming and then later 
kind of cried a bit when we left the exam 
this aflemoon. We think we a11 failed but at 
least we were happy 'cause we ail failed as a 
cluster. So much for here's to academic 
probation! It was our £irst midtenn and we 
didn't know what to expect. 

Nancy: 

Mike: 

Was it corn forting to be with others who had 
gone through the same thing? 

Oh yes, you know there are other people. 
You can comfort each other, help each other 
answer questions. 

Using each other as a reference point worked well for those who in fact were 

doing well, but for those struggling in their studies, it served to add to their uncertainty 

and detract fiom their confidence as learners. Jean, who was having difficulties in some 

of her courses expressed this thought: 

in a way you know people are gonna want to work just as 
hard as you to achieve that goal but on the other hand 
you're also thinking but what if they do better than 1 do? It 
kind of makes you feel bad if they get a 90 on the quiz and 
you only got 75. 

Despite the negative reactions at times that occurred when using one another as a 

reference check, students seemed to dismiss these consequences. The opportunities to 

receive, as well as support one another in their leaming, outweighed any negative results 

related to grouping by similar courses. 
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Points of Tension 

Although much of what 1 have presented has focused on points of commonality in 

regard to cluster participation, there were points of tension surfacing fiom students 

related to living in a cluster. One of my concems in the original design of the cluster 

mode1 was that membership by program of study would create a homogeneous learning 

environment that would screen out intellectual and social challenges. In particular, I was 

concerned that the cluster would create too safe an environment for its rnembers. 

Therefore 1 asked in addition to advantages to belonging to a cluster, whether there were 

disadvantages. Few students cited any disadvantages. Of those concems raised, most 

tended to centre around issues of diversity as identi fied by Jenny: 

1 think so. One of them is that you don't really see outside 
of science. It's ofien nice to be around people who are in 
arts and sometimes they rub off on you and you cm get the 
best of both worlds, even if you are in the sciences. 

Laura lamented that she was forced to choose between the arts and the sciences but 

compromised by taking one arts class as an elective in her science program: 

Laura: I did well in art in high school and my art 
teacher wanted me to continue so I thought I 
would take at least one course. 1 like the 
sciences but 1 also like art and the piano so 
I'm tom in between the arts and sciences. 

Nancy: How important was it for you to be with 
people in the same program and in the same 
classes? 

Well, probably it would have been harder io 
meet people because you get to know one 
another by going to classes together. 1 think 



it would have been nice if there had been 
some arts people in the cluster. Everybody is 
in science in the cluster and I like art but no 
one is into that. 

Susan articulated this perspective on the issue: 

1 don't think that this is a disadvantage but some people 
have mentioned that there's a lack of diversity but you meet 
people from other places so it really doesn't matter that 
they are not living in your hall so 1 don't really consider 
that a disadvantage. 

Rebecca, on the other hand, identified a different kind of drawback related to the 

consequence of a shared class schedule: 

Yeah, 1 switched rooms. My old roommate had exactly the 
sarne schedule so 1 never had time in the room when she 
wouldn't be there. If 1 were in different courses, maybe 
there would be times where she would get the room to 
henelf and then 1 would get it to myself. 

Clusters were perceived by students to be a safe haven, appealing to those who wanted to 

be surrounded by like-minded or similar goal-directed individuals. Some of these 

students seemed to be fearful not only of those outside their program of study but those 

whom they perceived to be different somehow fkom them. 1 have two examples to 

highlight this issue. The first relates to rural and urban differences and concems 

Katherine who lived in a small rural community: 

Katherine: 
Well there was a few things like roommates - that 
was a big fear of mine. 1 knew my roommate was 
fiom Toronto but that's al1 1 knew. 



Nancy: 
So what did you imagine that meant? 

Katherine: 
Oh, 1 just imagined ihis psycho person, red hair, 
piercing everywhere but it worked out great. 1 
couldn't have picked a better roommate 1 don? 
think. 

Mike identified somewhat similar issues that focused on north vs south differences: 

I'm from up north and nomally everyone tries to get along 
with one another but when 1 visit down south 1 tend to find 
it's pretty cliquey. This is just a northem perspective. 
Everyone seems to have a cause--sexism, women are 
suppressed- not to jump on it, or racism-blah, blah,--1ike 
just enjoy Me. Just relax. 

Because the cluster limited students' interactions with those outside of their discipline, 

the only exposure to any kind of diversity of perspectives came fiom those students 

within their sarne program of study. 



CHAPTER 5 

HOW'S IT COING, EH? OR B? C? D? OR F? 

Our stories are the rnasks through which we can be seen, 
and with every telling we stop the flood and swirl of 
thought so someone can get a glimpse of us, and maybe 
catch us if they c m  (Noddings and Witherell. 1991. p. 69). 

Introduction 

As I listened over and over again to students' stories, I found myself sometimes 

af'finned, ofien enlightened, and on occasion disoriented by their experiences. As a 

student affain professional, 1 pide myself on thinking 1 know students at my institution 

but 1 now realize that 1 understand them fiom my own vantage point, not theirs. 1 oAen 

find myself in situations of listening to them in order to design an intervention, or a 

solution to their problem. In these intewiews, 1 could not play that role and so what I 

heard were stories lrom students based on what they wanted to tell me, not necessarily on 

what 1 wanted to know. 

Initial Reactions 

When I met again with cluster students later in the Fa11 semester, 1 sensed that 

they were different. They sounded more settled and no longer considered themselves 

newcomers. They had developed strong bonds of Fnendship and now were going through 

a major 'reality check', with midtenn results that either confirmed or questioned their 

career aspirations. The sense of physical energy that emergeâ so strongly in the first 
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interviews in tems of going to class together, socializing, and participating in cluster 

activities, had mostly disappeared or wom O& Instead what I heard were stories of 

survival, of trying to cornplete al1 that had to be done, of limited sleep, a general 

tiredness, and fkom some, a wishing that the semester had ended so they could start over 

again. Al1 of their attention and energy seemed to be devoted to academics. whether that 

meant studying for midterms or finals, writing term Papen, completing labs. or just trying 

to get caught up. in their conversations, 1 noted a 'grade perspective' or orientation that 

permeated how they talked about their role as student and what they did as leamen which 

penaded their conversations and actions. 

I listened to their womes, heard them talk about their failures, and their 

uncertainty over their future. Two students told me they were leaving univenity and one 

decided to leave the cluster. Through their words and metaphoa they continued to 

consenict an understanding of their experience that remained complicated and 

contradictory : 

Janet: 
1 knew that it was going to be hard but not like this, 
like being hit by a mac truck or something - you 
really realize how hard it is. 

Laura: 
1 think 1 came here expecting it to be a bit more 
difficult. 1 don't want it to be harder but more 
difficult in tems of complexity. It's been quite a bit 
of review fiom what we did in high school. 

Kim: 
1 think I'm less naive about university in general. 1 
didn't really know what to expect. 1 had heard that it 
was a lot of work but what is "a lot" of work? 1 



thought it would be a great time and 1 would be so 
into my courses because they would be things that 1 
like and it would be so wonderfiil. It's not al1 that 
wonderfil. It's a good time and it's a lot of work. 

Barbara (who decided to leave univenity at the end of the 
semester): 

I've only lived one semester. 1 only have that to 
compare to. This has been an awful first semester. 
I've gotten out of it alive and with decent grades but 
there is the fear of not knowing exactly what 1 want 
to do. I'rn scared that 1 won't be able to figure it 
out. I'rn scared that I'm making a mistake. I'rn 
scared of making another mistake if this is a 
mistake. 

During a break in rereading transcripts, 1 spent some time sorting through files and 

cleaning my office and came across an article 1 had seen earlier but never read, Telling 

Tales in School by L. Williams. His words struck a particular chord in me when he stated, 

"Our students usually tell their stones in less conventional forms through their opinions, 

their actions, their decisions. We must be receptive to each of these, and constantly on the 

lookout for other tales they tell (p. 3)." This is what 1 have tried to do with this second 

set of interviews. Rereading their stories has given me the opportunity not only to leam 

about students and their lives but to l e m  about myself and a chance to recognize and 

confront my own preconceptions, attitudes and beliefs. 

Grades 

How's It Goina. Eh? Or B. C. D. or F? 

1 start with this particular focus because it was the most prevalent in students' 

conversations and stories. My opening question to hem, " How have things been 

going?", was most O ften met with a reference to grades and course performance issues. 



Grades defined how they felt about their role as student, their competence, career 

aspirations, and sense of self. In effect, students became their grades. 

Because most of the snidents in the first interviews had not yet received midterm 

results, they had talked about grades desired and grade expectations. They tended to 

share the expectation that hard work, not performance, should be rewarded. They did not 

see failure as a lack of ability or iack of effort. Now some five weeks later, 1 was curious 

to find out how they spoke about their grades; how they viewed academic achievement; 

and how this impacted on what they did as learnen within their cluster environment. In 

presenting my data, I will compare cornments fiom the arts and the science students to 

note similarities and differences in their stories. 

There were a number of shared patterns that emerged in how science students 

descnbed how their semester was going. Fint, students' point of reference in assessing 

their academic achievement tended to be based upon their high school performance 

Second, students often included their Chemistry grades as a defining piece of evidence to 

support whether things were going well or not. Third, they often identified the class 

average as a marker to justiQ or reference their grade. Laura presented information using 

two of these markers when I asked her how things were going: 

1 have pretty good marks in most of my classes, a little bit 
lower than high school. In Chemistry 1 got an 86 on the 
first rnidtenn so that's fine. 

Gimy, who was "happy with how everything has been going" added, "in Chemistry, 1 did 

better than 1 did in high school. 1 was really happy with that." She had received a 79 on 



her midterm. Kate continued to echo these patterns when she described her semester as: 

Not too bad, pretty good. I'm use to getting 90's but they 
told us in the beginning to expect your marks to drop eight 
to 12 percent so 1 think I'm averaging 88. I'm pretty happy 
with that ... [In Chemistry] 1 didn't do too badly, actually 1 
did really well. I got an 80. The average was 60 something. 

Kate's words highlighted another theme that emerged h m  students' stories, which was 

the tendency for students who were doing well to often downplay their success. In Kate's 

case, each positive achievement was preceded by a more negative comment, a practice 

she continued throughout the interview. 

What about students who responded more negatively or differently to my opening 

question? When Katherine was asked how things have been going, she continued with a 

variation of the pattern, answering: 

Not as well as I had expected, that's for sure. Getting 
exarns back was a big shock. Chemistry which was my best 
subject in high school, half the class failed. 1 got a 48. I 
knew I had bombed it right away. 

Despite the fact that al1 the science students 1 interviewed took the sarne Chemistry 

midterm, 1 often heard conflicting comrnents on the actual class average for the first 

midtem and the pass rate. In both the first and second interviews, the science students 

focused more attention on Chemistry than on any other of their courses. They referred to 

it as "killer Chem" since it was reputed to have a hi& failure rate with difficult midterms 

and exarns. It was the one course, that even before the start of classes, had a reputation 



that preceded it. Jenny, in her fint interview, remarked: 

1 heard a rurnor that the average last year was 35 percent 
which it tums out was wrong but hearing things like that 
really make you scared and also about it being a 'weeding 
out' exam. Things like that aren't really good for learning 
'cause you're womed about what you don? know instead 
of thinking about what you do know. 

1 was not surprised then that it had become such a major course of reference for science 

students in assessing their academic achievement. 

Jean responded to my opening question in a different manner fiom the other 

students: 

Things have gotten a little bit more crazy. It's just 
ovenvhelming with all the planning time you have to get in 
and al1 the exams at once so it's stress hl. 

Jean was one of the students whom 1 was concemed about after her first interview. 1 had 

heard similar stories before fkom other students who had corne to univenity to punue 

their dream of becoming a vet. What womed me about Jean was the fact that she 

identi fied herself as a student who was not very strong in high school, someone who had 

dropped out for two years and then had gone back to school to complete her OAC's, 

which she described as "challenging." She explained to me that "people had told me that 

in the sciences, you work harder in your OAC year than in your first year at university." 

As a result, she did not anticipate the amount and dificulty of the workload and had 

expected to have ''tons of Free time." When we met the first time in the third week of the 

semester, she was already feeling overwhelmed. At the second meeting, some seven 



128 

weeks later, when 1 asked how she was doing in her courses, she stated, 'hot too bad. 

They're not high grades at all. 1 think it's kind of a big adjusûnent for me, everything and 

al1 the workload." Because she didn't speciQ her grades, 1 probed more by asking how 

she did in Chemistry. Her response: 

I didn't do very well in the fint one. I didn't do as bad as 
some people did but that didn't go very well but the second 
one went a lot better but that one wasn't worth much. 

1 did not request further detail about her grades because 1 thought if she didn't want to 

divulge that information afier my initial questions, then 1 should respect the responses she 

gave me. I felt uncornfortable at times in these kinds of situations. Some students seemed 

to have no hesitancy in revealing specific information about their grades or for that matter 

other details about their personal life while others were more reserved in what they 

disclosed to me. Most ofien, 1 let them dictate how much and what kind of information 

they wanted to share with me. 

Olivia, who entered with plans to become a doctor, also differed in how she 

responded to my opening question: 

Stressful, very stressfil. Things have changed a lot since 
the last time, a lot more work. 1 find that I'm not handling it 
as well. It's a lot of work. 

She told me she dropped her Psych course because "1 got 60 on the midterm and was 

disappointeci in that. For some people 60 is okay but not for me." She added that she 

received a 76 on her first Chem midterm, and was doing well in Physics and in her other 



courses. When I inquired as to whether her grade expectations had changed since 

midterms, she replied: 

Oh yeah. in high school, I would have never been okay 
with a 76 but now a 76, if I get that, I'm thrilled which I'm 
still going to try to improve upon because 1 want to go into 
medicine and I won't get there with averages like that. 

Olivia disclosed halfway through the interview that she was leaving the cluster because 

she didn't like living in a double room with a roomrnate. She hoped by transfemng to a 

single, which meant leaving her residence building, she would be able to study more, be 

less distracted, and have more persona1 space. 

It was Barbara's opening responses that most caught me off guard: 

I'm no longer sure, well, veterinary rnedicine is no longer 
what 1 want nght now. I'm not even sure if 1 want to be in 
biological sciences any more. I'm actually, might be, going 
home next semester and working part-time and taking 
theater courses which was my other love and that is what 1 
had to decide-rnaybe that will make me happier because 1 
have been very depressed here at Guelph. 

Part of my surprise was that 1 didn't fùlly comprehend the degree of certainty in her 

initial response regarding leaving school. What did "actually, might be" mean? During 

the remainder of the interview, she became much more confident with her decision not to 

return. I think having to tell me her story gave her a chance to both rehearse and become 

more at ease with that decision. I asked if her reason for leaving had to do with how she 

was doing in her courses. This question was based on some assumptions I had made 

about her as a learner fforn the first interview when she taliced about her practice of 



studying with the tv on most of the time. On the contrary! Barbara informed me that she 

had a 75 percent average and that her grades ranged fiom 87 to 63. She repotted that 50 

percent of the class failed the Chem midterm but that she passed it "by the skin of my 

teeth." Her decision to leave was based on an "unhappiness"she felt over a number of 

issues, including the pull between an arts or a science career, a dissonance she felt that 

came from her French language and culture and IearningAiving in an English institution, 

and the isolated nature of living in Guelph as opposed to Toronto or Montreal. 

Like their science student counterparts, arts students also responded to my 

opening question with references to grades and midtems. Even Mike who, in his first 

interview, seemed to be veiy nonchalant about his grades, began with this statement, 

"Things are going alright, I guess. My marks are a B-, about a 70." When 1 interviewcd 

Meredith the first time, she described herself as 'hot really an over achiever but someone 

who achieves a lot." She was especially concemed about grades. "It's weird for me to be 

thinking about dropping 20 percent-that just shuck fear in my gut." When we met again, 

she was very positive in how she was doing: 

Actually really, really well. I've been very pleased with the 
marks that I've been getting. I've been getting 80's and 90's 
so it's going very well. 1 got some high marks like that in 
high school and 1 sort of expected that they would go down 
when I got here. Some people said they would go d o m  20 
percent and that 60 was good and I was like - oh my God, 
what if 1 got a 60? 1 would start to cry! 

Not al1 of the arts students made an initial reference to grades. Jamie instead 

focused on how fast the time seemed to have gone by and the difficulty in trying to keep 



up with the Pace of the semester and staying on top of the workload with final exams 

approaching. 1 fond their responses as well as mood very much dependent on the timing 

of the interview. In Jarnie's case, 1 talked to him just prior to the start of finals. Kim, on 

the other hand, came to meet me just after she had gone to find out how she had done on 

her two most recent midterms, and began her story with a look of despair and despondent 

voice: 

Well, today is kind of a bad day. 1 got two midterms back 
and one of them is Psych which is my major and I got a 54 
and the last one 1 got a 64. I knew the stuff so it's really, 
really disappointing. I'm just kind of fiustrated right now. 

1 spent the begi~ing part of the interview listening to Kim talk about her academic 

dificulties, and how she was coping; 1 provided a sympathetic ear. She was especially 

upset at the fact that she had tried different study methods and had talked to her professor 

prior to the second midterm but ended up doing worse: 

Psych is bothering me because it is my major. 1 have a 
fiiend who didn't even read the chapters, none of it and got 
50 on the exam and I read the chapters and studied so hard 
and 1 only got four percent more than het and it's really 
discouraging, like 1 wasted my time. 

1 was also swptised by Janet's opening comments: 

Well, the last week of classes is exciting. Actually, I'm not 
coming back next Winter. I decided I don't like the Guelph 
environment but aside kom that, grade wise it's scary 
because you go from 80's and 90's in high school to getting 
50's and 60's. It's hard to Say. It's me,  you cm study so 
much for a test and fail, and you can not study at al1 and 
pass sort of thing and some things you get 80's in still and 
other things you get a 50 in. Everything is d l  over the 



place. That's the one reason why I'm not coming back .... 
Up until OAC, 1 never studied For an exam. 1 never had to. 
Now it's like, I just got a 52 and feel relieved that I passed. 
People come back with 50's and do cartwheels. It's very 
di fferent . 

#en 1 set up second interviews with Janet, Olivia, and Barbara, none of them gave any 

hint that there was going to be a change in their statu such as leaving school or leaving 

the cluster. 1 had assumed that if they had changed their plans, they would not have 

wanted to participate in another interview and so 1 found myself caught off guard al1 three 

times. 1 think the oppominity to talk with me to complete their story was an important 

process for them, and gave them a chance to bring some closure and validation to their 

decision. Our tirne together was spent talking about their reasons for not returning; the 

kind of support they had in making such a decision; their plans for the future; and how 

this information was then shared with others in the cluster. 1 told them I thought they had 

made a decision that required courage in confronting their fears and uncertainties because 

it meant a degree of self examination and self reflection. 

These responses to my opening questions illuminate the importance of grades in 

the lives of these students. Although some detined themselves more by their grades than 

others, most of their talk and actions were congruent within variations of a grade point 

perspective as defined by Becker, Geer and Hughes, (1968). Those who operate within 

this framework recognize that academic work is measured by forma1 institutional 

rewards. These rewards or grades, similar to a money economy, become the chief 

currency on campus, that are used to reward specified performance requirements. For 



students, the higher the grades, the better are their chances in exchanging them for 

entrance into professional schools, graduate programs or cashing hem in for funire 

employrnent opportunities. Consequently, grades corne to have immense value for 

pnvilege and position. Although grades were seen as an inescapable fact of life for 

students, they were not of equal importance to al1 of them. There were variations to the 

extent to which students operated according to this perspective. This was especially 

evident when 1 noted some of the differences between the arts and the science students in 

the way they tûlked about their grades in the fint round of interviews. This grade 

perspective influenced students' understanding of how they should be judged and 

rewarded for their academic work, and what they considered to be a fair and equitable 

wage for their efforts. 

Sweat Eauitv: The Rewardina of Hard Work and Effort 

In their first interviews, students seldom brought up the notion of ability as a 

conaibuting factor for their success. Most made the assumption that admission to 

university conferred upon them a recognition of their ability to do univenity work. 

Instead what they recognized as factors for success were hard work and effort, a strategy 

confinned by Olivia: 

1 ihink it's probably a lot of effort and time on task. 1 know 
that definitely if 1 spend more tirne studying 1 could usually 
do better. 1 think they can tell how much time you spend 
working on the course. 



The "they9* in this reference referred to her course instnictors. Olivia believed that time- 

on-task was synonymous with effort and the more time put into studying, the better 

would be her corresponding grades. Jean confimed this view when she said, " 1 think it 

has a lot to do with how much time and effort you put into it and the less time you put in 

obviously the less, the worse, the grade can be." She later added: 

1 don? think anyone on our floor didn't put in a lot of time. 
1 think everybody did put in a fair bit of time. 1 know there 
were people who put in more time than some of us and 1 
think maybe they did a little better. 1 find it kind of hard to 
try and balance 'cause you sit in your room al1 week and 
you kind of want to go out and get out for awhile on the 
weekend. Some people don? do that. They spend the whole 
weekend studying. 

Katherine recognized there were other factors impacting on academic 

performance, such as difficulties related to transition, but she differentiated these lrom 

ability: 

Nancy: 
Some people would claim that hard work and effort 
will result in good grades. Do you think that is true 
for you? 

Katherine: 
It can lead to better grades, not necessarily good 
grades. Of course if you are not snidying at al1 
you're going to do worse than if you did study. 

Nancy: 
Where does ability fit in? 

Katherine: 
That's a good question. 1 think that first semester is 
basically getting used to the idea of midtenns and 
how tough they are and everyone who is here was 



good in high school so they have the ability. It's just 
moving away fkom home for the first time. It's a big 
adj ustment. 

Grades for many of these students were a sign of maturity, discipline, a mesure of a 

successful adaptation to the academic environment, andior using the right or correct study 

methods. When 1 asked Laura, who was doing well in her courses, why others were 

having dificulty, she seemed a bit perplexed and responded by saying, "1 think it's their 

study techniques or something. You can spend a lot of time on something but still it 

won't be that productive." 

Arts students responded in similar ways in recognizing the role of time and effort 

in leading to good grades. According to lamie, 'mie courses that I'm doing well in-- 

English. Film and Calculus. I enjoy al1 three of hem and since 1 enjoy them 1 don't mind 

reading. 1 don't mind doing the work whereas the others like Psychology and Sociology-- 

1 read and that's about it. 1 don't put any extra effort into them." Meredith explained that 

for her, academic success was a combination of ability and tirne: 

I think that you have to have - well, ability is the base and 
then you can build on that because 1 know that in English, 
I've always had the ability to write and now it's just a 
matter of improving on what I already do. If you don? have 
a base of ability then you are on really uneven footing 
because there is so much that can go wrong. 1 think most 
people have that ability, you've had to have something to 
have gotten in here, it's just a matter of how much you are 
willing to put in the time and effort. 

Those students who were receiving consistently successful grades, tended to identiQ 

their hard work and efFort as reasons for their success. On the other hand, students who 



were getting poor grades or a mix of good and not so good grades were starting to 

question why this formula didn't always work. Hard work would usually pay off, but 

there were those times when it didn't and when that happened students tended to 

experience major fnistration. Barbara's story speaks to this dilemma: 

My grades have changed a lot. 1 came in to Guelph with a 
90 average. I'm going into the Chem final with a 63 percent 
and that's the class that I've probably worked the most at. 
You look at your grades and wonder what happened. I 
sometimes find that it's the class that can effect your grades 
- how cornpetitive it is or how the teachers are, but yeah, it 
is how much 1 put into the class but generally my grades 
have dropped so 1 haven't really been able to evaluate that 
as much. This is only my first semester so 1 look at the 
grades and try to compare it to high school but this is a 
totally different arena. It depends on how much a patticular 
test is worth and then how it al1 adds up 'cause 1 didn't put 
that much work into the History of Vet Medicine. There is 
no homework to do, there is a midterm, an essay and a final 
and 1 haven't had my final back yet but going into the 
exam, 1 had an 87 percent and then I look at Chemistry. 

And then there were other students like Joan who realized that there was another factor 

other than effort or ability that determined how well she did on an exarn: "Sometimes it's 

just luck." 

Multi~le Guess Exams: They ECnow What You Are Goina To Do Wrona! 

The topic that generated the most reaction fiom students was related to multiple 

choice exarns. Students questioned the objective nature of this type of exam in which 

instructors choose questions covenng information they think is important and select 

answers they think are more correct than the other options presented. Even students who 



were doing well desctibed them as 'tricky' or difficult. A few students mentioned that 

they had taken multiple choice tests in high school but most of them had not and found 

them unfair, difficult and fnstrating. There seemed to be little difference in how arts or 

science students talked about them. Said Meredith, an arts student: 

There's one girl who is working really hard but she's just 
not getting the results that she wants and I know that it's 
really hstrating for her because she is doing the work and 
reading the chapters and not going out al1 the time and it's 
just not coming together. 1 know that when we discuss 
things. it's apparent that she understands but I think it's 
more--multiple choice tests are really messing up a lot of 
people because it's something where you are either nght or 
wrong. 1 think that multiple choice exams can be tricky 
because sometimes you just - things sound the same or 
there's something that sounds so good or sometimes you 
look at the answers and 1 can think of an exception to that 
or I cm think of an exception to al1 of hem, so 1'11 figure 
out the best one. It's dificult. 

A few experienced dificulties with multiple choice exams related to the 

mechanics of the tests, such as circling the wrong answen. Some identified problems 

with the number of questions presented, the time allotted to complete the tests and the 

relative weight of each question to the final score. But the bulk of cornplaints centered on 

tricky nature and the arbitrariness of these kinds of exams. A lengthy but telling story 

fiom Mike illustrates a number of these concems: 

For my Sociology exam, 1 read 13 chapters in a space of 
two days so it was just kind of garbled in and al1 mixed up, 
especially with the multiple choice which makes it very 
hard because 1 got eight out of ten for my essay on that 
exam but I only got 15 out of 37 for the multiple choice. 
I'm not used to multiple choice because back home we 
never had multiple choice and they were like--oh, you'll 



never have multiple choice in university and 1 said, 1 have a 
cousin in university and that's al1 it is 'cause there are so 
many people there they can't afford to correct as many. 

You've got to know the teacher because on my first exarn 
in Principles, it was more just the stuff and the science of it 
but on the last one that was what 1 was expecting again and 
he garbled me up 'cause he put everything into 
applications, like he would give us a situation and Say what 
is this? And he didn't do that the first time. 1 know 
someone who really studied for the Sociology midtenn and 
he only got 22 out of 37 multiple choice right and he got 
three on three for fil1 in the blanks and 10 on 10 on his 
essay so he knows his stuff. It's that the multiple choice is 
just--sometimes they will try and trick you by changing one 
word or they will put in a word that you have no idea of 
what it means but to them it means the opposite of what 
they want kind of and yod  re like, that's what they want 
and that's what they would have wanted if they had not put 
that word in. They dways try and ûick you. 

Katherine cornplained about the wording of the questions on her exam and added, 

"there was a lot of multiple choice and they know what you are going to do wrong!" 

Barbara resented the fact that with multiple choice exams, "your work doesn't count." It 

was Kim who found them to be an especially painful experience: 

I left the exarn feeling 1 had done well. 1 knew it. It was ali 
multiple choice and 1 find the professor's exams are really, 
really tricky and 1 feel that it is unfair to do that. I wish 
there were a better way to test because 1 don't think that the 
multiple choice exams in first year Pych are a good way of 
testing knowledge. People are just getting used to the set up 
at university and then they are handed a 10 page midterm of 
55 multiple choice questions and it's like, what? We didn't 
get multiple choice questions in high school. They are 
tricky. As the prof said, they are trying to test how well you 
know the material, not if you know it. 1 just don't think it's 
the best way but 1 don't know what the best way would be. 
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Because grades mattered so much, students wanted to be rewarded in a way that 

was fair, predictable and a measure of what they knew. Multiple choice exams for many 

of these students did not measure what they knew but in fact were an assessment of how 

quickly they could read, think, or out guess their professor. Consequently, students 

tended not to make any kind of change in their strategies in studying for second midtens 

or finals. 

Grades in a Relational Context 

1 was interested in how students within the clusters talked about grades and with 

whom they shared such information. I was also curious to find out how the issue of 

competition was addressed or recognized within the context of shared classes. Through 

their conversations, I heard a number of stories about support received and afirmation 

given to one another in the clusters. Kim, after receiving a poor midtenn mark, related 

this episode: 

1 told one of my fRends that 1 got a 54 on rny exarn and he 
said, "Don't wony about it. It's only wonh 1 O%, there is 
still another one." And I'm just, "Ah, another one! Oh my 
God!" But he's like, "Don't worry about it." That kind of 
makes me feel a little better but the part that really bothers 
me is that my £iiend didn't even read the chapters and got a 
63--that really bothen me. That is pure luck, pure luck. 

Carol was not a recipient of support but in fact a provider of help: 

There are some people I've seen who didn't get the grades 
they expected and keep saying to themselves, "Well, I just 
have to pass this one" like degrading themselves and 1 Say 
to them, "Well, you c m  do it! Just because you didn't pass 
the last one doesn't mean that you can't do it this tirne." 



The sympathy and support given or received were dependent on students knowing how 

each other did on their exarns. 1 was curious then about what kind of rules govemed what 

they said and to whom about their grades. I did not see any major differences between the 

two clusters regarding how marks were divulged. Students infemd there were particular 

rules to follow in ternis of how one talked about their grades. Bragging was considered a 

major breach of protocol. Katherine offered this response when I asked whether grades 

were s h e d  within the cluster: 

We don't really discuss our marks. If people did well, they 
Say they did well and other people will Say they passed or 
they failed. A lot of people - one girl on our floor did really 
well on her Chemistry exarn and was bragging about it al1 
the time. Most people on the floor just respect other people. 

Meredith was also concemed about the issue of bragging fiom the perspective of 

someone who had done very well on her exam: 

1 don't like instigate stuff like that 'cause I don't like- I've 
never really liked telling people the grades that I'm getting 
because I've always got good grades and then I'd feel bad 
if somebody failed something or didn't do well. But we do 
check our marks over in McKinnon and someone will Say, 
"How did you do"? and 1'11 be like "Well" ... and then 
someone would Say, "Don't apologize for that because you 
worked hard, you got what you deserved!" 

Mike, on the other hand, seemed to have no hesitation about telling others how he did in 

his courses as well as having no inhibitions about asking others for the same information: 

Yeah, 1 always ask. Some people have a thing about giving 
out their grades but myself, 1 don't care. 1'11 tell people that 
1 got 53.1'11 tell people I got an 86 in Philosophy. Some 
people won't Say a grade. If they didn't do that well they'll 



Say, "It doesn't matter" or "1 don? want to tell you," but 
they will be the fint one if they get a high grade and go rub 
it in your face and it's not in a good way. 

1 was interested in how someone would respond if they didn't do well in a particular 

exam. Kim, who had received disappointing results on her midtems, made this comment 

when 1 asked her if she would share her grades with others: 

Only if someone asks do you offer. People are pretty 
respecthl if you don? Say too much. If you're proud of it, 
of course you want to Say straight out, "1 got an 80" but in 
my case, 1 wouldn't even tell anybody that 1 know my 
mark. Certain people are more accepting of other people's 
marks that they get and you don't mind telling them even if 
they do better than you but other people are just - oh, my 
God! And stuff like that so that's why 1 didn't Say anything 
when 1 got back. My roommate was in my room with two 
other friends and 1 would have told my roommate but not 
the other two. 

Grades served as a ranking of students, a sorting that helped hem to place 

themselves on some kind of hierarchy. That is why the referencing of their grades against 

the class average was an important component in assessing how well they were doing, not 

how well they were leaming. Kate told me a story about an incident that happened in her 

Chemistry class of 300 where those students who did very well were singled out to get 

their exams, not as an outnght recognition of having done well but in an attempt to keep 

their exams fiom being stolen by other students: 

People if they got a bad mark didn't go nuuiing around 
telling everyone but we did say a little bit about how did 
you do, did you get this question right? There was more of 
it in high school 1 think-comparing marks-'cause we knew 
where the top students were so you could see how close are 
we but yeah, actually there were just two or three of us who 



got over 80. It was strange. Our prof pulled out al1 the 
papers in his section that had over 80 'cause he's had 
problems with people stealing them. If someone has a 
better mark, they'll take it so that student doesn't know 
where their paper went so he pulled out al1 of them and put 
our last initial and student number beside it so you'd see 
someone pop up 'cause he had it on overhead and go to the 
fiont of the class and take theirs so you knew-okay, they 
did okay--so 1 think there were just about two or three of us 
in our group. 

1 heard instances ofconstant referencing with one another in the cluster and it was 

described not as cornpetition but as a way of placing yourself in a continuum with others. 

Said Carol in comparing herself to those who had done better than her: 

You see people getting better grades and you think, hmm, 
well, what's the difference between me and them because 
they got that grade? 

Kate offered this in response to those who had done worse than her: 

People two doors down from me, they're pretty studious. 
They often have their door closed 'cause they are always 
hard at work doing their stuff. They're always way ahead of 
me and then last night they both did the homework over 
again for Calculus and yet they did that the last time too 
and 1 came out with much better marks. They didn't do 
badly or anythng, they did above average but it still wasn't 
as good as what 1 did. 

Grade referencing or cornparison was not only done with other cluster students but also 

with members of one's own family. Ginny referenced herself against her sisten: 

I was just talking to my roommate about this last night and 
my older sister failed in her third year. My younger sister 
hasn't cornpleted high school yet even though she should 
have two years ago and so al1 1 have to do is basically pass 



and 1'11 be ahead. My roommate is not doing too well and 1 
said al1 you need are some siblings to compare to and it's 
so much better. 

Kim continued to compare herself with her brothers whom she descnbed as "very 

bright"; and had earlier declared, "In my farnily, we do not fail." She noted: 

The pamphlet that we al1 got on clusters before we got here 
said that the people in clusters generally get higher grades 
and 1 think that it makes or puts some pressure - we want to 
be part of that statistic but 1 don't feel that there are 
expectations. 1 feel expectations from within myself. 1 feel 
expectations fiom rny family but not fiom the clusters. 

She found some additional support when she discovered that her cluster leader had also 

failed the same course during her first semester: 

My cluster leader told me that she failed the course her first 
semester and 1 laughed because 1 thought that was really 
funny and she thought it was really f w y  too 'cause you 
just don't think that someone like your cluster leader-you 
think they are straight A's the whole way but the fact that 
she failed a course her first semester is-okay, I've got 
some room. 

Grade sharing and referencing seemed to be more talked about in the science cluster 

where so many of the students were hoping to apply to the vet program in the Winter. 

Ginny seemed to be ever watchful of her fiiends' activities: 

Some people you never see studying or you'll hear hem 
Say, "Oh, 1 haven't studied yet." I imagine some of it is just 
talk. "Oh 1 didn't study and look at what 1 got and 
remember 1 didn't study."But some of them 1 wonder 
about. Within my seven friends, 1 know what everyone is 
getting. We al1 share what are marks are and 1 know who 
studies and who doesn't. 1 know who went shopping today 
instead of studying for her Latin exam but 1 also know that 
she's ready and she's been working on it for a couple of 



days now. 1 knows who studies and I know what they get 
and sometimes it imtates me 'cause , like Kerry studies for 
an hour before the exam and then does really well and I've 
been studying for days. That's really fnistrating. 

Laura expressed some of the paradoxes stutlents faced when she descnbed referencing 

activities as both competitivc and noncornpetitive: 

I think with everybody being in the same courses and we 
ask each other how did you do, there's competition 
involved. It hasn't affected me that much 'cause I'm doing 
okay but 1 know for other people you feel kind of bad when 
you didn't do as well as the others. It helps to motivate us. 
I'd ask someone how they did just because I'd want to hear 
that they did okay. A lot of people wanted to get into the 
vet program in Our cluster and a lot of them now are 
comparing marks and seeing how they're doing and 
rethinking things. 

Kate added, 'There's definitely cornparison to see where everyone is, a pecking order 

but 1 don't think there's any animosity." 1 found science students (al1 female) reluctant to 

use the word "competition" and when they did, they oAen contradicted themselves. 

During the beginning of my interview with Olivia, she commented: 

When we were in high school, well anyone who is here is 
towards the top of the class, so in high school you're the 
top dog but then you come here and you're in here with al1 
people that were at the top of their class so there's a lot 
more competition. 

Later in our conversation, when I inquired about the level of competition in the cluster, 

she gave me a different response: 

So far it's not. I had thought it would be because most 
people had wanted to apply to vet med so they'd be al1 
competing against each other but I find it's really helpful. If 



you are having problems with something, someone will sit 
down and help you whereas 1 thought it would be if you 
are having problems well, too bad you don? understand 
because 1 do. 

In summary, fkom a student perspective, grades serve as a ranking in relation to 

others. This is not a new phenornenon but one they have been a part of since they began 

their formal education where they have been labeled, sorted, and moved along the 

educational assembly line. 1 never heard once a request fiom students not to be graded 

but did hear often a desire for different measures of assessment. For students in the 

cluster, being ranked or referenced against others in your sarne program provided 

comfort to those doing well but increased the anxiety for those experiencing dimculties. 

What was missing was the safety factor of measuring yourself against other students 

outside the cluster as well as those in other disciplines. 

Students came to undentand over the course of the semester that grades were a 

context-dependent phenomena and that their meaning constantly varied. With five 

courses, each with an instnictor assessing them on varying degrees of mastery of 

information, they soon realized just how arbitrary grades were. 1 am reminded of 

Dressel's (1983) definition of a grade, which speaks to the indiscriminate nature of the 

grading process: 

An inadequate report of an inaccurate judgement by a 
biased and variable judge of the extent to which a students 
has attained an unde fined level of mastery of an unknown 
proportion of an indefinite material. 



Throughout these interviews, 1 kept listening for words or cues that would speak to 

learning as intellectual adventure, one requinng imagination and creativity and yet 

within the context that students spoke fiom, 1 began to understand why that theme was 

mute. What 1 heard were students interpreting their learning as pnmarily a mechanical 

process, requinng the rote acquisition of facts and then the application of that 

infomation to new or familiar situations. The grade orientation that students worked 

fiom not only impacted on what they did as leamers but also in how they defined 

academic success as the highest scores that one could achieve. And yet. I also began to 

hear a recognition of the need for higher order thinking and analytical skills but a 

reluctance and an uncertainty to take such a risk. As Kate exclaimed: 

Last night the [Calculus exam] was a bit tricky. It reminded me of the Chem 
exarns. They looked familiar but you couldn't quite--the angle was different so 
you had to really think about it but 1 don? have tirne to think about it! The 
same with the Chemistry--the exarn would leave out M e  bits of information 
that you were suppose to assume were there. They didn't give us the volume 
for one question and it was-do they want a general answer? Am I to assume 
there's equal amounts here? It didn't click. It didn't have-this is the 
infomation you're given, this is what you do with the information. It was 
kind of like maybe they're trying to get some kind of higher level that maybe 
we should expect that you should al1 know this and maybe some of you should 
be able to rise above that. 

Grades and Career Amirations 

In the first interviews 1 was surprised to hear how students were making major 

and career choices based on the results fiom their first set of midtenns which reflected at 

most 20 percent of their final grade. This was especially evident in the science cluster 

where most of the students had entered with hopes of gaining admission to the highly 



selective vetennary prograrn at the end of their first year. 1 was curious to heu how their 

exam results were now impacting on their career choices, at ths time in the semester 

when they also had to select courses for the Winter. 1 also wanted to see if the urgency 

they felt in the beginning of the semester to decide on their future was as evident now. 

Through their stories and conversations from the fint set of interviews, 

differences did emerge between students in the arts and the sciences related to grade 

expectations and goals. In the second interviews these differences remained. The science 

students continued to be very goal-directed as reiterated by Carol: 

1 think that everyone in the cluster is really ambitious. 
Everyone. well mostly everyone knows or is in the process 
of thinking what they are doing with their lives - some 
people came in for vet med and now they are realizing that 
it may not be an option anymore but everyone is striving 
for someihing. It's not like for some people who go to 
university to be there. It seems that everyone in the cluster 
is going towards a goal. 

In her first interview, when 1 asked Katherine how long she had been interested in 

becoming a vet, she replied. "Always! Like most kids who'd play house, me and my 

fiiends would grab a dog and we'd play vets." Some six weeks later she was now having 

second thoughts afler receiving her midterm grades. "1 don? expect to get into vets this 

year. They are not accepting people next year because they are changing the program." 

When 1 asked if that had forced her to rethink her plans, she responded: 

Definitely. There's no sense of being in university for three 
years and then not getting into the prograrn you want and 
then not knowing what you're going to do with the one year 
left. A lot of people have gone to see the program counselor 
about changing their courses or what they can take, what 



their options are. I probably will apply after third year 
depending on how my marks come out this semester. They 
seem to be going up which is pretty good. You need at least 
an 83 to apply at the end of first year. 1'11 be on the low side 
of that for sure. Just getting near there will be nice. 

A lot of girls on the floor have given up. They are not going 
to apply for vets any more. They changed their major and 
they are thinking of changing schools now. There's one girl 
on the floor who wants to go to McGill now because she 
can't get in to vets here. Another girl had changed h m  
trying to get into vets to food sciences and then she 
changed back to microbiology and she has no idea of what 
she wants to do now... Even if 1 don't get into vets, I don't 
know what 1'11 do-- zoology--but it 's something I'm 
interested in so 1 might as well stick with it. 1 wasn't 
expecting to get into vets the first year anyway so 1 was 
thinking after second or third so getting in atler third year 
won't be too bad. My sister had to go for three years to get 
into optometry. I'm kind of used to that. 

Jean, likewise , who entered with the sole desire to be a vet, was also not willing to give 

up her dream: 

My grades aren't what they need to be to do what 1 want to 
do but I'm not giving up on it that because it's what I've 
always wanted to do. Mind you this is something I've 
always wanted to do and I've never thought about doing 
anything else so unless 1 get to the point where 1 know 
there's no way, I'm still going to work towards it. 1 know 
that a couple of people on the floor said they didn't want to 
do that. 

Those students who had decided not to punue vets and were now examining other 

options articulated a range of responses as to why they changed their career focus. Some 

expressecl relief with the discovery that a career in veterinary medicine as they 

understood it at the time, was not what they wanted d e r  all. Barbara, who was leaving 



university at the end of the semester, elaborated on her change of mind: 

1 came to Guelph because 1 wanted to be a vet. That's what 
I always wanted to do and when 1 got here and realized that 
maybe that's not what 1 want to do. 1 saw the possibility of 
different fields and if I do go into veterinary medicine 1 
want to do more in the species conservation area and to 
take my vet degree and put it towards things like that and 
maybe not have a little small animal ciinic which 1 thought 
would be the sweetest thing to do and now 1 want to do 
something more. 

Other students who were also having second thoughts talked about other possibilities 

that they were only now being made aware of. Kate realized she had a range of options 

to choose fiorn: 

1 decided I'm not going to go into the veterinary program 
just because I've been debating over it. 1 had been telling 
everyone that 1 was senous about it but the past year it was 
a possibility but 1 don? know if that's exactly the area 1 
want to go in to. My zoology teacher was saying the other 
day-I'm actually enrolled in genetics-that's the program 
I'm in-he was saying that the future of wildlife 
conservation was probabiy in genetics and being able to 
engineer whatever and I thought, hey, that's perfect for me 
because that's what I'm really interested in. I was thinking 
maybe vetennatian or maybe. See, 1 never wanted to be in a 
practice but thought I'd have to have the vet degree to be 
able to work with WWF or some kind ofwildlife federation 
where 1 could do research. 

Afier hearing repeated stories nom students about no longer being interested in 

vets, I heard a different response from Ginny, who earlier had told me she wanted to get 

into medicine, was now also considering a vet career: 

1 knew what I wanted to do when I was in hi& school. I 
had a clear plan al1 set out and then 1 got here and everyone 
wants to be a vet so 1 started thinking, vets! 1 had a cat but 



never considered being a vet. It never crossed my mind 
before. But then 1 started thinking about it and yeah, 1 like 
animals, and 1 could do it, and this is the school to go to for 
being a vet. My Mom said if vets is what you want to do 
then go for it but the more 1 ihink about it the more 1 don? 
know. I know Keny is going to get in with her marks. 1 
never CO-oped at a vet practice and 1 nevet worked with a 
vet so 1 really don't have any expenence like everyone else 
does. 1 liked Microbiology in high school but I haven't 
taken it here yet so 1'11 see how it goes. I'm not going to 
make any decision until after next semester. 

She later added that her decision was much more complicated since her roommate who 

had entered with the goal of becoming a vet may not have the grades to get into the 

She wants to be a vet and when 1 was thinking about it and 
considering vets, 1 was--it doesn't look like she's going to 
get in and she really, really wants to and it would just crush 
her if I got in and 1 hadn't even considered it before. Terry 
wanted to be a vet forever. 1 keep telling her that this is a 
practice semester and next semester she might get 90's in 
everything and then it will balance out and she has 
experience and she'll be in. She wrote a midterm when she 
had a fever and we kept saying not to and she thought she 
would write it. 1 thought she was going to pass out. She 
had beads of sweat rolling down her head and she had her 
head down for half of it. She really shouldn't have written 
it and then she had anothet bad midterm so she feels the 
doors are closed to her For vets. She thought that if she 
doesn't get in this year, by the time she applies again she'll 
be in her third or fourth year and then she'll have to go 
through vets and there's four years of that and Kerry will 
get in for sure and by the time she gets into first year, Keny 
will be a qualified vet. 

From the arts students I heard a different kind of angst, one more related to their 

decision about what to major in rather than a specific career plan. Jamie and Mike who 



had not changed their plans as to theu major, both commented on how others were 

making the switch based on how well they had done on their midtems. Said Jarnie, "I'm 

pretty set on what 1 want to do. How 1 want to get there changes. My final goal is the 

same while for others they'll pick one midtem and they'll say--it's my major now." 

Mike, a Psychology major, repeated this same theme: 

There's a couple of people that were like-I didn't do that great in my major 
rnidtenns so 1 don? mind this course so if 1 do well in this course's rnidtem, 
maybe 1'11 switch rny major and go to that course. 

Meredith introduced the concept of interest in a particular subject as a way of selecting a 

major but aiso the importance of a good teacher, readings that she found interesting and 

positive feedback, which al1 acted as methods of confirmation in validating her choice: 

Some people have changed their major based on their 
interest in their courses. The test results have a little to do 
with it but it's more interest. They find something else that 
they like doing. I find that my Dynamics course is so 
interesting. 1 really enjoy it. 1 have a really good prof and 
he's fun and very up and then the stuff 1 read about is 
interesting and test results have also confirmed it. This is 
something that 1 like and I also cm do it! It works well. 

In contrast to Meredith, Kim, who was most interested in her Psychology courses. h a  

major, was experiencing a more traumatic reality check: 

Nancy: 
How have your grades influenced your long tetm 
goals? 

Kim: 
It's definitely been one of the things that I have 
been thinking about. You think that-I'm not going 
to make it, I can't do it, I'm going to drop out, 



they're going to kick me out, I'm going to lose al1 
this money. Al1 those negative facts go through 
your head. 1 can't grasp it. Then 1 think, 1 can major 
is something else but nothing else interests me as 
much as Psych does so I'm really screwed. 

Nancy: 
Do you feel that you even have to make a decision 
right now? 

Kim: 
Yeah, 1 need to be organized, 1 need to know what 
I'm doing to do with my life. 1 don't know what 
I'm doing with my life and that really bothers me. 

Students in both clusters were very vocation onented and approached their education 

from a very instrumental perspective. They spoke of the need to make the appropriate 

decisions now on confinning their majors so they could get on with their lives. Many 

were participating in pre-professional clubs related to their career interest areas. But in 

their talk on their future, 1 aïs0 picked up elements of fear, of not making the nght 

decisions, and of uncertainty. When 1 followed up with Joan about a comment she had 

made about fear, she exclaimed, "It's there. If you fail, you'll be kicked out of 

university. It's fear of not doing well, fear of uncertainty, we talk about it al1 the time." 

Barbara also highlighted this theme which for her was made al1 the more pressing by her 

decision to leave university: 

There's fear of the unknown. This is our first semester. 1 
don't h o w  if it's al1 going to be-that's another thing about 
my dilemma, well, maybe next semester is going to be 
easier. Maybe that will make me happier but 1 donTt know 
that. 



Pro fessors: Still Narneless But Not Guiltless 

In my analysis of the first round data, 1 referred to professors as the "pronouns 

without antecedents" because shidents never taiked about them by name. This trend 

continued in the second interviews. Students referred to their instnictors as my "Chem 

prof' or "Calculus teacher" or "Botany professor" but again, they were nameless 

entities. In rereading their transcripts, 1 was surprised by how minimal the contact was 

that students had with their instnictors and by the fact that they did not see such 

interaction as important in this stage of their academic studies. So rnuch of the literature 

that 1 work lrom espouses the importance of such contact for students yet these students 

were telling me a very different story. Despite repeated messages from their professon 

to see them alter class or at their office hours, few students took advantage of such 

offen. In this next section I will explore why students continued to ignore their 

invitations for help and examine how student expectations of their instructors were met 

in some ways but not in others. 

Class size continued to have an impact on student/professor relationships. The 

anonymity of sitting in large lecture theaters with 200 to 300 other students was an 

impediment to making contact with course instructors. According to Barbara: 

1 ûuly realized how professors are like celebrities. 
Everyone knows who they are but they don? know who 
anyone else is. You corne up to them and you are a 
complete stranger to them. There's only one class where 1 
have a srnall enough class where the professor has gotten to 
know me. There are 30 people and I'm up in the front row 
too so every morning 1 get to speak to him 'cause he's right 
there. That makes a real difference. 1 think that 1 leam more 



if 1 have close contact with the professon. It 's a smaller 
class and more attention can be focused on each student as 
opposed to some of mine which have about 300 students 
per class and you're lost somewhere in the shuflle. You 
care less when the teacher cares less. 

Jean also confirrned this sentiment: 

For my Philosophy class, it's a pretty small class - usually 
there are 30 people in the class on a given day, it kind of 
varies. That's a smaller class and 1 did go to see him before 
our midterm to go over a couple of things and there were a 
few of us there and we went over a couple of things in his 
office. He's pretty open to that. Mind you that kind of 
smaller class seems a linle different at fint, like high 
school. He knows us al1 by name in the class too so that's a 
little different from a big lecture hall of 300 or 400 people 
where you are just a body. 

She revealed even more on this theme in her later cornments: 

1 don't think you have a real comection with any of your 
profs at this point. I don? think that starts to happen until 
the later years. At this point the classes are so big and a lot 
of it is--a lot of people might not still be there in their 
fourth year. It gets a lot smaller and 1 think you have the 
connections then on a personal basis whereas right now 
none of your profs really know you or who you are and you 
just kind of go. The first one or two years are a lot of a 
'weeding out' process too for people who decide they don't 
want to be there so there's not really a real connection 
between you and the profs at this point. 

What students told me was that if you had a question related to course material 

there were safer, more efficient ways to get it answered than making contact with your 

instructor. They identified other cluster students, their TA'S, lab instructors, peer helper 

or someone who had already taken the course, as individuals who could provide help. 



Olivia summed up well the student sentiment about contacting professors: 

We have Mike [ o u  peer helper] and we currently have each 
other too so if there are problems we ask each other. In 
most cases we are able to help each other out and resolve it. 
1 don? think there's been a huge need so far to go to the 
profs. 

Students knew that if they had questions about content, they could seek out thair 

instructor, but most oflen they used alternative support which they found as helphil and 

more readily available, especially at night when they were studying. Time was a factor 

identified by some students for not making faculty contact since their course instructors 

would set office hours at specified times for them to corne see them. If students had 

another cornmitment at that time or if the answer needed was time-sensitive then other 

people would be sought for help. 

Students did not want to appear stupid, ignorant, or unprepared. They did not 

want to be questioned or grilled on course material and told they should alreûdy have 

known something. They did not want to be seen in a negative way by those individuals 

who would be grading them, their course instructors. Said Ben: 

1 think it's an aura that professors have. Even when I go to 
talk to a professor that I haven't had to before, I get 
nervous. They know so much more than me and I'rn afraid 
to ask questions. They might look at me like I'm stupid. 

Kim of'fered similar comments when she confided to me, "I'm afraid I'rn going to go 

there and say to him that 1 think 1 know the stuff and he's going to ask me a question and 

1 won't be able to answer it." There were safer alternatives to use when seeking help for 

course content. If, on the other hand, students had questions related to their grades, then 



their instnictor was the only penon they could go to. Authority for grades was vested in 

their professors. There were no other substitutes. 

When discussing faculty contact, the few students who did go talk with their 

professors, differentiated behveen the kind of contact made either after class or in 

during their instmctor's fomal office hours. Talking to your professors afler class was 

seen as less intimidating than going to meet with them in their offices. Very few students 

mentioned talking informally with their professors afier class, but Ginny related a story 

about one such encounter: 

I really like my zoology prof. He's interesting and he's 
M y .  Jean had a question and she didn't want to ask it in 
class so she waited around until afler the class and asked 
him this somewhat odd question and we tried to find it 
ourselves first. We al1 looked on the Internct. We found 
certain things, certain pieces of information, so we took it 
al1 to him and he didn't know and he thought it was h y  
and started to laugh and he looked at al! the information 
that we had found and he said, "Oh, I didn't know that was 
in there," and then aflerward in class the next day he said 
that a student had asked me a question the other day and 1 
found it really interesting so 1 did some research and he had 
al1 these overheads and he even expanded the question. 

When 1 asked G h y  what the questions was, she replied somewhat embarrassingly: 

Why is the human male the only one not to have a penis 
bone? So you cm see why she didn't want to ask the 
question in class. He had al1 this information on overheads. 
It was so structured and stu& He thought it was fun. 

What 1 should note is that Ginny, L a m  and two othen went together to approach the 

professor with Jean as the spokesperson. Not only did Jean feei she could not ask this 



question in class but she was not prepared to go alone to ask the question after class. 

Ginny in particular was someone who aàmitted to being intimidated by her professors. 

She was quite relieved that up to now she had not been put in a situation where she 

would have had to go and meet with them. In response to my question of whether she 

had ever gone, she said: 

1 never had. I'm a little afraid to. Somebody in the cluster 
could explain it to me. 1 don? know when 1 would go. They 
are so intimidating. It's kind of like they wouldn't even 
know if you were in the class or not. I've heard stories fiom 
other people from when they went and how rude they were 
if you didn't know certain things. I'm so a h i d  that it 
would happen to me. 

Many of the comments made by students about their interactions with professors 

were often based on negative interactions they either experienced personally or had 

heard about from other cluster memben and these were quickly spread throughout the 

clusters. Those students reluctant to make initial contact were further scared off by these 

stories and used them to justify why they would not go. When 1 inquired of Jean if she 

had made any personal contact with her insüuctors, she replied, 'To me 1 find not a lot. I 

know of the one girl who went to the prof and got a pretty negative response so but on a 

floor of 26 people she was the only one who has gone." 

Ex~ectations of Professors: The Purvevors of Truth and the Dimensers of Grades 

Some of the negative stories I heard were related to the expectations that students 

placed on their professors. Students identified different expectations depending on 



whether the professor was insûucting in class or meeting with them in his or her offices. 

In the classroom setting, students told me they wanted their professors to tell them with 

some degree of certainty what they needed to know for the exam; to make the difficult 

less challenging; to be less ambiguous and more concrete; and to teach to the test. When 

I asked Katherine what expectations she had of her professors, without any hesitation 

she replied, '70 teach me what's going to be on the test." Joan, in response to the same 

question, provided this feedback: 

To present the material in an interesting way and to not 
make it too complicated. Some of them 1 notice that they 
explain things too much by going into too much detail and 
just making things more complicated. 

Most students were very positive about their instructors meeting their expectations in the 

classroom despite being somewhat intimidated and scared by them. Even Jarnie, who 

was not interested in his Psychology and Sociology classes, praised their efforts: 

Yeah, in general when I first came I was scared about what 
my inshuctors would be like -would they yell at you if you 
had questions and stuff like that whereas now I find that 
they are doing everything they can to make the course more 
interesting for you and make you enjoy it more. My 
Psychology teacher is really a good teacher. It's me, not 
him. Same way with Sociology--they put a lot of effort into 
the course and they do care about their students. They 
really do. 

i leamed fiom students that they did a lot of 'class hopping' which involved switching to 

a class with a professor who better met their expectations. This was only possible in 

some of the science courses that were multi-sectioned with different instructon, but still 

with a comrnon exam. As a result, students could sit in the lecture of their cfioice but this 



option was something they said they were never "officially" told nor was it encouraged 

by the instmctors themselves. Terry, who decided to accompany Ginny to her Chemistry 

class, was surprised at the difference in number of students attending her session: 

Ginny said it was crowded like that since the first midterm 
and 1 noticed ours emptying after the first midterm. You 
never have to rush to our class. There's a choice of 50 seats 
per person and 1 thought where have al1 these people gone. 
Did they al1 drop it or did they give up? 

Carol recounted her story on class switching: 

With one prof 1 ended up not going to his lectures. 1 
changed to a different section because his teaching style 
was completely not what 1 needed. So I went somewhere 
else where 1 was actually learning something. I didn't feel 
that the first prof was really covering the material. The 
other prof lays it out step by step. He tells you at the 
beg i~ ing  of the lecture what section you're in, where you 
should be up to and doing the work, and he goes through 
and explains a different topic and does four examples and 
he does it the same way for every topic so you know 
exactly the process that he's going to go through and the 
other profjust babbles and he goes on and on and 1 
wouldn't take any notes for the entire hour and a half that 1 
was sitting there. 1 went to the fint professor until the 27* 
of September and then 1 didn't go for a month and then 1 
went to the new one, 

Barbara did the same L\ing but this was for her Calculus class. When 1 asked her why, 

she responded, "because he talks d o m  to his students which 1 didn't appreciate. 1 

switched to the other Calculus professor's course and he was a lot easier to deal with." 

Despite some of these negative comments, the general pattern that emerged was one of 



satisfaction with their instmctors best represented by Jean's statement: 

1 don? know if I really thought about if they would be like 
anything in particular. I think for the most part they stand 
up there and teach the lesson and you take notes on what 
they are talking about and that's alright. 

Leaming for Jean was a 'spectator sport' rvhere faculty talk dominateci and students sat 

and reproduced the information provided. What wasn't alright for Jean and others in the 

cluster though were the interactions that took place when one went to see a professor 

outside of the class. Jean assumed that if you took the time to seek out-of-class help, 

professors should be supportive and helpfùl in such situations. That didn't seem to be the 

case for one of her professon: 

i'd expect that they would take the time to sit d o m  with 
them and talk with them and work through things with 
them and not expect that everyone know things 
automatically. There are people at different levels of 
learning and sometimes it takes a little more to catch on to 
things than others. 1 guess the impressions that 1 got was 
that he expected everyone to pick it up like that as he's 
teaching it to the class and if you didn't know it then you 
aren't smart enough to be in his class--that was the attitude 
he was giving. 

She further added: 

One of the other girls on our floor went to see him afier the 
midterm and actually 1 know two people who went to see 
him and he was rude to them. One girl left his office in 
tears because he basically said she doesn't have the ability 
to do it and she should &op the class which 1 didn't think 
was very appropriate for someone to say when you'd 
expect the people who didn't do well should be the people 
going to see him. If you did weil on it then you have no 
reason. Why would you go and see him? So he should be 
that much more supportive to people who take the effort to 
get the extra help fiom him. 



Students seeking help seemed to be caught in a bind. On the one hand, they were being 

told by their instructors to come see them if they were having difficulties but when 

students did go under such circurnstances they felt berated for not knowing things, being 

confused or unable to articulate why they didn't understand something. Exclaimed Ben: 

1 think that for a majority of the students, they are afiaid 
that sometimes the profs will be critical and sometimes the 
profs are. They Say in the classes, "Feel corn fortable to 
approach me about any thing, questions, any question is not 
a stupid question. Although you might think it is because 
you don't understand it, you rnust feel cornfortable, I'm not 
going to criticize." But then sometimes they do. If one 
student says, "1 approached prof whoever on this issue to 
just ask a question and she said you should already know 
that. 1 shouldn't have to re-explain it to you." That gets 
circulated back very quickly. 

Ginny further elaborated on this theme: 

I think they should make time if people want to see hem 
about something and they should undentand that you don? 
remember things fiom high school because a lot of it has 
been forgotten. Some of the stories I've heard is that, "Well 
you should have known that fiom high school, you should 
have known that, you should know this, you should know 
this, and well, if you don't know it, go and learn it and 
come and see me later"--and it's like 'bCouldn't you go over 
it with a little reminder and then explain the questions?' 1 
know they have a lot of students to deal with but if 
someone takes the time to go and see them during their 
office hours then they should be patient enough to work 
with them. They're making an effort. 

Since negative interactions were instructor-specific, students made judgements on who it 

was safe to visit or seek help fiorn based on information provideù in the cluster. Olivia 



had already figured out who she could or would not go to: 

I've been able to pick out better inshuctors from wont 
instnicton. I guess that is based on expectations. I think 
willingness to help is very important. One prof that 1 have 
is like "If you are having trouble, just forget it, that's what 
TA'S aie for. I won? help you." I don't like that at all. 
Whereas another prof that 1 have-he is so great. He's done 
al1 but invited us over to his house. He's just so willing to 
help you. 

This following story From Kim highlights the power differential that separated students 

and faculty and as a result how unsafe many students felt in making such contact: 

My Psych prof was very unapproachable. He never smiled. 
He's very threatening and intimidating. 1 think it would 
help a lot if he opened his door to people 'cause 1 called 
him and asked to see hirn and he said, "Why?" 1 said 1 
wanted to discuss some study methods with you because 1 
didn't do as well on the first exam as 1 would have liked to 
and I want to do better on the second one. He said, "Why 
don't you talk to me now to see if you need to corne to tafk 
to me." 1 said I had a class in 10 minutes and then he said, 
"Fine, see me afier class tomorrow" and then hung up the 
phone. He didn't Say goodbye, or see you then, it was just 
- bang. It was like what have 1 gotten myself into? 1 went to 
see him afler class and 1 introduced myself as the person 
who talked to him yesterday and he said, 'Tell me again 
what this is about?We talked for awhile and 1 said, did he 
have an impact on my mark? And he said, ''To mise it?" 
And 1 said, no. The TA marked my paper and the machine 
did the rest so you don't really have anything to do with my 
mark? And he said , "No." So 1 said, 1 can Say this without 
hurting myself - do you ever smile? And he goes, "Ha, ha, 
ha - no!" And 1 burst out laughing and he burst out 
laughing so we were laughing for about 10 minutes and it 
was really Funny. 



When 1 asked if she had planned on saying any of this ahead of time, Kim replied: 

No. 1 didn't plan on it. 1 kind of joked with my Fnends that 
at the end of the semester [that] 1 would Say something to 
him about smiling but then the opportunity came and 1 
thought he doesn't have any Say about my mark so he can't 
hurt me even if he does take it the wrong way. But he was 
laughmg. It worked out okay and it helped a little bit but he 
still doesn't smile. 1 think it really hurts the class. More 
people in his class are failing than the others and 1 think to 
some extent that's a reflection on the professor. 1 really 
think it does. 

I often wondered throughout these interviews how they saw me and to what 

extent were they willing to share with me information about themselves. As an adult 

staff professional similar in age to many of their instructors, did they view me in the 

same way? 1 did not directly ask them this question but 1 do think they saw me as 

different. The location of my omce in a student services section of the building; the 

initial presentation I made to their cluster in the beginning of the semester where 1 

hobbled in on crutches (a result of a sprained ankle) wearing informal clothes and a 

backpack holding bags of cookies; and the interactions 1 had with their peer helpers who 

called my by my first narne, al1 contributed to situating me as different. Most important, 

as Kim stated above, they could tell me things without fear of being evaluated or graded 

since 1 had no power or authority over them. 



Studvina and Leamine, 

Leamina as Fiaurina Out How to Please 

Universities establish guidelines regarding how faculty must communicate 

information to their students about grading and assessment in their courses. instnicton 

are required to provide students with a written course outline that lets them know the 

course requirements, methods of evaluation, when they will be tested, and how much 

each test is worth toward their final grade. Students expect that within these formalized 

procedures, they will be able to predict with some degree of certainty what they will 

need to know for the exam. They soon corne to realize that the amount of information 

they are provided in their course outlines is incomplete. It tells them how they will be 

evaluated, and identifies the topics they will be tested on. but the course outline fails to 

tell them what specifically will be on the exarn. This scenario was very different fiom 

what students experienced in high school where teachers structured their learning for 

them and tested hem in very predictable ways. Then there were no surprises, no 

guessing, and no uncertainties unlike now as Ben discovered: 

1 think university is a lot different than high school. 1 think 
that the course goals or the accomplishrnents that the 
professor wants the student to achieve by taking the course 
need to be clearly defined at the beginning of the semester 
so you know what you need to learn; you know what you 
need to know because when you are given such a huge 
plethora of information, it's hard to know what you really 
need to h o w  and what's not relevant and what is. Like, 
I've gone through al1 of my course outlines and some of 
them, the professor doesn't tell you really what it is you 
need to do to do well and to l e m  and to understand what 
you are doing. It's new. Every class you take is a new 
expenence and therefore it 's di fferent . 



As a learning specialist, 1 have seen fint-hand the challenges that first-year 

students face in their transition from a teacher-dependent setting to a more independent 

leaming environment. There exist a range of compensatory teaching and learning 

strategies at the high school level that in their attempt to support students, reduce their 

need to engage in the kind of independent sîudy behaviour required for success ai 

university. Text-based readings supplemented with teacher sumaries and a definition 

of terms put the responsibility for selecting main ideas and integrating information on 

the teacher and not the student. Test review practices that involve the rehearsing of test 

items that match the exam questions reinforce rote-type learning strategies. Even the 

frequency of tests in high school reduce the arnount of matenal students are responsible 

for and thus il1 prepare them for deveioping skills for managing large amounts of 

information in their introductory courses. High schools also provide alternative ways for 

students to improve their grades through multiple opportunities to revise their final 

product, make-up exams and extra projects to supplement graded assignrnents. Al1 of 

these actions continue to emphasize or reinforce the practice of grading on effort rather 

than on performance. 1 cite these practices not to critique high school teaching practices 

or high school teachers but to provide an understanding of why many new students find 

their academic transition to university so difficult. They have left a high school leaming 

environment where much of their learning activities were shuctured for them and 

entered a university setting where they are expected to engage in more selfdirected 

learning endeavours. They also leave having been hilly inculcated into a grade culture 

bat does not end in high school but continues and is m e r  perpetuated in university. 



The stories that the cluster students told me in these second interviews reflect 

these struggles and challenges through their repeated references to their high school 

learning environment and how different university seemed to be. This gap was much 

more obvious to students by the eighth week of classes, since they had by now taken 

their first set of university exarns and had received their grades. The assumptions they 

made about what they needed to leam for their midtems or how to prepare for them 

were now given a reality check. Carol was surpnsed by her first Chemistry midterm: 

In high school you're use to al1 the questions where the 
questions on the test were the questions that you had done 
in your work whereas in that exam you were expected to 
apply questions and they weren't exactly what you had 
done, 

Jean still found university challenging with its fast Pace of learning, large classes, 

and her inability to alter the speed of delivery of information in her lectures. She was 

hstrated at the extra time she now had to spend to teach herself course material because 

it wasn't covered sufficiently for her in lectures: 

1 think the big difference was when 1 did my OAC's 
because the classes were a lot smaller if you had a problem 
you could just put up you hand and have the teacher explain 
things in more detail for you. Here I don't think I'd do that. 
If 1 had a problem, I'm more apt not to Say anythng and go 
back and try to work it through with the homework and the 
solutions and if 1 can't figure it out 1 would ask other 
people on the floor which for me 1 don? think is as 
effective as learning it right when it's being taught and 
getting it explained in more detail right then to undentand 
it and move on ... I still find that 1 have to self teach it a lot 
to myself when I get home. 

Mike talked about how he never took notes nor did he do the readings in high 

school because, "what the teacher said was basically what he wanted." He found that 



univenity learning required a similar strategy. "You don? really have to work hard. Like 

1 said, 1 got 70 on a paper that 1 didn't even read almost. It's just knowing what your 

profs want." He and others realized that in their information-laden courses, not al1 

topics were covered to the same degree. Sometimes the professor covered a particular 

topic briefly whiie at other times a particular concept would be expanded upon over 

multiple sessions. Students carne to understand that some things were more important 

than others in the course, and it was the professor who determined the ranking of such 

information. As a result, they searched for clues to find out each professor's hidden 

idiosyncrasies, looking to find out what the professor wanted and required fiom them. 

Their task as leamers was to figure out how to please their professors. The following 

three quotes echo this theme: 

Janet: 

Here, everything is so different. You have a 
different format For everything. Al1 of your tests are 
di fferent formats and what di fferent profs stress and 
stuff like that. I'm getting better at figuring out what 
the profs want you to learn but before it was up in 
the air. 

Mike: 

It's like being in a circus. In the circus there's the 
animals who like to party and stuff and go crazy and 
there's people who run the show like teachers and 
stuff and you being one of the penons involved, 
you have to perfom to what they want and if you 
don't then you obviously are going to get booted 
out. It's very hectic. You are always on the go, al1 
over the place, and at the same time you don? really 
know people that well, but you're still trying to 
please them which is as a perfomer. You are trying 
to please the crowds. You are always trying to 
please everybody but just some times it's just crazy. 
You don't have time to do everyhnp. Something 
has to let go sooner or later. 



Anne: 

In my first genetics midterm that we had was my 
first midterm at university so 1 think maybe part of 
it was that 1 didn't know what to expect. For the 
second one, 1 had a better idea of what the teacher 
was looking for - like what was important and what 
wasn't. 

Teacher pleasing was also reflected in students' placing their instructors 

authority of voice over theirs or those in their textbooks. According to Mike's rule, "If 

you are to see something contradicting someihing that the teacher said and the book said, 

you go and put what the teacher said 'cause that was his persona1 opinion." Although 

there were few differences in how arts and science students engaged in teacher pleasing 

activities, arts students did identify one area of conflict related to the more subjective 

nature of their assignrnents and tests. Anne was confused by the mixed messages she 

was receiving From her instnictor: 

My English teacher, she always asks about how in reading 
you have our own interpretations, everyone has their own 
but then in class when we go over our own interpretations 
or when we write essays about certain works, she would 
criticize them. So 1 didn't really know what to expect from 
her. 

A number of the arts students complained about how their opinions were not given 

validity. Ben discovered that there was a risk in offenng a personal interpretation of an 

idea or theory, a nsk that could involve a lowenng of grades: 

Some of the ideas are just so abstract that it 's hard. You 
might interpret it one way and the prof might interpret it a 
different way so there fore you have conflicting views and 
that doesn't always lead to good marks. 

Students as novices in the discipline found it challenging to prioritize the large arnounts 

of information that was presented to them in their courses. In particular they voiced 

hstration over trying to decide what was Unportant, significant or relevant given al1 of 



the facts, figures, and data for which they were now responsible. They expected to be 

provided direction in making these choices, if not having those decision made for them. 

As well, they also came to realize the importance of staying within the safe boundaries 

of right answen. 

Leaminn: From Reoroduction and Re~etition to Understanding 

The dominant approach to learning in both of the clusters was that of information 

gathering. If the Professoa controlled what infonnation they were given, and how they 

were to be evaluated on their understanding of such information, the areas that students 

had some decision over related to how they gathered infonnation, fiom whom and what 

sources, and what to do with it once they had collected it. In these second interviews, I 

heard great variations in the depth, breadth and structure related to their information 

gathering strategies. Some relied solely on their lecture notes, discounting their textbook 

since it seemed to duplicate what their instmctor said in lectures. According to Janet, 

"You don't have to read the chapter because she says everything in the chapter, her whole 

lecture." Students talked about memorizing their lecture notes, sometimes copying them 

as a way of sustaining concentration, and usually maintained them in the original 

structure provided by the teacher. They descnbed how they made notes fiom their 

readings, sumrnarized and condensed notes and then learned hem by rote frorn their 

mastery sheet. A few elaborated on how they developed their own ftameworks by 

transforming the information into something that made sense to them, relating ideas and 

looking for pattems and relationships. There was a degree of congnience in ternis of how 

students responded to how they perceived their leaming, how they approached their 

studying and how they perceived their learning environment. Although these observations 

reflect the pattems of learning desctibed by students in both of the clusters, 1 continu4 to 

listen to how arts and science students expenenced leaming within their disciplines. and 

will explore these themes separately to note similarities and differences. 



Learning for the science students was still primarily problem solving, either doing 

the problems in the text or completing old exams. Said Carol when she described what 

she did when she studied, "If 1 can look at an example and do the questions then that's 

usually good enough for me." Although this approach worked for Carol, it ofien leA other 

students unprepared for the actual midterm since the problems in the text were not similar 

to the ones on the exam. Jean, who h d  done dl of the problems in ha text as part of her 

preparing for the midterm, found the exarn much more challenging than expected: 

1 found that a lot of the questions weren't exact1 y like-not 
that 1 expected them to be exactly the same as the 
homework, but 1 found they were a lot more advanced than 
the ones 1 was doing. 1 thought they were a lot more 
complicated. 

Kathenne had focussed much of her review time on completing old exams, 

assuming that there would be some similarity between them and the problems on the 

midterm. She later lamented following this particular strategy aIter taking her Chemistry 

exarn explaining, "1 had done past exams fkom the past yean and 1 had gotten use to 

those questions and these didn't even click for me." 

Many of the science students expected that completing the problems in the text 

would prepare them for the midterm, a practice that would have been sufficient for them 

to do well in high school. When 1 talked about this "plugging in the formula" approach 

with Laura, who was doing very well in her courses, she started nodding her head and 

smiling in recognition of the limitations of this method: 

In Chemistry, you have to recognize the problems. Some 
students when they do the section, then they do the 
problems. A lot of the problems are the same so they can 
kind of figure out how to do one and then the next ones are 
the sarne so they do them automatically and they don? 
think about the basic concepts as much. Then they go on to 
a different section and the probiems are pretty similar so 
you get that kind of question on the exam but if you don? 
know the basic concepts, you won't know how to do the 
questions. 1 focus on the concepts behind the questions. 1 
go through the different sections and go back and forth in 



doing them. 
1 don't like memorizing. 1 like knowing the basic 

concepts and then 1 don't have to memonze as much 
because thinp make sense af?er that and I c m  try to figure 
it out. Some people memorize formulas but if you have to 
switch it around a bit or if the question is asking sornething 
in a different way - if you understand the concepts you can 
see how it al1 works togcther but if you just know the 
formula and that's it, you won? be able to do it. When 1 
study, 1 see how it al1 cornes together in my head. Things 
make sense and fit together. 

Keny descnbed her problem solving approaches as one where she would try to Figure out 

"Why they did each step and why they thought to do it that way and not some other way." 

When 1 asked her if she thought about alternative approaches she responded, "1 usually 

look for the way that makes the most sense to me which isn't aiways the sarne way they 

have but it doesn't break any rules." Laura and Keny described an approach to learning 

that involved checking the evidence. examining the logic of the argument, testing, 

retesting and a focus on persona1 understanding rather than rote memory. They displayed 

a confidence that their problem solving strategies would give them the flexibility needed 

to adapt and apply ideas and information effectively. While they talked about how they 

had developed these skills pnor to coming to university, other science students were 

only now b e g i ~ i n g  to recognize the merits of such a strategy. Ginny explained her new 

insights this way: 

1 think that if you understood the concepts behind the 
problems - what they were trying to show you - then the 
problems would have been enough. But anyone could do 
the problems because there are examples in the textbook 
with the correct formula and you stick the numbers in and 
get your answem kind of thing. It's why did they pick this 
formula and not this one. I wasn't really clear on that on the 
first midterm and 1 had problems with al1 the acid-base 
questions and for the second one 1 said - now why did 1 do 
that, why wasn't it right, a whole bunch of things just 
clicked before finals. 1 left the final feeling that 1 had done 
well. It was easier than the first midterrn. The first one 1 



didn't even finish. 1 left the last page because 1 didn't, 
couldn't even think of how to start the question and 1 felt so 
bad after the first midterm. [Before] 1 just had done the 
problems from the textbook. You have to get what's behind 
it. 

She Iater added: 

i have to work a lot harder to l e m  the stuff now to make 
sure 1 thoroughly understand it. There's no memorizing it 
and putting it out on paper. I thought 1 could do that at fint 
but it didn't work, especially in Math. It doesn't work at all. 
In Math 1 would memorize formulas and 1 would know 
what each one was and hope that 1 could pick out from the 
question what would go in the formula. But here they twist 
the questions around so much on the exams that you really 
have to know what you are doing - maybe there's another 
part to the question that's not just using the formula, on the 
second Calculus one you had to take the integral and use 
that formula instead of the one they gave you so 1 was kind 
of happy that 1 was able to figure that out. 

One of the questions 1 asked students in this second round was whether they 

would change what they did as learnen as a result of the grades they received. Not 

surprisingly, the science students who had done well on their exarns, talked about 

continuing with their same strategies. 

Those who did not do as well as expected spoke about the need to make changes 

fiom two different perspectives, what to study and how to study. Sometimes they 

reporteci rnaking changes in either one area or the other and sometimes both. Kathenne 

told me she wouldn't study from old exams anyrnore. "1 probably won't study past 

midterms as much just go thmugh my notes and do the questions." Ginny commented 

that afler her first set of midterms, "I know more what to expect now, like what kind of 

things to know. So every time I have a midterm, it helps me to figure out what to focus 

on,'' 



Carol continued with this theme: 

Yeah, 1 know now basically what 1 need to do for the finals 
to get the grades that 1 want to. 1 know 1 have to know a 
little more than what I've been putting in. 1 will need more 
tirne--being able to get everything done and being able to 
do the problems more than once. When studying for the 
second midtenn, 1 was a lot more thorough I think in what 
I covercd. I knew that I knew it going into it. 1 couldn't 
think of anything else that 1 could have hown. Whereas for 
the first one 1 wasn't really sure that 1 knew it. 

1 heard repeated references to the need to "manage" information by nmwing it down to 

what they needed to know and the importance of being prepared or more importantly, 

being in control. A nurnber of students were fiightened at the possibility of not knowing 

something and prepared for their exams in a way that would reduce any element of 

surprise. Ginny elaborated on this perspective that 1 would epitomize as purposefil, 

practical, productive and perfectionistic: 

The finals I've taken so fûr have been very good even 
though Physics 1 was so womed about. 1 looked at the 
practice tests before 1 studied and it was, "Lm, oh,". It was 
not a good feeling. 1 thought 1 rnight remember stuff and 
then 1 put the practice test away and I studied everything 
and 1 did do the practice exams before 'cause I don? like 
surprises. 1 don't like to be surprised when 1 go in t h e .  
Even for the Physics quizzes, 1 did the questions in the 
book so many times before 1 went and took those quives 
so there would be no surprises thrown at me. 1 was a little 
over prepared for Physics exam but 1 felt good. 1 was ready! 

Just as science students within their cluster differed in their learning strategies and 

approaches, so too did the arts students and while science students spent much of their 

time solving problems and completing labs, arts students focussed their study efforts on 

reading and writing papers. Janet taked about her approach to learning that was prirnarily 

based on reproduction of information: 

1 sort of had this system going where for example in 
Anthmpology, you don? have to read the chapter because 



she says everything in the chapter, her whole lecture-so 
what 1 do instead of my reading, 1 go back and basically 
look at al1 the bold print. 1 type al1 that up and then 1 type 
up her notes. 1 type everything so 1 don't need to do 
studying afier that. So basically 1 spend my weekends-- 1 
don? do any of it during the week, so during the week al1 1 
have to do is type up my lecture notes and on the weekends 
1 go through every chapter and highlight al1 that stuff and 
take notes. 

Mike, who intenpened throughout his interview talk about learning in terms of what he 

didn't do but could be doing, also elaborated on a leaming approach based on 

reproduction and regurgitation: 

For exams, you do your reading. If you are a quick enough 
reader, read it over two or three times which is not really 
hard work, it 's just reading. Or if you are not a quick 
reader, as you are reading it take notes and then read your 
notes and take notes of your notes, whereas 1 haven't done 
any of that. 1 read it once and then 1 finish normally the 
reading just before 1 have to go to the exarn so that's why 
my exarns have been kind of ifFy. If 1 had made the notes, 1 
probably would have done a little better and it's not really 
hard work. It's not hard work it's just that there is so much 
of it so you have to organize your time. It's al1 in your 
textbook and it's al1 what the teacher says. 

For Mike, Janet, and others, leaming was accurately reproducing course content to give 

back to the instructor; and the necessary skills needed to do well were organizing and 

memorizing large arnounts of information, speed reading and time management. Ben 

identified an appmach to leaming that For him was slowly evolving over the semester 

through trial and error: 

First what I did was read the chapter and nothing else, then 
1 highlighted the chapter as 1 read, not very much and going 
back and taking notes, and then reviewing before exams. 
That didn't work very well either. Now 1 read the chapter 
and 1 take notes as 1 go, I go back over the notes after I've 
read the chapter and then 1 discuss it with people on my 
floor if 1 don? understand anything. As far as 



understanding and absorbing concepts and stuff, because 1 
have people who are doing the sarne things as me, it's very, 
very helpful to bounce it off other people. 

Like their science student counterparts, arts students were strategic in fine tuning 

their approaches to match their perceptions of the leaming context. A number of the arts 

students talked about the importance of looking for patterns and relationships, relating 

ideas and actively seeking conceptual connections with the matenal they were learning. 

Meredith demonstrated this particular approach, modified fiom her earlier efforts: 

1 spent a lot more time, instead of focussing on definitions, 
because in high school if it was a multiple choice test it was 
definitions and you would learn what each thing meant. So 
after that 1 started leaming to apply it so I would read 
something and Say, okay, 1 understand what the pnnciple 
behind this is, now how would 1 apply it? So 1 started 
discussing things with people more, just sort ofsitting 
around and discussing things. The night before the test, I 
helped some people - we would discuss things so we'd go 
through the study guide together or just sit and discuss the 
main concepts or someone would bring something up or 
someone says something like that was an example of this-- 
sort of normal everyday life learning how to apply stuff in. 

Anne echoed a similar theme: 

Now I'm sort of learning to see how things connect and to 
be able to associate them where before it was just 
memorization, where now it's teaching me how to realize 
how things work.. 1 didn't have to do that in high school. 
With Psych it's a lot of examples of things so you can't- 
you have to know the basic of what it is and how it works. 
You can't just know the definition of something. You have 
to know examples. It's a different kind of strategy. 

When 1 asked Jamie about what he did as a leamer, he articulated an approach that 

centred on a completeness to his own understanding and not necessarily to please othen: 

In the past it was more learning because you had to learn. 
in high school, you had to learn, you had to leam things for 
the exam and then you could forget it right after that 
whereas here 1 Bnd seeing that it is a higher level of 



education, for some reason 1 just want to leam about some 
of the stuff and 1 want to remember it. After the exams are 
done I'll probably forget a lot but there will be things that 
will stick because 1 want them to. 

A major area of difference between the arts and science was the requirement for 

students in arts counes to write papers. Mike found this much more challenging than 

exams and commented, "Midterms isn't what really bothers me. 1 could go in and have a 

bad day even if 1 know my stuff and still do bad on a midterm kind of thing but it's my 

papers that really bug me because 1 have seven papers due in November." Arts students 

still found it difficult to differentiate between facts and opinion, the importance of 

supporting evidence, the need to understand context, and the importance of critical 

reading and writing. 

Arts and Science Differences: Science Students "Work" and Arts Students "Think" 

Science students taking arts courses continued to describe them as different both 

in terms of the students in their courses as well as the learning approaches required for 

success. Barbara, who talked about leaving the cluster to pursue the theater described arts 

students as "a lot more flamboyant, a lot more, well, science students are a bit more 

reserved." When 1 asked her how her cluster would describe her, she replied: 

Here 1 think they do see me as a very open, kind, slightly 
hyper at times, kind of crazy person. Even though I am a 
theater lover, I do have a very intellectual side. I guess the 
two kind of come together. I'm a hyper intellectual! 

Laura, who was taking a fine arts course, offered this understanding of how she saw arts 

students and ways that they were different fiom those in the sciences: 

The students seem--1 don't want to say that they are less 
focussed but 1 think it 's a different kind of focus. Science 
students work, work, work and arts students seem to think 
about it. You don? have to do anything right away. 



When Olivia explained why she dropped her Psychology course, she voiced some of the 

differences 1 highlighted earlier in my first interviews with students in the sciences 

enrolled in arts courses: 

1 think it was the content . It was more4 prefer stuff like 
Math and Chemistry where it's right or wrong or black or 
white whereas there was so much--it could be this or it 
could be that. No one's really sure. I didn't like that. 1 
didn't really find that 1 was learning anythng. Reading the 
textbook was like reading a magazine. It wasn't really facts 
that 1 was learning. The other Psych is suppose to be more 
Factual. 1 do have to take a Psych and I'm going to take that 
next semester. 

As stated before, because so few students in the arts were taking science courses, 1 

did not have as much feedback fiom hem on their learning expenences other than Kim 

who had identified sciences as a weakness in her first interview. She seerned to believe 

that innate ability was required to succeed in the sciences and was surprisecl at how well 

she was doing in her Genetics course. "We had one midterm in genetics and 1 got a 75 

which is good because 1 don? have strengths in sciences." 1 was interested in these 

comments since she reported that she had done much worse in her major, Psychology. If 

Kim believed that learning in the sciences required innate ability, she operated under a 

different assurnption for her art courses where correct study strategies or increased effort 

were necessary for success. When 1 asked her what she would do differently for her 

second Psychology midterm, she stated: 

1 tried using a different study method, the SQ3R6 shidy 
method. 1 tried using that and 1 even talked to the prof and 
he said that method would be really good for this section. It 
didn't help. It almost made it worst because 1 got 10 
percent lower than the first one. 

These kinds of stereotypes internalized by students affected their perceptions of 

performance and choice of learning appmaches. 

'Survey, Question, Read, Recite and Review, a method for reading texts 



Leamine With Others in the Cluster: Fnendship Learning 

There were a number of themes that emerged regarding how students learned 

within the context of the cluster. These findings built on the shared learning activities 

identified in the first set of interviews. The cluster was still considered to be practical, 

efficient, and fùnctional in meeting students' acadernic needs. Because the learning tasks 

were different for students in the two clusters, 1 will present their stories separately. 

Science students continued to note the convenience of living together with others taking 

the same courses; and how easy it was to access help when it was needed. most often late 

at night. Identical schedules also meant that they were ofken doing the sarne work at the 

same time. Katherine descnbed it this way: 

In the cluster 1 would Say that when we are doing 
homework, everyone is basically doing the same homework 
at the same time so we can get help for that. It's convenient 
having people you can go to, to ask questions about specific 
work you are doing. 

In addition to the convenience factor, the cluster was also cited for offenng a safe, more 

risk-fiee arena from which to ask for help. There was a recognition that it was okay to not 

know some things and an understanding that students brought with them different 

learning strengths. Jean spoke to this issue: 

A lot of the times people will know things you don? know 
or you will know something they don't know so you can go 
to hem and ask them a question or two and they'll explain 
it to you. You can sit down and kind of work through it 
together if you both didn't do it and sometimes someone 
else will know something you don't so you can work 
through it. 

Kerry talked about the interactive nature of learning with her fellow science students, the 

recognition that there were many different ways to learning, and the importance of 

discoverhg what works out best for you: 

We do a lot of discussing. If one person is having a 
problem you can go in and ask a few people and get . 

different ways to do it and see which way works best for 



you and different people explain things in a different way 
so even if they are explaining the same concepts - just the 
different wording may make it click. 

Although the idea of the cluster as a risk-free environment was identified as a 

factor in their first interviews, recognizing cluster members as having the ability to 

provide support better thm what the professor could provide was a new phenornenon. 

According to Olivia who admitted she was still scared to make contact with her 

pro fessors: 

Sornetimes a student can alrnost explain it to you better 
than a teacher 'cause they might be having the same--they 
know what you understand and they can relate it to 
something that you would understand whereas a prof might 
not be able to. We help each other a lot. 

From students in the science cluster, there was a continued emphasis on individual 

achievernent but a recognition that leaming with othen could be of benefit and improve 

their chances for academic success. Laura was reluctant to ask othen for help if she 

initially encountered a problem. As someone who admitted that she did not find her 

courses challenging, she enjoyed leaming opportunities that were demanding. Seeking 

help when first sturnped, would further reduce these already limited possibilities: 

If 1 can't get a question I won? ask someone rîght away, 
1'11 try and figure it out myself. 1 keep trying it and if 1 find 
that I'm getting somewhere I keep going at it but if I'm 
totally lost then I ask someone. 

Kate conveyed an approach that was common with most of the science students 

i n t e~ewed  when she stated, " For the initial learning 1 do it on my own." Autonomy and 

self-directed performance were still the dominant perspectives From which these students 

worked fiom since the academic system only recognized and rewarded individual 

ac hievement . 
Students in the arts also worked individually and sought help with other cluster 

members if they were having difficulties. Unlike students in the science cluster, they 



sought out each others not only when they needed assistance but also as part of their 

review and as an opportunity to fùrther reinforce their understanding of course matenal. 

In addition they also tried at times to divide up the workload but sometimes this diàn't 

always work as Meredith exclaimed: 

When I was writing my History paper, the first one 1 wrote. 
there were three of us in that class. We split up the book 
which was a big mistake. The paper was due on Monday 
and on Sunday we were al1 still desperately trying to read 
our sections and then trying to wite  the paper - al1 three of 
us were up al1 night long. 

Students in the clustei, by living with other students taking the same courses, were 

able to reference themselves against one another not only in grades but also in work 

habits and in work to be completed. They were witness to different ways of studying fiom 

other members, most o h  aware of how successful they were in using their particular 

methods and formulas for learning. Kate explained: 

One thing I've really learned is that 1 can't do it all. 1 have 
to try to Pace myself. 1 can't do it al1 in one night. A lot of 
us do that. One girl yesterday did seven sections of 
Calculus for the test. She had never done the homework so 
it was, okay, 1'11 leam fiom her mistake. I've learned study 
habits fiom other people. I'm starting to re flect-yeah, 1 
should be more like them both in terms of what and how. 1 
do my homework on my bed. 1 spread it out on my bed and 
my head is on the pillow and then I'm zonked for five, 10 
minutes. Some people work in the lounge so 1 started to. 1 
move al1 my stuff to the lounge and spread al1 my stuff out 
so 1 have lots of room and lots of light and sit up straight. 

She later added: 

1 think it does help to see other people who are working 
'cause 1 get behind other people and I want to catch up. It's 
like, hey, 1 guess 1 better get a move on but you don? want 
to be one of those eager beavers. They put an overhead up 
on the Physics board every day saying this is how many 
quines, the average, that so many people have completed. 
There's one person who has done al1 of them half way 



through the semester and well, you've done four whatever, 
so you want to figure out where the nom lies. You just 
want to make sure you're not behind. 

If there were negative connotations associated with getting too far ahead and not wanting 

to be labelled an "eager beaver," there were also concerns expressed for those who were 

not doing any work. Jarnie, an arts student, described how cluster etiquette required that 

students asked one another about theù studying or lack of but the choice to study or not 

was lefl to the individual member to decide: 

Everyone pretty much takes care of everyone else. If 
sorneone isn't studying or people don't see them studying 
they'll Say how come you're not studying and if the person 
says 1 don't want to then you Say alright but if the person 
says, "Well, okay" you can kind of get the sense that they 
want to but that they're just lay and need to smack hem 
around a bit. I know that if happened to me a couple of 
weeks ago. It was during midterrns and 1 just thought, --ugh 
-4 just wanted to sleep al1 day and people said come on, 
study with us, so it is helpfûl. Maybe that's just because 
everyone is in the same courses but it does help. 

The Academic and the Intellechial 

In these interviews I tried to listen for any kind of intellectual discourse that went 

beyond the sharing of facts and information between members of the cluster. On the 

surface 1 came away with an image of students who saw their academic role as producers 

of a product for someone else and who viewed each other as supplien fiom which to 

acquisition resources. But every once in awhile 1 caught a glimpse of a different 

perspective, a kind of intellectual tak that went beyond information gathering. Ben 

provided such a glirnpse: 

1 would Say that our cluster is intellectual. There are people, 
because it is diverse, there are people that you can really 
connect with intellectually and just talk about things that 
you've never talked to about with other people that really 
stimulate your mind and your thoughts. 



Research suggests that traditional-age university students are not cognitively ready to 

engage in the kind of intellectual talk that goes beyond the sharing of facts and 

information. I did not hear many anecdotes of this kind of talk but that may be more a 

consequence of the timing and location of the interviews. My hunch is that these type of 

conversations did occur, at night, with fnends, in safe environrnents, fiee fiom external 

judging. 

Academic Life 

Rwuiing on a Treadmill Going Backwards 

In the first interviews I was stmck by students' descriptions of going to class and 

the noise that went with those scenarios - the banging and pounding on doon, the yelling 

to make sure everyone was up, and the moming rush hour chaos that occurred as they 

went off to their classes together. This time in their stories the noise was absent, but what 

took its place was a busyness, a fkenzied never-ending rush of trying to get caught up in 

their school work, and a weariness that came from repeated attempts to gain control of 

their time and their lives. Katherine summed up these feelings in her comments: 

It's like running on a treadmill going backwards. Yeah, it's 
hard 'cause you have so much to do but you have no time 
to do it in. It's really tough to get everything done and catch 
up on past work. It feels like you are in a glas ball, running 
around in circles. 

When 1 asked Gimy if she ever felt there was time in the semester where she was caught 

up, she replied: 

Not once. Every time that you have a midterm, you'd have 
a relax day after and then you feel that you don't have 
anyhng pressing on you for awhile but then you corne up 



to the next one and think that you shouldn't have taken the 
day off but you kind of need it. It never ends. If one course 
slows down another one picks up so you never really have 
any time when you are finished. 

Students continued to tolerate a high degree of academic discomfort; accepting 

the unpleasant aspects of school work; seldom cornplainhg about the nature of the work 

itself; but resigning themselves to the fact that it had to get done. They subjected 

themselves to reduced sieep, eliminated or sharply curtailed their extra-curricular 

activities, and stopped attending organized social activities in the cluster. They were often 

arnazed at the how much time it took to complete their academic tasks and how little they 

had to show for their efforts. Said Kate: 

It really does require a lot of hard work and a lot of time. 
Before 1 could rattle off my homework in high school in 
front of the tv. 1 used to spend a lot of my time in Front of 
the tv. 1 wasted my time. I knew where my time was going 
back then but now it's just like its 12 o'clock already and 1 
haven't been watching tv, 1 haven't been doing any 
fnvolous things but I still have so much to do. It's hard 
work. 1 have to do Physics quines, Chem labs have been 
really long, Chem homework, Chem quizzes, it doesn't 
stop. 1 thought that one week afier al1 the big midterms - I 
would take the week off but I guess I shouldn't have done 
that now. We had a big Calculus midtenn 1s t  night, 
zoology is next Tuesday, and Chemistry is next Saturday. 

Mike described his coping strategies for getting caught up in his work by shifhg his 

sleep patterns to the day instead of the evening: 

This is what we're been doing: we try to sleep during the 
day when it's noisy, and then stay up most of the night and 
do work or just plain get three to four hours of sleep a 
night. At h t  1 was sleeping more in the beginning of the 
semester and now it's like okay, I've got to catch up 
somehow because I'm so far behind. 



Because most midterms did not occur until the sixth week of classes, many 

students felt no immediate pressure during the first month of school to focus large 

amounts of their time on their academics. Even though students in both clusten described 

themselves as serious about their studies in their first interviews and talked about the 

challenges of trying to stay on top of their work, by this second time around, they 

expressed a nostalgia for that tint month: Explained Mike: 

Yeah, it was easy back then because it was more or less just 
reading and you're thinking-I've got lots of time and then 
before you know it, you just lose track of time sometimes. 
"It's what, the fifth? No, it's the 18"! Oh no, my paper is 
due tomorrow." You just lose track of time or you may 
think that something is due the week afier. 

When 1 asked Kathenne about her workload, she talked about how in retrospect, 

September provided a false sense of complacency: 

If there was a slow penod, 1 would Say the fint month. 
People weren't really into school yet but since the midterms 
people have been mainly focussed. There's no down time 
after midtems, not until Christmas. We have two weeks of 
midtems and then two weeks without midterms and two 
weeks of midterms, two weeks without and then finals. 

Time S ~ e n t  Studving 

1 sought to find out how much tirne students said they spent studying, not to look 

for any kind of correlation between time and grades but whether in fact students could 

give me an actual number. 1 had a hunch that students living in a cluster would begin to 

blur the boundaries between studying and socializing, which could make it difficult for 

members to quanti@ their study time. Carol found my question difficult to answer. When 



1 asked her why, she replied: 

Because it's so spread out and it's so in pieces and then if 
you're doing something and you have to ask someone a 
question, you're not always right back to doing work and 
stuff like that. It's hard to sit d o m  and do two hours in my 
room. In the beginning of the semester I didn't even do 10 
hours a week whereas when you get into your fint midterm 
you realize, wow- you have to do the work now but then 
you have another midterm that week so you have to keep 
up with the work 

Meredith likewise found it difficult to provide me with an answer: 

It's difficult because 1 take breaks and so they may not be 
scheduled breaks. Some one may dmp by to talk or 
someone will cal1 or 1'11 go to dinner. Today, 1 worked in 
between my classes. Sometimes, 1 do, and sometimes, 1 
don't. Nonnally 1 don't work in between my classes but 
today I did because 1 have an assignment that 1 am working 
on. 

What becarne apparent in their talk about leaming was that students studied harder 

at some times than othea and it was the approaching midterm or paper, not the 

complexity or difficulty of the material, that detemined the how much tirne they would 

devote to their studies. Jean operated h m  within such a perspective: 

I definitely think each week varies. I'm taking for my 
elective Philosophy and for the past three weeks 1 really did 
nothing for that class since it was the least of my womes 
because I had a second midterm in Calculus and a second 
midterm in Chem and 1 was concentrating hard in those and 
didn't have tirne. But this week 1 had a term paper due in 
Philosophy and have been working like mad al1 weekend 
on that. My one term paper in Philosophy was the major 
assignment for that class so there wasn't a whole lot of 
work for that class compared to my other classes. In 
Chemistry, we do a lab one week and it's due the next week 



so you'd have to find time to work on that during the week 
to get the lab done where for something like Calculus, you 
don? have labs or homework or assignments, nothing that's 
hand in so that's work at your own pace. You don't have to 
have it done at a certain date, It varies on what's due and if 
there's nothing due then it's what's been put off the longest 
that you are trying to catch up on. 

Responses fiom science students who tried to quanti@ their study time ranged fiom 15 to 

35 hours per week with many saying they studied 20 to 25 hours a week during midterm 

time. Ginny was most prescriptive in how she scheduled her time: 

When we have classes, 1 don't do much studying during the 
day because 1 only have an hour break between my classes 
which is just enough time to pick up a book and put it back 
down again. So Teny and 1 would usually study fiom 4:00 
to 6:30 and then we would stop for supper for an hour and 
then f?om 7:00 to10:OO and then watch tv for an hour and 
then go to bed so that's about five hours a night. We try to 
do that every night but you'd have to separate the times we 
are talking and the times people would corne in and 
intempt. So it probably wasn't five hours, but we had five 
hours set aside for it. 

Students in the arts cluster identified 10 to 30 hours as the range of time they spent 

studying. Jarnie thought he spent less time than othen in his cluster studying but then saw 

no need to add more: 

1 don't think 1 vend near as much as everyone else does. 1 
probably vend about three hours a day maximum while 
everyone else is just study, study, study. 1 don't think 1 
could handle that. I can't handle studying for too long. 1 
study in hour stints and that includes essays and projects 
unless I've pushed an essay off and it's the last night and 
then 1'11 work late doing it. It would be about 20 hours a 
week which is 1 guess okay. Mind you, they Say that you 
are supposeci to spend 10 hours a week per class-that's 



what I was told, so I'm about 30 hows a week short of 
what they say. From what I've heard, I'm getting higher 
grades than the majonty of the people. I'm not saying that 
to sound egotistical but 1 know people are scrounging for 
D's and C's and I've got my three A's up there. 

The Sin of Wastefiilness: Part 2 

Students continued to operate from an eniciency principle where they subjected 

their acadernic activities to a cost benefit analysis. Those activities that were too time 

consuming with too little a payback were eliminated. 1 did not ask students directly if 

they went to their classes. Some offered information that they still regularly attended, but 

going to lectures as a defining component of their academic expetience was no longer 

mentioned by these students. They were now much more discriminating about what 

classes to attend, depending on other time commitments and what assignrnents were due 

or if there was an upcoming exam. Decisions on whether to attend classes at this time of 

the semester underwent much more scrutiny than at the beginning of the year. As Ben 

exclaimed, "Sometimes you have to make sacritices--not go to lecture and maybe go to 

something else because you have to study for your midtems." Jean was still a regular 

lecture attender but added, "Even if 1 don't go and learn a lot from it at lest you go to 

absorb somewhat of what they are saying." Waste was still deplored, especially at this 

time in the semester when time seemed to be so tight. AAer staying up late to study for a 

midterm and then leaving confùsed fiom her English lecture the next moming, Kim 

stated, "1 wasted my tirne going to English. 1 should have been sleeping." The choices 

students made were dependent on the values they assigned to their options. By the end of 



the semester, an opportunity to sleep in during the moming and thus miss class in order to 

stay up late at night to study made sense under these circumstances. 

Cluster students cited ongoing problems of noise and distractions that came from 

residence living. As Barbara exclaimed, "In residence, it's so much. You're in your room 

and it's your home life as well. " When 1 inquired about protocols for studying, there 

were two general rules that emerged. The first had to do with having your door open 

while studying. Jarnie defined this protocol in the following way: 

If your door is open, people are going to come in and don't 
get mad at them if they come in and you're studying 
because your door was open. Unless you are really busy 
you've got to be willing to tak to anyone or listen to 
anyone because if you don? people will Say, "What a 
jerk! " 

If you decide to study with your door closed, and if someone wanted to ask you 

something, they would knock but this was only supposed to happen if someone had a 

question related to academic rnatters. On the other hand, having your door closed too 

often was also seen as a breach of the social noms of the ctuster. Olivia solved this 

dilernrna by going to the library every night. "You can shut the door but then people 

knock. For me I find it's easier to go to the library. 1 usually take my books in the 

moming and don? come back until9 at night." 

Students did not identim the cluster itself as the cause of the noise and instead 

identified the problem as related to living in residence. Persona1 space was cited as an 

issue that impacted on their use of time. The close proximity of living together with other 



individuals who were now fiiends created more tempting alternatives than studying. Ben 

summarized these concems: 

The noise causing distractions, people hocking on your 
door every five seconds, the tempting or more interesting 
things that are going on instead of sitting d o m  at your desk 
and reading, that just perpetuates my procrastination. It's 
not unique to me 'cause it's evident wherever you go. 1 
know five or six people who are going home for finals so 
they cm sit and concentrate on work. At home you're not 
going to say, "Oh, I've got to go socialize with Mom!" 

Cluster Life 

What became apparent from students' first interviews was the cluster's power in 

creating social cohesion by helping students to create immediate Fnendships and 

providing support in navigating the university environment. Cluster members described 

how they differentiated themselves h m  non-clustered students and the special bond or 

"unmentioned similarity" that came fiom a union by same program grouping. By the 

second round of interviews, students continued to experience the cluster as beneficial in 

meeting their acadernic, emotional and social needs; fkiendships progressed but now at 

different levels; and the intensity of living and learning together was beginning to take its 

toll. 

Making and Maintaininn Friends 

1 still heard From both clusters, words like "farnily," "closeness," and "corn fort" 

that carne fiom living together and taking classes together. Students described how they 



still travelled together to classes; went to dinner together in both small and large groups 

within the clusters; and the feelings of security that came from seeing familiar faces on 

campus. Jarnie went so far as to describe his arts cluster as too exclusive: 

We're almost too close in that we exclude people. It's like a 
clique and outsiders find it diflicult to get in. 1 don? know 
if it's intentional or not. It just happens because we are so 
close. 1 think that is a defining quality of our cluster. 

Building relationships and making friends continued to be major tasks for these 

students. 1 was curious to find out to what extent the immediate fiendships created by the 

cluster environment had endured and in these second interviews, heard how students were 

beginning to differentiate levels of fiendship within the cluster. Barbara talked about 

smaller subgroups forming within the larger cluster. " Everyone has just grown closer 

together. Within the subgroups are little groups forming. A group of three will hang out a 

lot more." Ben added: 

I'd Say there are subgroups just because 1 think it's hard for 
30 people to gather as a group al1 of the time so 1 think 
people create subgroups and that's how you can maintain 
and you can explore relationships a lot deeper but 1 don? 
think they are tembly defined. 1 know that 1 can walk in 
and anybody can walk in to any group of people in my 
cluster and sit down and be welcomed, pretty much. 

In general, cluster students continued to speak to the common bond that came fiom living 

within the larger cluster and the more personal, closer relationships that evolved fiom the 

smaller subgroup formations. Meredith described the group dynamics that came fiom 



such grouping as similar to what one would find within a family: 

It really feels like we're a family and in your family you 
have your favourite brother and sister and then you have the 
ones you don' t really like that much like the crazy aunts 
and stuff but it really feels like a family environment. I've 
been sick and it was really nice that everyone was 
concemed about me. If people are sick we do that - make 
sure they have soup or someone will bring them notes to 
class. Everyone looks out for each other. I have friends who 
live in South where that would never happen. If you're 
sick, people don't even know it. They don't corne out of 
their room. No one really knows so 1 don't know if that is 
just South or what. 1 know someone who lives in Lambton 
as well and she doesn't really get as much interaction. 1 
think being in a cluster has something to do with it. People 
are always saying that of course we're going to look out for 
you, we're a cluster! 

In this set of interviews 1 introduced the topic of comrnunity. 1 wanted to examine 

how important it was for them to feel a sense of community and how this was talked about 

in the cluster. As 1 have discussed earlier, "community" was not part of the student lexicon. 

When 1 introduced the concept, students found it diffïcult to figure out what 1 wanted to 

understand. When 1 asked what would be a more appropriate term to use to talk about the 

process of making university their home, they told me "belonging" or "fitting in" were more 

of an immediate concem for them. Jamie appropnated my term bbcommunity" and used it in 

his answer to help me understand: 

There's the community of you and your roommate and then 
there's your group of close friends-three to four guys and 
then there's the cluster or floor and then it's the whole 
university. It kind of jumps fiom floor to university which 
is a big jump. There's no in between. 1 didn't think that 
comrnunity would be this varied with the diarent levels 
and that there would be such a big jump h m  floor to 
university because 1 have minimum fiiends off the floor 
and they're not really that close. 



Janet also identified her cluster as the locus of her community: 

My big community is the cluster and we have a lot of 
subdivisions. We have subgroups. You're always going to 
have people that you are closer to do stuff with. Last night 
we went out and we were joking around about the fact that 
wherever we go we run into one another but also how we 
spend so much time together. It's sort of like a joke now. 
It's like--are you going to be around? Of course, I'm going 
to be there, we're always there. We al1 know that we're 
always together. 

Said Olivia who echoed a sirnilar theme in response to rny question on defining her 

communi ty : 

I would Say mostly rny cluster, 1 think of things that go on 
within the cluster. When 1 think of school 1 think of cluster 
and Our courses. 1 guess it's kind of small in the whole 
range of t hings. 

Yes, it was small but that meant that it was also safe, reassuring, comîorting and 

manageable. 

Points of Tension 

It was not always easy for students to maintain fnendships given such a close 

proximity to one another. 1 heard stones of roomrnate switching, squabbles, and gossip 

within both clusters. 1 don? think these incidents were necessarily unique to the cluster 

environment, but I suspect that taking courses together tended to exacerbate problems. 

Ginny's story highlights some of these problems. in her case, her two best fiiends were 



roornmates who did not get along with each other. She often found herself caught in the 

middle of their troubles: 

1 find that it's harder to tip toe around people's feelings 
than it is to do Calculus or Physics. It seems that you are 
always together al1 of the time. It's harder to deal with the 
people than it is to deal with the work. The other day 1 was 
having so much trouble getting cornfortable 'cause my desk 
-- 1 can't use [it] because my computer takes it up so 1 
usually prop my bed up and my back was sore and 1 went to 
the lounge and the table but there were two people at the 
table and the other lounge was full so 1 thought what am 1 
going to do? and then it just clicked: Keny has an extra 
bed. So 1 went in there and took my books and two hours 
later Terry was mad at me and 1 didn't know why and four 
hours later she finally said, "#y did you go to Kerry's? 1 
thought you were going to the lounge. 1 looked for you and 
you weren't there." 1 said 1 just needed to find some space. 

There was an implied expectation at the beginning of the semester that members 

of a cluster were '70 al1 get along and work together" as Joan proclaimed to me. By the 

middle of the semester, as students became more selective as to whom they wanted to 

socialize with, this expectation was brought into question. According to Carol: 

The cluster is changing in that people are realizing that they 
are not so much forced to hang out with other people now. 
People are getting more selective with who they are 
hanging out with. At the beginning you're kind of forced to 
-4 have to meet everybody, 1 have to be fnends with 
everybody, 1 have to like everyone and now everyone is 
realizing that you don't really have to, so it's becoming a 
lot different as people get more experienced in it. 

Ben M e r  identi fied some of these expectations: 

There's an expectation that you need to socialize and go out 
to taik to people ail of the time and the expectation of that 
is so high that when you want to have alone time to 



yourself, it's hard to do so because everybody comes and 
asks what's wrong with you or how come you're al1 by 
yourself. 1 Say, "1 need to have time to myself." There's 
expectations that you participate and that you show an 
interest in the cluster and the well being of the cluster. 

Janet also described this dilemma when she cornrnented, "In the beginning we spent so 

much time together but now if you go off on you own, it's like, 'What's wrong? Why 

aren't you coming out with us?"' She then added with a mocking voice, "It's quality 

time with the floor!" 

One disadvantage identified by a number of cluster students living in double 

rooms was never having their room to themselves. Taking classes together meant a s h e d  

schedule which gave neither roommate time alone in their rooms. Carol described how 

she and her roommate had different labs which meant the two of them had a three hour 

time block which was not shared. She said she tended not to study then because "that's 

the time for yourself." Olivia shared with me that her mother was somewhat womed 

about her making fiiends at school, a worry that she expressed when Olivia went home 

every weekend: 

I go home almost every weekend and she says, "Don't you 
think you should stay at school and be with your fiiends" 
'cause my boyfiend's at home too so 1 want to see him. 
She says, "Don't you think you are missing out on school 
life and doing stuff with your niendsr' I Say, "1 see hem-- 
there in the bathroom when I wake up in the moming, 
they're there when 1 brush my teeth, they're there when 1 
eat, they're in my classes, they're there when I go to bec-- 
and those are the people you are Enends with too so if you 
go shopping you go with them. You see lots of them. 



There were some students who were also critical of the limited exposure they had 

to those outside the cluster, specifically the science students, who were concemed about 

only having women on their floor. Explained Kate: 

Well, we've been together for so long that we're kind of 
getting sick of each other, getting in each others' face[s]. I 
think it would be the same whether we were taking classes 
together or not but it might also be that we do have the 
same schedules. We go together, eat together; 1 guess we 
spend a lot more time together. We don't have that. If you 
had an arts person, you could say -what did you do today 
in class? and you could tell me about your day and it would 
be sornething new whereas for us there's not enough 
variety or change. 

She added: 

We're al1 female. It may be sexist I guess but 1 don't know 
how guy students are doing in the sarne program and how 
they handle the pressures so it's al1 the same perspective 
that we're coming fiom. 

Carol also found the cluster confining. "Everyone is always in the sarne courses and the 

same program, sometimes you just want to meet other people and see what they are doing 

and what kind of courses they've taken." These comments were infrequent though. Most 

of the students found comfort with the status quo, as they had done earlier in the year.. 

The Academic and the Social 

Did the cluster helped to blur the boundaries between the academic and the social 

worlds of students? What kind of discourse would stem fiom such a blurring if in fact it 

did occur? In students' Brst interviews, 1 listened for any signs or clues as to whether 



they continued their academic conversations beyond the classroom when walking to their 

next class or back to their residence. 1 learned that for many of the students, it was at 

night, back in their residence, when they would continue their classroom conversations, a 

result they stated that came fiom shared classes and a shared living arrangement. Now, 

six weeks later in the semester, I wanted to undentand how they perceived the two 

divides. 1 had assumed that these divisions--the academic and the social--were viewed as 

distinct spheres by students and posed my questions in such a way that gave legitimacy to 

these divisions. "When you think of your social world and your academic world, are they 

separate?" was one of the questions I asked, or its variation, "Does your social or 

academic world ever co~ec t?"  In the process of analysing their responses, 1 have begun 

to question my original assumptions, because their talk throughout the interviews tended 

to seamlessly shiA fiom the academic to the non-academic, back and forth without any 

imposed definitions or structures. Their answen to rny questions were framed in a way 

that 1 would understand, based on the notion of separate boxes fiom which I worked. The 

following three excerpts from the transcripts provide an example of this: 

Keny: 
1 think they c o ~ e c t .  We'll be doing something that 
has nothing to do with schoolwork of any kind and 
al1 of a sudden we'll be doing something that 
applies to what we did and somebody will bnng that 
up, "Hey this is such and such," so it's sort of 
applies to what we know. It would be less likely to 
happen if you weren't in a cluster because the 
people you are with wouldn't necessarily be taking 
the sarne courses so they wouldn't have the same 
background of knowledge. There is sorne overlap. 



Ben: 
1 think at univenity people tend to think that 
academics is something that you do alone which is 
not. Like being in a cluster has changed my view on 
that and therefore it helps me learn a lot more 
because for me 1 spend a little time each week 
because 1 have so many people in the cluster who 
are in my classes discussing or talking about things 
that went on in lectures or whatever or even in 
disagreements with the professor so I think that's 
the environment which 1 live. It's evident, 1 think it 
exists. 

Jamie: 
1 tend to disagree with the notion of two separate- 
it's kind of like where there are two circles and 
there's that spot in between and yeah, sometimes 
social life has nothing to do with academics and 
academics has nothing to do with social life but 
generally, the whole idea of studying with fnends 
and you'll be studying and you'll just stop and start 
talking about something completely random. You 
talk about classes with friends, you go to talk to 
profs with friends sometimes, you work on projects 
together-just everything like that--so it's not 
disconnected but it's very intertwined. 1 don't think 
you can d o 4  couldn't do near as well in my social 
life without academics ot vice versa, I couldn't do 
as well in my academics if I didn'i have the social 
aspect. 1 think it would have been very di fferent [if 
not in a cluster]. In the yean to come when we al1 
become more specified, 1'11 have to find new people 
that I can link up with and that I can work with. 1 
hadn't imagined that this would have been an 
important component of rny leaming. Before in 
high school, 1 studied by myself and had nothing to 
do with my friends and my only social to academic 
life was sitting beside fiiends in classes. 
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Their responses speak to the artificial boundaries I had put on the academic and the 

social. In making sense of their stones, it is 1 who have categorized them, sorted hem, 

and labelled hem so that their words and their lives would rnake sense to me. But these 

students lived their academic lives in ways that made it difficult to label. Their lives were 

simultaneously focussed and unfocussed, discordant and divergent. It was 1 who imposed 

order on them. 



CHUTER 6 

A COMMUNITY OF INDIVIDUALS 

The stories we tell and the stones we heu, shape the 
meaning and textures of our lives at every stage and 
juncture ( Witherell and Noddings, 199 1, p. 1 ). 

Introduction 

In these final interviews, I wanted to punue my understanding of how students 

by second sernester had made sense of their university expenence through the context of 

their cluster participation. The stories 1 heard, rich in meaning and complexity, presented 

a picture of univenity life that was at times both familiar and Foreign, challenging some 

of my assurnptions and beliefs. The story I tell hopes to enrich the understanding about a 

group of students, in two particular clusters, as they make their way through first year of 

university. 

Continuing with my format of serni-stmctured interviews, 1 was able to access 

their ideas, thoughts, and stones about what it meant to be a student after having 

completed one semester. In these third meetings, 1 noticed subtle differences in their talk 

and in our relationships. in the first and second interviews, students still saw themselves 

as newcomers, open to sharing their experiences and the newness of their situation. 1, 

too was also a newcomer in my role as researcher, wanting to undentaad what university 

was like for them as new students. 
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By our third meeting, our roles had evolved and changed. They no longer viewed 

themselves as novices in this journey nor did I. As well, the gap in time from our second 

meeting to the third, some 10 weeks later, made it dificult to continue conversations in 

the manner that had happened fiom first to second meetings. Interviewing students at 

three separate times in fint year created a snapshot of their experience, but it was less 

intimate than if 1 had spent ongoing time with them during both semesten. 1 had not been 

able to develop an insider privilege to their more persona1 lives. Consequently, their 

stones were limited by what they were willing to share with me, based in what they 

considered to be safe and appropnate within the relationship we had established. The 

questions 1 posed were based on my agenda, not thein. Therefore what 1 present is a 

window on their expenence but one whereby they detemined how much of that window 

would opened to me. 

Initial Reactions 

With the excitement and energy that came through so strongly in their fint 

interviews and a general feeling of weariness in our second meetings, 1 was uncertain as 

to what to expect h m  students this time around. They had changed and I had changed 

since we fiat met back in September and October. Neither of us were novices anymore. 

The participants in both clusters were now more settled, displaying a greater comfort 

level and an increased degree of confidence in their role as students at university. Their 

uncertainties about their ability to handle univenity that produced such fear in the Fall 

had abated, though there were a few who still expressed some lingering doubts. In their 

courses, they knew what to expect and what degree of effort would be required to 
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complete their work. As a result they were more intentional in either doing or not doing 

work since they knew what the consequences would be. Fmm the science students I 

heard stories of high achievement in their first semester and a Winter course-load that 

was descnbed as Iess demanding than the Fall. Some of these students had purposely 

limited their participation in non-academic activities in the Fa11 to focus more of their 

time on their academics. With the insurance of good grades behind hem, they now gave 

themselves permission to take more nsks with their time for non-academic activities. 

Students in the arts cluster talked about working harder in the Winter and putting more 

effort into their courses but in listening to their stories 1 heard contradictions and 

paradoxes, and tales of tension and conflict on the floor. This left me confused, troubled 

and unsettled. When I asked Mike about students being more focussed in the Winter 

semester, he replied: 

We al1 kind of strive--1 don't think there's anyone who 
really wants to do bad or doesn't care about school. 
Everyone cares about their schooling, but some people care 
in that they put a lot of effort into it and other people care 
but are just doing like me, kind of procrastinating and yeah, 
whatever, 1'11 get it done kind of thing and al1 nighters 
which does bring your marks down a bit. 

Their rich narratives provided an understanding of life as a student as they described it, 

practised it, and lived it. In the stories that follow, 1 will continue to use students' voices 

in defining and assigning significance to their experiences; tapping their words to speak 

to the patterns emerging kom their stories. 



The Winter Sernester 

In my professional capacity, I do not have the same kind of opportunity to 

interact with second semester students as 1 do with those beginning first year, and so 

welcomed the chance to hear from students in my study how they were making sense of 

university . Did they consider themselvss stili novices? Did Lheir transition extend into the 

Winter? What were they doing now that was different fiom the Fa11 and what did the 

cluster have to do with any of this? Their stories confirmed some of my hunches, but also 

left me surprised, dismayed, casting doubts on some of my assumptions about students in 

their second semester. 

In listening to students talk about the Winter semester, 1 was stnick by how their 

Fa11 performance so influenced and impacted on what they now were doing. Good grades 

were viewed as an acknowledgement and confirmation of their hard work and effort. 

Students continued to see grades as an extrinsic measure of their comprehension, progress 

and self-worth. Consequently, grades had a major impact on their sense of self, and 

directed their study activities and career directions. Their grade orientation, so evident in 

the Fall through their words and stories, had by the Winter time, become a more subtle, 

implicit yet still very powerful force. 

1 had thought of student transition to university as a year-long process but in a 12 

week semestered system, students were forced to confiont more imrnediately issues of 

course-load management and self-management. What the Winter semester gave them was 

a second chance within their fiat year to fulfill promises made, act on lessons leamed, 

and build upon their initial expenences. For many of these students, second semester was 
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a time for new beginnings, a clean slate to start with, confirmed by Gimy and echoed by 

others, she admitted, " 1 like having things over with and then starting new again." 

In my opening questions, 1 invited students to tell me about their Winter semester 

and how things were going for them. While this question evoked an irnrnediate response 

in their second interviews to grades received, this time there were more varied reactions 

and grades did not dominate their opening cornments. To highlight rny findings and to 

note some of the differences between the science and arts students, 1 wili present their 

st0t-k separately. 

Science Students' Permectives: 1 Know I'm Here Now. 

There were a number of cornmon patterns that emerged from students' opening 

comments but these cannot be easily separated into discrete categones. How science 

students talked about the Winter semester and how they described their degree of comfort 

was related to how they performed in the Fall. I heard a general sense of relief from 

students who now knew what tu expect, having been through the pattern of one semester. 

There was an acknowledged degree of corn fort with their role as students. Their initial 

discornfort and self-doubts had eased. They were now in control of what they did and 

what they thought they needed to do. Ginny, so conscientious in the Fa11 with completing 

her work, proclaimed: 

I'm more cornfortable with where 1 am. Now I know what 
it actually involves and what you have to do to keep up and 
so far I'm right on top of everything. 



Joan agreed with this sentiment, adding, 'This semester 1 have the experience. 1 know 

what to expect now." Katherine echoed similar thoughts. T m  more stable. 1 know I'm 

here now. I know what 1 have to do." The experience gained fiom their fint semester 

enabled students to enter into the Winter without the baggage of uncertainty regarding the 

workload and, more important, about their ability to do the work. They were no longer 

novices but began to see themselves as legitimate memben of the undergraduate cohort. 

The courses taken by science students in the Winter were extensions of their Fdl 

courses such as Chernistry and Physics and except for an elective, ihey continued to be 

registered in the same courses together. In their Fa11 interviews, they described their 

courses as a continuation from high school and did not find the material new or 

necessarily challenging in ternis of content. Instead they felt overwhelmed by the Pace 

and quantity of information they needed to know for their counes. It was the sheer 

volume of the material they had identified as most challenging, not the conceptual 

difficulties within their courses. 1 expected them to describe their Winter semester as 

more dificult than the Fa11 with courses covering new and more advanced material. I was 

surprised, then, when they told me that they considered their counes easier now in ternis 

of workload, with fewer number of labs, fewer midtems and content that they still did 

not find conceptually challenging. From Kate's perspective: 

I've gotten into the swing of things, 1 think the courses are 
a bit easier this semester especially Physics. 1 know how 
the program works and 1 don? have to hear the spiel again 
about how to plan my time and everythmg like that so 1 get 
the labs done with sooner. 1 think Chemistry is easier. They 
dispensed with the hard stuff in the Brst semester and now 
the labs are shorter. 1 had heard that coming in too, that 



you had the fint semester that was going to be a lot harder 
than the second semester. 

In meeting with the science students in the Fall, 1 found that many had expressed 

criticism of a grading system based on two midterms and a final, and the amount of 

information they needed to know for midterms based on six weeks worth of material. 

They lamented not having weekly or biweekly tests like they had in high school. What 

they were telling me now in the second semester was something very different. They 

were glad they did not have second midterms in their courses this semester. Since 

studying for midterms meant that work in their other courses would get put on hold, the 

fewer the midtems, the less likely they would get behind and the less likely they would 

lose control of their time. Jean, though, identified some drawbacks to having a reduced 

number of exarns: 

I don't have any second midterms this semester whereas 
last Fa11 I had al1 second midterms. The thing with having 
two sets of midtems is I feel that there's--1 don't know if 
it's a lot more work but it takes a lot to prepare for your 
midtems and you have to know everything and go in and 
write a big test like that so not to have a second one takes 
that pressure off but on the other hand, 1 didn't do as well 
as 1 would have tiked to have on the first set but now 1 
don? have the second one to pull my grade up. This 
semester 1 only have the one and them the final to 
determine my marks. 

A common theme that 1 heard repeatedly was the lesson learned in not getting 

behind in their work. In these third interviews, science students spoke about having 

become more disciplined and committed to ensure they would not fuid themselves in that 

situation again. When 1 asked Ginny what she was doing now that was different tiom the 



Fall, she replied, "1 didn't have three weeks of work to do right before the midterms. I've 

been keeping up al1 of the way along so midterrns didn't sneak up on me." Student 

uncertainty and wony about being able to succeed had been replaced with a renewed 

confidence, as Kate explained: 

There was the pressure of not knowinp how 1 was goinp to 
do in University, 'cause you corne h m  high school and you 
got good marks and everything but now you're in a 
different seaing, leaming differently, and it's so much of 
your own initiative. Now that 1 know that I can do well, I 
know that 1 can succeed in this type of environment, then I 
think 1'11 be okay. I'm not as womed now 'cause I know 
that it can be done. 

Kate, who had entered with a 90 OAC average and had maintained that average in her 

Fa1 1 semester added: 

1 know what the expectations are. I know how to study for 
my courses. That's not to Say that people who did badly are 
not meant to be here. It's maybe that they haven't adjusted 
properly yet but yeah it was nice to know that 1 can cope 
here. It's very relaxing. 1 find that the days are a lot less 
stressfùl now. Studying for tests isn't that hard. It's more 
like, "I'll be okay, I can do this now." 

Fall Performance and Its Impact on Winter 

As mentioned above, a number of science students in the Fall had cwtailed 

involvement in extracurricular activities to focus their time on academics. Especially for 

those students who had set high grade expectations, class work took precedence over 

social li fe and leisure activities. Jenny was one of a number of students who spoke to this 

theme in response to my question about her level of social involvement in the Fall. She 



commented, "Not at the moment. 1 thought 1 would spend the first semester getting really 

focussed." Ginny also had limited her involvement stating, "Not this semester. 1 had big 

plans but I wanted to make sure I had enough time for what i needed to do. Maybe 

second semester." J e ~ y  and Ginny were not willing to take the risk of lower grades that 

involvement in activities that did not have an academic payback might cwtail. This view, 

though, was not consistent throughout the cluster. Others talked about the importance of 

taking a more balanced approach. Jean recognized her need to socialize on a regular basis 

but found it sometimes dificult to do so within a cluster environment where this value 

was not shared by all: 

1 find it kind of hard to ûy and balance 'cause you sit in 
your room al1 week and you kind of want to go out and get 
out for awhile on the weekend and some people don't do 
that. They spend the whole weekend studying. Being in a 
cluster is that you get a lot of people that are very, veiy 
senous about academics to the point that they don't want to 
do anything but study, whereas 1 think you should have a 
balance between the two, 

With these students now in Winter semester, I was curious to understand how 

they used their grades in making decisions about their involvement in non-academic 

activities. Would those who had done very well in their Fa11 semester, put more pressure 

on themselves to maintain their high grades and continue limiting extra-cumcular 

involvement or would it give h e m  an 'insurance policy' to take more risk with their 

time? Would those students who did not receive the grades they had hoped for, change 

how they spent their time in the Winter? G i ~ y  who ended the Fa11 semester with a 90 



and needed a 75 to transfer to the biological science program, comrnented: 

Now 1 can relax 'cause 1 applied for biomedical science and 
the average is 75 to get in so now 1 have my 90 and just 
need enough in the next semester to keep me above a 75. 
Now 1 can relax, but 1 know that one of the other girls in 
biomed-she has a 76 so she has to make sure it stays while 
for me it's like a cushion. I'd like to get 90 again, but if 1 
don't, it won? be that baâ. 

Ginny had intentionally limited participation in Fa11 extra-cumcular activities but had 

expressed hope that she could become more involved in the Winter. By the end of the 

Winter semester, she had followed through on her intentions: 

1 like how 1 am doing now. I'm cornfortable and on top of 
everything and actually doing extra activities now. I'm 
going out a lot. I'm going out to Farne next Friday and 1 
went to a jazz concert last week - things the university puis 
on. Now bat  I know that there is time available, 1 c m  go 
out. 1 have a better perspective on what it takes. 1 don't 
have to feel like, "Oh, 1 could have done better on that quiz 
if 1 hadn't gone to the Celid " 

Laura ended her Fall semester with a 92 average. 1 asked her if that took some pressure 

off of her in the Winter, remembenng that in her first interview she talked about the need 

to stay above 80 to maintain her scholarship. She responded: 

Now 1 want to see if 1 can maintain that. I don't feel that 1 
want to do better than that but I'd be happy to keep it there 
as long as it's the high 80's that's fine 'cause it gives me a 
little bit of room. 

Key,  who also had a very successfùl semester with a 93 average, added: 

: was thinking, okay, 1 did it last semester, lets do it again 
so that the marks will be there for my pre-vet application. I 
won't be really disappointed if I don't [do as well], but 1 
would like to do as well this semester as last. I think it's 



more that 1 feel more cornfortable with what 1 am doing so 
I'm willing to do more now. 1 went and showed a pig at 
College Royal and spend the whole week looking around 
there. 1 think for me, the comfort level is higher now. You 
are more familiar with the surroundings, more familiar with 
the type of work that you are doing, the type of workload 
you have, so 1 know that 1 can do this without getting too 
stressed out about not doing the other stuK 

For Kerry, Laura and G i ~ y ,  the opportunity to participate in more social and leisure 

activities had now been eamed, a payback for al1 of their hard work and effort in the Fall. 

They could now give themselves permission to have fun. 

What about those students who had not done as well as they had hoped in the 

Fall? Jean, who had found her Fa11 courses dificult and who had been evasive in telling 

me her grades, continued to stmggle this Winter. In response to my questions about how 

her Fa11 semester had gone, she answered: 

Not too bad. Not as well as I would have liked to have 
done. 1 was in the mid to high 60's for my average. It could 
have been worse. 1 feel a little bit better than last semester 
just because I know what to expect now. When you first 
start you don? know what kind of workload to expect and 
what the classes would be like and now you have an idea so 
that makes it a M e  bit better. Right now I'rn trying to 
focus on the classes I'm doing and try to get my marks 
where 1 want to be. 1 don't know where I'm going wrong in 
doing that. I think it can get quite discouraging d e r  awhile. 
In high school 1 didn't really do any work at al1 and scraped 
through and here I'm doing a lot of work and just over 
scraping through. It's kind of disappointing to work that 
hard and put that much effort in whereas when you put that 
much effort in before you had the marks to show for it but 
now you are putting that much work and effort in and not 
doing well at all. You have your days where you feel really 
down about that. 



There was a sense of betrayal that Jean felt as sorneone who was putting in the time but 

not getting the marks to recognize such effort. We talked in general about what it meant 

to be a student in the Winter semester and 1 tned to get a sense of any pressures she felt 

fiom within the cluster about a work ethos. She later added: 

I'm serious about getting an education but I also like a 
break and want to go out on the weekend and have some 
hin. 1 think being in the cluster-people who go into the 
cluster are very serious about their academics and just 
work, work, work al1 of the time. 

Jean was not willing to concede intellectual ment or ability to these "serious" students, 

only to the fact that they worked harder at the expense of leading more balanced lives. 

Katherine was also someone who had shuggled in her transition to university in 

the Fall. She had failed her first Chemistry midterm, a subject which was her best in high 

school and when we met for her second interview she was just getting over a case of 

bronchitis which had forced her to rescheduIe some of her exams. At that time, she 

described her Fa11 performance as one where "basically you're getting use to the idea of 

midterms and how tough they are and everyone who is here was good in high school so 

they have the ability. It's just moving away from home for the first time, it's a big 

adjustment." When we met for the third tirne, she responded very enthusiastically to my 

opening question: 

The semester has been going great. I've been healthy and 
my classes are going extremely well. Chemistry last year, 1 
did quite bad and failed the first. midtem and this one was-- 
wow--get it back and it was one of the highest grades I've 
ever gotten .... 1 got a 76 in the Fa11 and was hoping for at 
Ieast the low 80's. 
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When I asked if her confidence had increased as a result of receiving higher marks, she 

quickly stated: 

1 wouldn't Say that 1 have more confidence since 1 had 
confidence before. I'm just finally seeing the good results 
that 1 wanted. 

Katherine expressed a perspective on grades th31 !vas shared by a number of the science 

students who saw their lower than expected perfomance as something not related to 

persona1 inadequacy but which arose fiom factors outside of themselves. These included 

such issues as their transition to university, being away from home and on their own for 

the first tirne, and academic problems related to the nature of the test or difficulty in 

figurhg out what their instructor wanted them to know. Katherine saw herself as good in 

the sciences based on her high school experience. Not having done well in her fint 

semester Chemistry course was related to a host of reasons, but ability or persona1 

inadequacy was not one of them. She was learning how not to inteipret grades as personal 

cnticism, for to do so would question her ability to stay in the program and pursue her 

goal of becoming a vet. 

Confirmation of Academic Plans 

Some of the defining characteristics of the science cluster members were their 

detenination, willingness to work hard, their high aspirations, and their single 

mindedness in pursuit of their goals. Over hdf of them entered with the intention of 

getting accepted into the veterinary medicine pmgram by the end of their first year. In a 

profession than demands stamina and resolve, there was a congruence between the 
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persona1 values these students held and the professional values accorded to the study of 

veterinary medicine. Those plans changed for many of them over the course of the Fa11 

semester, and by the time 1 interviewed students in March, 1 had heard of only five to six 

students who were actually serious about submitting an application. Kerry with her 93 

percent average was one of them: 

I'm still trying to get into vets. I won? find out until June 
or July. I'rn hoping to get in this year so 1 don? have to 
wait the extra year and then write the MCAT's. 1 figure if I 
can just do it now it will alleviate a whole lot of stress. 

Since students were limited in the number of times they could apply, those students with 

borderline grades or grades slightly below the cutoff had to assess whether their chances 

for admission would be better in a later year when they could apply with the possibility of 

a higher grade point average. Katherine, by our second meeting, had recognized that she 

wouldn't have the grades to apply in the Winter but still spoke of trying in her third or 

fourth year. She was unclear as to what she would do if she didn't get into the vet 

program. When we spoke for the third time, she still expressed some doubts about her 

options. "1 don? know 'cause 1 know that 1 want to work with animals so something 

related to the animal sciences. I'm in zoology right now so that's a good base to start 

with." 

Jean, likewise, had decided to wait in applying and despite her low Fa11 grades 

and similar Winter midtenn marks, did not identify any other career options. She was still 



'buying time' yet was under incredible pressure: 

My goal coming here is to get into vets and you have to 
have a certain average to get into that whereas if 1 just came 
in and wanted a degree in wildlife biology which is what 
I'rn enrolled in, it wouldn't bother me as much if I was 
getting 60's and 70's because it doesn't matter. When you 
corne out with a degree your employer doesn't look at the 
grade, they just look at the degree so it doesn't matter and I 
think a lot of the pressure would be O& I feel a lot of 
pressure nght now. 1 talked to my parents about it because 
you can only make four applications and you can't apply 
next year so that only gives you two more yean d e r  that 
until I'm done my undergraduate so 1'11 see what happens 
and what happens to my grades this semester. 

And what about those students who decided not to pursue vets? Joan was someone who 

entered with such an intention but by Our second meeting had began to express some 

doubts stating, "1 don't want to devote my life to just one thing." Later in the interview 

she added that she would still apply just in case she changed her minci, wanting to keep 

al1 of her options open. 1 remembered Joan complaining about her Economics class in our 

first interview: 

1 have a three hour Economics class which I'm not too fond 
of because of the subject and I'm a science student. I'm not 
prepared for that course because 1 never took OAC 
Economics where there are a lot of Economic students in 
that course who plan on going on in that field. 1 never saw 
any of that stuff before so I have to work extra hard. 

By her second interview, she was feeling more confident in the course, explaining: 

At the beginning I didn't really like it because most of the 
people are in Economics and kind of lmew it fiom high 
school and 1 didn't know anything so my first few marks 
were not very good and 1 started to get better at 
understanding it and now I'm doing really well. 



In our third meeting, Joan told me she had decided not to become a vet and instead 

planned to either change her major at Guelph to Economics or to get accepted into the 

business program at Laurier. I was somewhat surprised at this since she had achieved a 

79 percent average in her Fa11 semester which put her within the cut-off range for vet 

school admission. The following exchange further highlighted her career and program 

change: 

Joan: 
I just found Economics more interesting. Even 
though my marks weren't super high like they were 
in my other courses, 1 knew 1 could do better in 
them and 1 understood it more and enjoyed it more. 
1 came here cause 1 wanted to be a vet and that's 
out the window so (pause) 

Nancy: 
If you had done better academically, would you still 
hav,: gone on to vets? 

Joan: 
No, 'cause I made that decision in the middle of the 
last semester and 1 knew that if 1 really wanted I 
could have gotten my marks a bit higher. It 
wouldn't have taken that much more to get them up 
and even for this semester I would need an 85 to 
balance it out but it's not something that I wanted 
anpore.  

Nancy: 
Do you feel a sense of relief now? 

Joan : 
Yeah, in terms of marks. 1 don? have to get an 85. 
If 1 get an 80 that's just as good. 



Joan's story illustrates two points that 1 want to address. The fint is her reference to vets 

"being out the window now" which would seem to indicate that at some point in her Fall 

semester she realized she would not do well enough to have a realistic chance of getting 

accepted to the vet program by the end of her first year. But this statement was 

contradicted by her insistence that she could have brought her grades up if she needed to. 

Her midtenn grades did have some kind of impact on her desire to change her program. 

Certainly, making the decision not to go into veterinary medicine took a lot of pressure 

off her in having to achieve even higher grades. There was a sense of freedom in her talk 

in releasing herself fiom having to achieve higher grades, but grades alone were not the 

sole reason. According to her account, a more influential factor was her exposure to 

Economics, a tield of study she had never even considered in high school but one in 

which she now felt enjoyment and interest. Whatever initial conceptual dif'fïculties she 

tint experienced, she had overcome them and had developed a sense of competence in 

the discipline. 

Gimy. on the other hand, provided a different story of someone who entered 

university with the goal to become a doctor but after doing well in her courses, thought 

she ought to consider the veterinary profession. She provided this rationale in finally 

deciding not to alter from her initial plans: 

It hadn't occurred to me befon I got here and then being in 
a cluster full of vets it entered my mind and 1 looked into it 
a little bit but 1 decided to stick with the original plan. 
When 1 started getting such good marks last semester I 
couldn't believe it and thought there was no way 1 could get 
such high marks. I went to the OVC and had a tour and 
looked around and discussed it with my Mom. 1 would 
have had to change my courses for this semester so 1 had to 
think hard. 



L a m  comrnented in a similar manner, that she too ought to consider vets as an option 

given how good her grades were: 

1 still feel like 1 should be going since 1 have the marks. 1 
CO-oped when 1 was back in high school and it j ust didn' t 
seem right for me. My Wends are fine with that 'cause they 
don't want the competition 

Ginny and Laura demonstrated how possible it was for students to confise their good 

grades with an interest or aptitude in becoming a vet. Although the nature of my study 

was not directed at explonng students' career aspirations in high school or how they 

became initially interested in sciences in high school, fiom this limited data it would 

seem that for many of these science students, going into veterinary medicine was a 

logical extension of having done well in their science courses at the high school level. 

Arts Students: "1 Feei I Belong Here Now " 

My conversations with the Arts students elicited fiom them various responses as 

to their Winter experience and grades, but much less information compared to the science 

students related to their particular thoughts on future career plans or directions. They too 

expressed words similar to students in the science cluster related to how their semester 

was going, echoing the themes of now being more in control and knowing more of what 

to expect in their courses. They likewise saw themselves no longer as novices, having 

gained the experience of a semester with valuable tessons leamed along the way. Kim 

expiained, "1 feel more in control. 1 know what I have to do now." Mike commented on 



feeling more comfortable and settled, and Jarnie added: 

I'rn a lot more relaxed when I'rn studying than before. 1 
know what it is going to be Iike and 1 c m  deal with it so 1 
will be completely relaxed when I'rn studying. There's less 
tension buried on my shoulders, less not knowing what's 
going to happen 

Ben surnmed up his thoughts this way: 

It just seems that first semester was understanding how 
everything worked and now I'rn getting a better feel for it. I 
know what to do now. I feel that I belong here now and that 
1 can make it 'cause it was a huge wony for me. Can 1 cut 
it? Can 1 make it? It's not an issue now. 1 just know that 1 
can make it. 1 feel a lot more comfortable with what 1 am 
doing and I'rn confident that 1 can handle it now. 

Arts students spoke of having attained an increased comfort level by the Winter semester 

and an increased confidence in their ability to do the work . The uncertainty. fear and 

self-doubt that was so prevalent in the Fail with these students had greatly lessened. 

The stories I heard fiom the arts students were much more contradictory and full 

of hidden meanings compared to what the science students told me. Al1 was not what it 

seemed to be and the more I heard, the more I felt like Alice in Wonderland as things got 

curioser and curioser. I mention this now but will explain in more detail later in this 

chapter. 

Some of the minor differences between the two clusters had to do with the fact 

that students in the arts cluster were registered in fewer courses together in the Winter 

than their science cluster counterparts. This was a result of program degree reguuements 

whereby arts students had more latitude in the sequencing of their courses and thus more 



choice. As a result, shared classes were less a cornmon feature in the Winter. 1 also heard 

of some differences related to arts students' workload and course diEculty. Most of the 

science students descnbed their Winter courses as easier, but a few of the arts students 

expressed opposite thoughts, and cornmented on taking higher level courses requiring 

more critical thinking and working harder now than in the Fall. Said Meredith: 

There's a lot of assignrnents I have to do. We're being 
taught in so many different ways. It's a lot busier this 
semester. In the Fall, there were al1 100 level courses but in 
200 they expect a lot and it's not stuff that I've already had. 
In Psychology last Fa11 I knew about some ofthe topics. It 
was stuff 1 had picked up in high school but this semester 
it's a lot more: "Here, read the book to understand this 
stuff." It's new. 

Arts cluster members entered the Winter semester more aware of what to expect 

and how to hold themselves accountable, having benefited fiom the lessons leamed in the 

Fa11 semester as to what they needed to do better this time amund. Mike talked about 

having developed better time management skills compared to the Fall. "Last semester, I 

got behind two to three weeks, so nght off the bat I've been able to keep up and that's 

why I'm doing a little bit better this semester." For lamie, the Fa11 experience gave him 

increased opportunities to take more risks with his time in ways that were negative, not 

positive. He seemed to be experiencing symptoms of major inertia and indifference in the 

Winter semester: 

1 will get down to do it if 1 have to but if 1 don't have to 1 
will put it off. 1 didn't procrastinate last semester as much 
as 1 do this semester unless it cornes down to the bone. If 1 
have to do it 1 can do it. If 1 don't have to do it 1 c m  do it 
but 1 won? do it. That's my problem. I can make more 



choices now. 1 know what the consequences will be. Before 
you did it because you didn't want to find out what the 
consequences were. 

This preference for procrastination will be a theme 1 will explore later when 1 examine in 

more detail student talk about leaming and studying in the Winter semester. Somehow for 

Jarnie and some of his fellow arts students, becoming more aware of the consequences 

gave them permission to take more risks in putting off their work to the last possible 

moment. It became a competition to see who could wait the longest to complete their 

work, and they becarne gamblers in this garne. 

Fa11 Performance and Its Im~act on Winter 

From information gathered in their first interviews, 1 noted a major difference in 

grade and goal aspirations between the two clusters. In particular, the arts students in the 

cluster identified lower grade expectations than their science student counterparts. As a 

result, I was curious to hear how they had done in the Fall; their reaction to their grades; 

and how this impacted on their Winter activities. Ben told me he received a 71 in the Fall, 

close to what he had earlier identitied as his goal: 

1 wasn't especially surpnsed at that. My goal was to shoot 
for over 70 for the semester. 1 didn't know what it would be 
like and 1 wanted to get over 70, maybe a bit higher but I 
worked hard, relatively hard and 1 was pleased with the 
results. 



This semester he was getting 85 and above on al1 of his midterms. When 1 asked him 

what he was doing different, he replied: 

The [Fall semester] went fine. 1 achieved my goals but 1 
know I'm capable of doing better. I'm applying myself 
more or using better time management, better 
organizational skills. It's sitting down and doing it 'cause 
you really find out that if you do any work fint semester 
then you find out what you do need to do and what works 
for you. If you apply yourself to actually sit and do it then 
second semester will be much better. 

Jarnie seemed to be following a similar pattern. When I asked him how his Fa11 

semester went, he replied: 

I did okay, it was a 66 average which is alright. 1 would 
have liked to have done better but I've been told you can 
expect that your first semester grades will go up later-- 
that 's what I'm hoping. 

In the Winter his midterrn averages were in the B range. up fiom C's last semester. Later 

in our meeting, he added: 

1 know what I'm doing and what 1 am going into when 1 go 
into the class. 1 know how to study for them. I'm also 
taking classes that interest me more than I was last 
semester. 1 was getting requirements out of the way. I'rn 
enjoying my courses a lot more and that makes a very big 
difference. 1 know 1 couid have done better in the Fall. 1 
could have tned a lot harder so that gave me a little push 
and kick in the butt to almost do better now. 

Meredith descnbed herself in our first meeting as "not really an over achiever but 

I've always achieved a lot." When we met again for the second time, she told me she was 

receiving midtenn grades in the 80's and go's, similar to high school. In our final meeting, 
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when 1 inquired as to how she had done in the Fall, she stated, '4 did really well. 1 had 

about a 85 percent average which is very good." This time around she too was actually 

doing better in her midterms which she attributed to her working even harder and being 

more focussed and disciplined. 'Tm more dedicated now. 1 understand more the need for 

self-discipline, being able to self-manage yourself." 

Kim was someone who had experienced major hstration with her midterm 

results in the Fa11 and ended the semester with a 72.6 average, which she told me when 

we met in the Winter, "Considering everything, 1 think that is pretty decent for a fint 

semester." For her midterms in the Winter, despite a family tragedy and having 

mononucleosis, she was receiving high 70's and 80's in her courses which she attributed 

to working harder. Mike also commented that he was doing better this semester with 

midterm results in the 60's, 70's and 80's and then added, "I'm putting a little more effort 

into it, yeah, probably." 

On the surface these comments fiom the arts students about performing better in 

the Winter would indicate that many of them were more serious about their academics, 

were putting in more time, and had improved their time management and self- 

management skills. While this was mie for some of hem, it was not the case for others 

despite their higher midterm grades. In fact for a few of hem, their higher grades 

continued to validate inappropriate study patterns and habits. As I reread their transcripts, 

1 heard major contradictions about their cornmitment to academics and talk and action 

that indicated otherwise. They were not necessarily more academically focussed this 

semester but had figured out how to do the minimum amount of work needed to get by. 



Mike surnmed this up approach: 

1 haven't put any effort out and I'm still getting 70's and 1 
haven't put any effort out just like a couple of the other 
guys. They haven't put any effort out and we are al1 getting 
70's. Now there are other people-there's one girl on the 
fioor who does tons and tons of work and she's getting 80's 
but that's because she's putting so much t h e  in to it. Now 
if we al1 put that much time into it, I think we'd al1 be acing 
it. She puts literally hours in and we will read one page- 
'That was good--lets go watch a rnovie now. " 

Later, toward the end of the interview, he paused and, in somewhat of a confessional 

tone, stated: 

There are some things that mistrate me 'cause some of my 
midterms--1 did try. I'm putting out the effort 1 put out in 
high school and it's not cutting it. It's just fnistrating 'cause 
1 had two grades under 75 since grade 10 and this is driving 
me crazy. I'm not used to these marks. So maybe that 
pushed me a bit this semester 'cause 1 really don? like 
ending up with 70's. 1 just to have to work a bit better for 
my finals. 

This incongruence between Mike's words and actions were patterns repeated throughout 

his interview. He portrayed himself as intelligent, bragging about how little work he did 

and the kind of average grades he received for such a minimum expenditure of effort. His 

stories implied that if he had in fact put in the work, he too would be receiving high 

grades but he was not academically motivated to do so. This pattern is an example of the 

complex relationship between grades, motivation. and students' actions and behaviouts. 



Confirmation of Academic Plans 

I did not hear the same kind of angst from students in the arts cluster that I heard 

fiom the science students about future plans or changes in academic majors. The science 

students I talked with had a more focussed level of vocational identity and a clearer sense 

of career direction compared to the arts students. Although they too had expressed fear 

and uncertainty about their future plans and were concemed initially about making 

decisions about what to major in, arts students were not bound by the same kind of time 

constraints as the science students related to applying to a professional school aAer their 

fint year. By the Winter time, most of the students were settled on a particular major with 

some uncertainty over minors and the impact that it would have on their ability to 

complete their degree on time. They were more adept with living with uncertainty, at 

least at this time of their undergraduate career. Attending graduate school was identified 

by a few of them but these plans were oAen vague. Kim still saw herself in the Future 

teaching and doing research at a university. Meredith mentioned that due to financial 

reasons she was thinking of taking a year off pnor to graduate school to make some 

money. What was noticeably absent was any sense of pressure felt by these students to 

make immediate decisions on their academic and career plans. Only Jarnie talked about 

possibly changing his major and yet he did not seem to be womed or unsettled by the 

uncertainty he was experiencing: 

I'm in an in between stage. I'm not sure. I've been 
considering for awhile changing my major fiom Drama to 
Philosophy because I've been really enjoying Philosophy. 
I've been tallcing to my teacher, my Philosophy professor - 
1 mean my Mom has always been telling me that if 1 major 



in Drama and don? go anywhere with it, 1 c m  always be a 
lawyer so it has always been stuck in the back of my head 
and the past couple of months I've been thinking about it 
and so I'm keeping my options open by maybe majonng in 
Philosophy and then minoring in Drama. I think that's what 
1 probably will do. 

Grades were no longer brought up as a confirmation of choice of major nor were 

they used to justiQ a career option. If anything, the fact that most students were doing 

better in their Winter set of midterms seemed to provide a confirmation that they were on 

the right track and a sense that over tirne they would be bringing their averages up as they 

went along. The drive or urgency for high grades was less evident within the overall 

ethos and culture of their cluster. High academic achievement was not a shared value by 

al1 members. Consequently there were conflicts between those who pursued such a goal 

and those who did not, resulting in a clash over values that impacted on cluster dynarnics. 

Professors: The Need to Develop "Worthiness" 

1 continued to inquire fiom students information about the extent of' faculty 

contact they had and to observe how they talked about their instructon. 1 had been 

initially surprised at their avoidance of such contact in the Fa11 but after listening to their 

stones, 1 had corne to understand that such interactions fiom their perspective served no 

useful purpose. In fact, contact with their coune instnictors had the potential to place 

them in situations where they would be judged; have to admit ignorance; or be berated for 

not understanding something. Consequently, students did not consider faculty 

interactions to be safe especially when peer support was more readily available. 1 wanted 

to know if their reluctance to engage in contact with their instnictors had lessened in the 

Winter. 1 had assumed that once they became more cornfortable and had developed more 



confidence, they would be more willing to take such a risk and interact more readily with 

Their stories did not support my assumptions, which le ft me puzzled as to why 

they would continue to deny themselves opportunities to engage in such encounten. The 

generai pattern that continued in the Winter was still one of limited contacts. Those that 

did take place, had centred on issues of grading, clarification on writing assignrnents, or 

in making rearrangements in taking an exam. Professors continued to be "the pronouns 

without antecedents," nameless entities still referred to as 'he' or 'she.' There were some 

exceptions to this trend, particularly related to class size, which either encouraged or 

discouraged a face-to-face encounter. Jamie, an arts student who was extremely reluctant 

to make contact with his course instnictors in the Fall, expressed a change in attitude in 

the Winter: 

My classes are smaller and they actually know your name 
and you know they know you. So you feel a lot more 
cornfortable approaching them. Some of my teachers like to 
be called by their first narne and stuff like that. 1 think 
that 's great. 

For Ginny, in the sciences, being nameless in a large class continued to limit her 

involvement with her instnictors. When 1 asked her whether she was missing out on 

interacting with hem, she responded: 

I don? think so. 1 don't need it, not yet. My Spanish class is 
small, about 30 people that go every day and 1 think if 1 
needed help I would go and see her because she knows my 
name. She knows where 1 sit in the class so 1 have an 
identity to her but 1 don't think I'd ever go and see my 
Chemistry professor. 



Having a professor know your name, though, was not necessarily thought of as an 

advantage by all. Sometimes having your name known brought disadvantages, as 

recounted in an episode experienced by Carol: 

i've talked with a couple of them. My Geography professor 
1 had last semester so 1 felt cornfortable talking to him. My 
Chemistry prof, he just one day happened to be walking to 
his lecture at the same time as me and 1 was talking to him 
while walking to class and he is also the kind of prof that if 
you ever go to him for a question he will ask your name 
and he will taik to you in class and might use your name in 
class. He will never forget your name, so there's a lot of 
people in class who sit in the front row and he will always 
ask them, "So is that okay with you, Mel?" He knows their 
narne and he will recognize you forever. 

When 1 inquired as to whether this was something desirable for her, she offered this 

response: 

It's kind of weird because 1 didn't have him last semester 
and 1 didn't notice that he did that but me and my friends 
are like-if 1 ever go to him for a questions, I'm never 
telling him my name 'cause I don't want him to ask me a 
question in lecture. Just because in the middle of a lecture 
you're kind of on the spot and you kind of want to do it on 
your own tenns. 

In asking whether she missed not having the kind of contact that could corne with a 

smaller classes, Carol added: 

At this point it doesn't matter that much to me 'cause I 
know that 1 can go talk to them if 1 want to. Most of them 
are approachable enough so that if 1 chose to, they would be 
there, but at this point 1 chose not to. So when 1 get up 
M e r  in rny later years and 1 do have smaller classes that 
will be more important because that's when I'm leaming 
the stuff that is more directly related to what 1 want to do. 



This idea of having a choice in making or not making contact was reiterated by 

students in both of the clusters. They would make contact if they needed to but saw no 

reason at this time in their academic career. That they chose not to may be related more to 

not wanting to bother their instructon or not wanting to waste their time. This reluctance 

may also be part of the student culture that saw such contact an admission of lack of 

effort as explained by Mike: 

It's good that it's there so if you really have problems then 
you c m  go see hem but I've always thought that the 
problems that 1 have are my own. If 1 take the time, 1 
understand it but if 1 don? then 1 don't and I'm not going to 
go and ask him a questions when 1 know 1 can undentand it 
and he's going to ask, "Did you do the readings? If you 
don? do the readings, then you don? deserve to go ask 
your question." [Tlhat's how 1 see it but it's nice that they 
are there. 

Kate also spoke to the fact that she and others were glad that the option of talking 

to your professor was available but she, Iike her cohorts, saw no need For that now. She 

added an insight that does shed some m e r  light on this issue regarding the nature of 

such contact. In high school, with smaller classes and teacher supported CO-curricular 

activities, there were more informa1 opportunities for students and teachers to meet 

outside of class. Studenis were able to develop a more persona1 relationship with hem, 

unlike their professors whom they saw only two to three times for an hour a week. 

Faculty interactions were not undertaken to establish a personal relationship but to gather 

information or seek their permission which course instructors alone could o d y  gant. 



From Kate's perspective, there was a major difference in the quality of relationships 

between high school teachers and university instructors: 

I was very close with my teachers in high school but it 
wasn't discussing the coune itself, it was more of a social 
thing but here, I don? think I'm missing out on anything. If 
1 needed to I think 1 could approach them. They are al1 
Fairly nice but I don? need to. There's nothing that 
important that 1 have to go directly to them and waste their 
tirne. 

Students still talked about being afraid and intimidated in talking with their 

instructors afier class. Jean echoed a theme that was prominent in the Fa11 regarding the 

impersonal nature olher large science classes and how negative interactions would get 

spread throughout the cluster. In answer to my question about whether she interacted with 

any faculty, she said: 

Not really at this point just because classes are so big and 
they don? know you fiom the next person more or less. 
The classes are still large and impersonal. 1 know with last 
Fall, we had certain profs who were unapproachable and 
that people had a very negative response when they did go 
for help and 1 think that can be very discouraging too, so 
without knowing the kind of response you're going to get 
when you approach a prof, I'm a bit apprehensive. 

When 1 asked if she would make contact if in smaller classes, she was still uncertain. "1 

don? know, not having been in that situation. It's kind of hard to say." 

Ben had actually decreased his faculty contacts in the Winter semester. When I 

sought out why, he reaffirmed the unstated rules as to why one would make contact in the 



first place: 

It depends on the person. For me, 1 only go to the prof if 1 
have a problem with content or 1 approach the TA. 1 think 1 
approached the profs a lot more in the first semester than 1 
do now, just because a lot of the stuff before was 
technicalities, stuff that 1 wasn't familiar with, not 
necessarily course content but procedures with papers. I'd 
ask about an assignrnent or what did 1 need to do or what 
are you looking for. I think it's just getting comfortable 
with and knowing that 1 was somewhat on the right track by 
asking profs in first semester to reinforce that. 1 don? need 
that now. lt just doesn't come up as much. There's no need 
for that now. 

Despite students increased sense of comfort and confidence afler having 

completed the Fall semester, they still saw themselves as novices in their discipline. 'ïo 

be able to engage in discussion with a professor in your area of study required more 

specialized knowledge than what they were receiving in their introductory courses. As 

second semester students, they had not proven their worthiness within the context of their 

discipline of study. This was a very different kind of proving ground than the issue of 

whether they should be at university. Students in both of the clusten described their fint- 

year courses as very general and not specialized and hence having done well in them did 

not necessarily confer upon them legitimacy within a specialized program of study. Such 

specialization would come in later yean, at a time when they assumed their courses 

would be srnaller. ûnly then would it be safe and would they have eamed permission to 

engage in any kind of mentoring role with their instnictor. For now, students limited 

themselves to their grades as a substitute of their teacher's praise and encouragement. 



Students' Academic Talk: Winnine Grades at the Ex~ense of Leamine, 

When students talked about their academic struggles and challenges in the Fa11 

semester, they often made reference to their high school learning experiences. By 

Winter, they tended to no longer mention high school and instead referenced their Fa11 

semester. The expenence of having completed a semester at university diminished the 

importance attached to whatever connections or linkages that remained to their pre- 

university lives. Students' leaming talk was still academic in nature and learning was 

seen as primarily increasing knowledge and acquiring facts. There was still an emphasis 

on the mechanics of leaming and students continued to placed their attention on fine 

tuning their learning approaches to match instnictor expectations. They had become more 

adept at figuring out their instnictors' hidden idiosyncrasies, searching for clues in their 

attempts to predict with sorne degree of certainty what would be on the exarn. 

It was what 1 didn't hear that bothered me and left me unsettled afler meeting with 

them. Students in both of the clusters seemed to express no joy in their learning, nor did 1 

hear any real excitement or enthusiasm about what was happening in their classes. Their 

efforts seemed to be focussed on winning grades as opposed to learning, transforming 

their efforts into teacher-pleasing for an appropnate payback of good grades. 1 expected 

to hear some degree of passion or enthusiasm and even would have welcomed criticism 

but their voices were silent. Even the hstration that was so evident in the Fall about their 

workload was absent. It was as if they had internalized the pressures and challenges in 

responding to their incessant work demands by no longer complaining or maybe by no 

longer caring. Maybe the novelty had wom off and they were now tired or bored by their 
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classes but despite not hearing excitement in their voices about leaming, 1 did hear words 

of responsibility. 

There was an increased awareness of the self-discipline required and that they 

were the ones responsible for their own learning. By Winter, most students in the two 

clusters described themselves as more disciplined to get their work done. Meredith was 

studying more this Winter than the Fa11 and said this was because "I'm better able to just 

shut the door and work now. Kim Iikewise commented on her renewed cornmitment to 

academics this Winter stating, "1 view it more now as my responsibility, one of the most 

important responsibilities of my life right now." Othen talked about being more 

motivated then when they entered university; they also said they had developed a better 

understanding of what they needed to do to achieve their goals. Mike, on the other hand, 

despite doing better on his rnidterms this semester, found it much more challenging to 

stay focussed given the close bonds of fiiendship in the cluster that he had established 

from the Fall: 

It takes time to sit down and if your fnends are out having 
fùn, am I'm going to stay in rny room and read? Every 
once in awhile, 1 will go and disappear for a few days and 
do readings and keep to myself and then 1'11 go and do 
whatever for awhile. 

Hard work, effort and selfdiscipline continued to be values shared by students in 

the cluster who defined themselves as serious about their academics. Mike's attitude and 

that of his fiiends, was in violation of this ethos and it was this clash in values that Ied to 

major tension within the arts cluster. 



Strategic Learnina: "tt Depends " 

1 again observed a continued degree of congruence in terms of how students 

perceived their learning, how they approached their studying and how they interpreted 

their leaming environment. There was a general recognition of the need for different 

leaming approaches for different courses, even those within the same discipline. Kate, a 

science student taking Zoology, described how this course required leaming strategies 

different fiom what she had been using for her other science courses: 

For Zoology, 1 think I spent most, a lot more time on 
Zoology because it was actual readings. There were 
concepts and stuff. It wasn't so much practice and 
applications or calculations. You actually had to read. 1 had 
notes and words and things as opposed to numben 'cause 
in numbers you can just follow it through and get the 
answer and it's simple. It's understandable but with 
concepts you have the tenninology and you have to know 
how these things flow and how they proceed. It's harder to 
picture it in a nice, clear, precise way as opposed to 
numbers that have steps and that you do this or do that but 
something verbal is more 'ifTy' and maybe mystenous in 
that kind of way. 

loan, who planned to switch fiom the sciences to Economics or Business also had 

developed the ability to differentiate strategies and approaches for different courses: 

It depends on the course and the demands of the course. It 
depends how much background information you have on 
the course too. In Economics, you have to focus on cause 
and effect, if you have one thing happen how does that 
affect something else? It is technical but it's a different 
type, you're just not dealing with nurnben. tt's the same 
type of problem solving but not the numbers. It requires 
good reasoning skills. 



Memory work was still found by most students to be a major requirement for 

leming in their courses. Katherine even went as far as to Say that a good memory was 

the most important ski11 to have in a science program. Laura, on the other hand, continued 

her disdain for memorizing. In the Fall. she had told me. "1 don? like memonzing. 1 like 

knowing the basic concepts and then 1 don? have to memorize as much because things 

make sense after that and 1 can try to figure it out." When 1 asked Laura how she went 

about learning in her courses in the Winter, she replied, "It's just focussing on process 

and 1 realized that after talking to you that's really what 1 do. 1 don't like to memorize." 

When 1 inquired as to what she did in those courses that had a lot of detail, she added: 

1 try to section them into related groups and study one 
section and try to study it well and see how things go with 
each other if they can and then go on to a different part. If 1 
can't, then 1 have to memorize. There's no way around it. 

Although Katherine and Laura were in the sciences, memorizing was not 

restricted to that discipline, as Mike in the arts attested: 

The cornes I'm taking are the easiest if you can memorize. 
If you can memorize things, great! You'll do great here but 
when you go off to work you don? have al1 the information 
that you just memorized. You don't know it. 1 don? leam 
that way. I need to know how things work. 1 don't think it's 
good memorizing because if 1 asked you in a month what 
that was, you are not going to know what it was but if 1 can 
understand what it was, 1'11 know what it was and 1 will 
know what I'm doing. If you have a photographie memory 
or take the time to memorize again. There was a girl in my 
old high school, she had the highest average in her grade 
every year like 94.95, yet she was literally stupid. She was 
in a class and asked her teacher if m = three was the sarne 
ihing as three = m?. But because she could memorize 
everything she was able to get 90's in al1 of her classes 



without understanding what she was doing so you could 
appear to be smart when you are really not. 

Not only did Mike see the limitations of mernorizing, he also highlighted the kind of 

judging that takes place when one asks questions or admits ignorance in a public setting. 

1 was interested in understanding how students varied their approaches to their 

studying depending on the format ofassessment. Multiple choice exams. so vilified in the 

Fall, did not corne under any kind of criticism this time around and students seemed to 

have developed their own coping strategies for studying for them. Most of the science 

students still had not written any essay exams so when 1 asked them if they had needed 

to modify their studying for that type of exam, they answered in tems of what they 

would have done, if presented with such a testing format. han was in this category: 

Most of my exams have been multiple choice or 
combination multiple choice and short answers. For an 
essay exam 1 think you would need to study in more detai 1 
because you rnight have to explain something but if it's 
right there. if you understand it and know it, then you can 
just see it and circle it. You don't have to express it in 
words or do your own analysis. I do well on multiple 
choice exams. 

Katherine who had taken a course with essay questions in her science program, identified 

two separate appmaches that she practised. These were the "make it up as you go along" 

strategy for essay exarns and for multiple choice exams, "The guess the right answer" 

approach: 

If it was a lot of essay questions, I'd get the general idea of 
everything - that way you cm make it up as you go dong 
and for multiple choice it is pretty easy to read and have a 
generai knowledge and then you can usually guess the nght 
answer. 



Arts students tended to have more exposure to both essay and multiple choice tests. Ben, 

who was taking Zoology, his fint science course, discovered that he needed to develop a 

completely different strategy in studying for exarns with short answer questions: 

For our Zoology class, it's short answer so you need to 
know the material a lot more thoroughly so you can 
regurgitate it. It's not so much understanding it because a 
lot of it is information and you understand it to an extent 
but you need to remember al1 the stuff and identify the 
ternis and stuff whereas if you were writing a multiple 
choice e x m  you just need to know it so you c m  recognize 
it when you see it. It's much different so for Zoology, I put 
a lot more tirne in than 1 do for a midterrn that has multiple 
choice. 

Mike also spoke to ways the students make distinctions in ternis of how they study and 

their method of assessment: 

It depends on the class. If it's like my Principles of 
Psychology kind of thing, it's like, here's the brain and 
you have to know al1 the brain parts and what they did so 
you focus your attention on the brain parts and then if there 
is another question on the one brain part you can kind of 
put two and two together. If you know what it does then a 
lot of questions are applied knowledge so if you know what 
it does you study more definitions but if it's more of an 
essay, you need more concepts so you can talk about more 
stuff and if you are doing essays, it's always good to have 
references you can use-that's what 1 did in my Sociology 
exarn. In the two essays, 1 referred to previous works fiom 
other sociologists and different studies that were done so 
you have to know about different studies and the people 
that did them. 

M e n  1 asked him if that meant he preferred essay exams over multiple choice tests, he 

replieci, "Yeah, 'cause I just h t e  everything that 1 know about it and eventually I should 

get some points for something. With multiple choice you are either right or wrong." 



The Eficiencv Princi~le Perfected 

Wasted time, effort and energy were still deplored and students talked about 

searching for those methods that would give hem the biggest 'payback' in tems of good 

grades for their efforts. Students in both clusters lamented the amount of time they had 

wasted in the Fa11 studying material or information that they had not need to know. Ben 

provided insight on this particular topic: 

Before 1 was doing a lot of extra work. I was wasting so 
much time before and 1 was studying everything and 
everything. I was doing a lot of extra work because there 
were tons of reading to do. 1 was highlighting while I was 
reading and going back and writing it al1 down and it was 
too rnuch. 1 retained it still even if 1 read it and made a few 
notes as 1 went along. There are certain parts in each 
chapter that are just not important to read, I find. For me 1 
have leamed what to read and what not to read. 1 needed to 
know maybe a quarter of the shiff on the exam because it 
was just too much to fit in. You have to filter because there 
isn't enough time in the day to do everything. 

Not only did students continue to deplore wasted time from their own inefficient 

actions, they likewise showed little tolerance for instructon with whom they felt 

contributed to such inefficiencies. Meredith described two instances where she felt her 

learning had been impacted by the misguided and irrelevant use of  time by her course 

The other day we watched a video in class and it was a two 
hour video and the ciass is 50 min. so to watch the whole 
thing she put it on fast forward and fast forwarded the 
whole video and told us what is exactly happening. So she 
would Say, if you were watching this right now you'd see 
this and that and I'm like, what? We're fast forwarding 
through a video with no clue and it looked like a really 



interesting video. It's something I'd like to watch. She also 
thought it would be really interesting to show us something 
related to Marx when she introduced us to Marx so she 
showed a slide presentation of paintings and played music 
ftom that period and nurnber one, she couldn't figure out 
how to do anything and then she showed us this 
presentation and it was-great , fantastic (spoken 
sarcastically). This isn't Art History. this isn't Music 
History, we're basically wasting time 'cause we're not 
learning anything about him. 

I was fascinated by the paradox in Meredith's tale and tried to picture in my mind, how I 

would have rcacted to seeing a video that was set on fast forward in an attempt to 

accommodate a two hour tape into a 50 minute class. In this first instance Meredith had 

wished for more time yet in the second half of her story. additional material used to 

supplement or create a period context was dismissed as being wasteful or immatenal to 

her learning. She displayed no tolerance for anything that she deemed irrelevant to 

achieving her goals. 

A different kind of variation to the "sin of wastefulness" theme that emerged was 

related to the problem of overstudying. According to Mike: 

For statistics, there's another guy and we do the reading the 
night before and maybe a little the moming of and 1 got 70 
in the first one and 90 -sornething on the second one and he 
got like 80 something on the first one and 100 on the 
second one and then there's another girl who does al1 the 
numben for homework. She reads al1 of the chapters ahead 
of time, and she does ail of the numbers again and she isn't 
doing as well as us. We're sitting there and going, well 
that's because you're over studying! 



Within the arts cluster, 1 heard repeated mention of the idea that doing well by working 

hard counted less than doing well because you were srnart. Mike and his fnend operated 

under a prestige system whereby the less effort they put into a course while still achieving 

a good grade, the smarter they would appear to their peen. This approach to leaming is 

something 1 have seen on a regular bais  in the Winter, what I refer to as the "do what is 

required but no more, when it is required but no sooner" syndrome. This example also 

illustrates the difficulties some students had in recognizing that not al1 material was of 

equal value and that some information was more important than uthers. In the following 

exchange I had with Jean, she talked about her inability to make such distinctions: 

Nancy: 
How do you know how to approach studying for a 
particular course? 

Jean: 
Honestly 1 think I'm having a problem with that. 1 
worked really hard for my midterms this semester. 1 
knew a little bit more of what to expect and a little 
bit more of how much time you have and how much 
work is going to be on them and so on. I spent the 
whole reading week working and preparing and 
then the whole week 1 got back and 1 put a lot of 
work in and going in 1 felt pretty prepared for it and 
writing it 1 didn't feel that it went too badly but then 
like 1 said my marks weren't near where 1 expected 
them to be or even where 1 wanted them to be. 

Nancy: 
It sounds like you are still trying to find a better 
match between how you are preparing and what the 
exam is asking. 

Jean: 
When I was over at my boyfiends [place] last night 
he said that maybe it was the fact that you are 
studying a lot and howing a lot but it's maybe not 



what you need to know to do well on them. Maybe 
that's what the problem is. He said he worked really 
hard first year but didn't do very well and it was just 
the fact that he was having a hard time 
distinguishing between what to concentrate on and 
what not to concentrate on. So it's a hard thing to 
figure out. 

Within the context of cluster, some students were more novice than others. Jean's 

limited knowledge structure in Chemistry lirnited her to approach studying as mastery of 

facts. This was in contrast to Laura, who explained that in Chemistry. "1 think as 1 keep 

going along 1 can see patterns easier and concepts come easier" Jean's inability to 

differentiate the important fkom the non-important was in stark contrast to Keny's cue- 

seeking awareness skills: 

A lot of the profs are really good about saying-make sure 
you know this, this is a very important point so as I'm 
taking notes, 1 put little stars beside them whenever the prof 
says that just to note - this will probably be on the exam. 
Make sure I know this really well. I've noticed that a lot of 
the stuff that is really important--they tend to repeat it 
several times over a week and so repetition is a clue. They 
mention things that they want you to know several times to 
make sure that they are àropping that subtle hint so you 
should know what I'rn talking about now. 

Part of the rationale for seeking out clues was to be able to predict with some 

degree of certainty what would be on the test. By Winter, students, like Meredith, had 

discovered that personal interest alone was not necessarily an accurate indicator about 

what she needed to know for the exam: 

When 1 took notes before I'd write down just thoughts 
about things that 1 thought were interesting. I'd write down 
stuff that-no way would that ever be on the test and now 



I've gotten better at--okay, this little intro blurb is really not 
important, it just talks, but when it cornes to the next 
paragraph where it is describing what this process is--that's 
important. 

Students also talked about becoming more efficient with their time by making use 

of resources or supports provided by the course instructor. Many of these would have 

been available to them in the Fa11 but only now did some students recognize how helptùl 

they could be in improving their grades. Meredith readily admitted to having become 

more resourceful this semester: 

I'm taking advantage of the extra things that profs do to 
help like with modules and learning fiom those and practice 
tests and doing extra readings. 1 don? know why 1 didn't do 
that in the past. It makes sense that if the prof is going to 
give you copies of sample of exams, why not do it 'cause 
that will be like what will be on the exam. 

Not only did students access supports fiom their course instructors but they also 

continued to use peer contacts For gathering information about their classes. According to 

Katherine: 

For Botany, the prof gives perfect notes so you only have to 
study from the notes. 1 read the textbook for every course 
and then talk to people who have taken the course the year 
before or the semester before and get little hints fiom them. 
It's easy to fmd that kind of information especially fiom 
our cluster leader-even studying for midterms, he will give 
us practice midterms. 

Thus a domiriant theme that emerged fkom my Winter interviews was the 

importance of working 'srnarter' but not necessarily harder and using your time wisely 

for the best retum of investment. Students who were strategic in their approaches to 



learning, whether this meant looking for cues fiom their instructoa or fellow students or 

in using additional resources to fine-tune their learning strategies demonstrated a kind of 

heuristic knowledge that cue-deaf or cue-resistant students did not seem to possess. This 

heuristic knowledge was locally defined, and was passed fiom one student to another or 

From instnictor to students. It was knowledge gained nom experience, outside of the 

forma1 curriculum. Related to this kind of heuristic knowledge was the notion of the 

"hidden curriculum" which Apple (1979, p. 14) defined as: 

The tacit teaching to students of noms, values, and 
dispositions that goes on simply by their living, coping 
with the institutional expectations and routines of school 
day in and day out for a number of years. 

Despite a learning environment nch with cues, some students were oblivious to the 

evidence available to them as to what should be learned and what really counted in 

assessment. Other students were able to develop heuristic hunches, minimizing waste and 

focussing on those activities that would bring the highest payback for their efforts. Kate 

worked fiom this principle: 

1 don? think that 1 work that hard because some people do 
work hard to get their marks, like some people spend al1 of 
their time in the library. 1 use rny time appropriately. 1 
know what to skip over. I know what to glance over, that 
kind of thing so 1 know what to look at, and what to study 
whereas other people are al1 over the place. 1 pick up cues. 
The profs will Say okay make sure you know how to do this 
or there's an example of this in the study guide - you can 
tell that there's the harder problems that nobody can get - 
there's the middle ones that are complicated and you 
definitely have to invest some time thinking about the 
problems 'cause that's the one that will be on the test. 



You have to have a good idea of the concepts and 
you have to understand what you are doing but if's not 
overly hard so 1 focus on those. The really easy ones 
they're not going to ask but if you can do the harder ones 
then you know how to do the easy ones anyway so there's 
no point in going over them again. You need to focus on 
the ones that are harder. 

Students adopted leaming strategies in part based on their understanding of what they 

were to do as learners, of what they thought their instructors wanted them to do, and on 

the level of knowledge they brought to each of their courses. Those students who had the 

academic knowledge, the heuristic knowledge, and the ability to understand the hidden 

curriculum tended to be best served in the 12 week semestered systern. Within this kind 

of environment, efficiency became paramount for academic survival. 

Goinn To Class: "Now You Make the Choice" 

I learned from their second interviews that by the middle of the Fa11 semester, 

going to class was no longer a defining component of students' academic experience. 

This pattern continued into the Winter as students realized that there were few penalties 

for not going, in pariicular if there were other ways to attain the infornation presented in 

class. Whether to attend or not to attend classes still underwent the time efficiency 

analysis as Mike, in the arts demonstrated: 

1 haven't been to my Sociology class in the 1 s t  couple of 
weeks and that's my three hour class for the simple fact that 
I can take the notes from someone else and i can watch the 
movie at the library and 1 just save myself three hours of 
boring lectures. He's redly not-like 1 don? like going to 
class. 1 tell myself if you are going to go to class and Fa11 



asleep there's no point in going and 1 have to stniggle to 
stay awake in the class 'cause he's so boring. He doesn't 
speak well at al1 and he will take 50 minutes to explain 
something that he could have just said-well this is this and 
he'd be done but he takes a whole 50 minutes to do it. 

Although Meredith did not identify Mike by name, she was especially upset at members 

in her cluster who no longer went to class. "1 can't stand people who don't go to class and 

who sleep in late and then cornplain when they get their mark. 1s it any wonder?" When I 

asked her why she went, she answered: 

Because I pay for it--that's sometimes always my common 
response. 1 pay for my education so I'm not going to throw 
it away. 1 think it cornes out to $30 per class so i wouldn't 
just throw away $30 bucks so I'm going to go to class. If 1 
didn't go to class, even in my marketing class even though 
1 don't l e m  anything and basically they give us just the 
outline of what the text chapter is al1 about. 1 keep on going 
even though I'm not learning anything because maybe 
today we'll l e m  something, maybe today will be the day 
and it never happens but I stick it in my head. 

Joan, in the sciences, also made choices about going to her Physics class, designed to be 

optional in attendance but she used a different set of cnteria in making her decision: 

It depends on how well you think you are prepared. If you 
know the information aiready then you don't need to go to 
class. In Physics last semester 1 went four times and ended 
up with a 95 so my not being there didn't affect my grade 
so 1 didn't feel that 1 needed to go. 1 know that a lot of 
people go al1 of the time whether they are having problems 
or not. This semester for Physics I've only gone once so far 
but it's a course that 1 don't feel that 1 need to go to. It also 
depends if you have fiiends that can take notes for you. 1 
have so many resources to go to if 1 don? go to class but 
for Economics, I don't know any one in that class so 1 have 
to go. 



In their first interviews, students talked about how easy it was to go to classes 

when others were going and the social pressure they felt if they did not attend. This 

pattern seemed to wane over the course of the Fa11 semester so 1 was interested to heu 

how this was played out in the Winter. Carol, in the science cluster commented: 

We don't get people up to go to class anymore, Now you 
make the choice not to go to class and that's your choice. 
Oh, you're not going to classes? That's fine. At the 
beginning everyone went to al1 of the classes and now it 
just doesn't happen. 

When I asked how those decisions about going to class were made, she responded: 

You have to prioritize whether or not that lecture is 
absolutely necessary to your leaniing. Most people don't 
just chose-well, 1 don't feel like going today. There's 
usually a reason behind for not going. 

The breakdown of cluster students into smaller fnendship cohorts had more of an impact 

on whether a student went to class or not, depending on whether their friends were going. 

This was confirmed by Laura who stated, "There are still some of us who go in groups for 

certain classes. it's more of a fnendship thing. We're used to doing it so if we know if 

someone else is going to class, then we wait for them." When 1 asked Jamie what kind of 

impact the cluster had on his attending class, he provided a different kind of insight: 

It kind of helps you to actually go to class if other peopie 
are going then you go with hem whereas if you are in a 
class just by yourself 1 don't think 1 would be as inclined to 
go* 



But when I then asked if the opposite could also happen, he replied: 

Oh, that has happened a couple of iimes. For some classes, 
one person will be like, 'Tm not going to go," and then 
someone else will Say, "Yeah, I'm not going to go," and 
then everyone decides not to go and sit down and watches 
tv or something. 

He then shared with me how he made decisions as to whether one goes to class or not: 

If it's a lecture generally there aren't any consequences for 
not going provided that you can get the notes. 1 don? think 
I've missed many lectures. The seminars are di fferent or if 
it is a smaller lecture group it's different because there the 
teacher notices your absence. You take a bit more caution 
because you are a bit more accountable. If the information 
is in the text then you don? have to go. Some profs pretty 
much read it out of the book, it's as if they are just 
collecting their check and that's why they are teaching you. 
It doesn't matter whether you go. if you have the book, you 
just read it and you will know exactly what he is going to 
Say. 

For one particular subgroup of friends in the science cluster, going to class was deemed 

an essential part of their learning. Ginny, in talking about going to her optional Physics 

class declared: 

Not that many people go to Physics. Al1 of us in the group 
go. There is a rotation kind of thing that Mike [the peer] has 
set up where you cm sign up to go once a month and take 
notes and you can photocopy the person's notes who went 
but 1 don? want to get into that kind of lazy thing and we 
don't think it's right. We don't think it's fair that one 
person goes and gets notes. If that happens once in awhile 
that's fine but it's not fair for one person to get to sleep in 
al1 of the time. It's at 8:30 in the moming. 
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According to Ginny and her friends, responsibility, a strong work ethic, and fairness were 

the values strongly ascnbed to within her subgroup and going to class was not an option 

for them. It was no longer the power of the cluster in general but that of a student's peer 

subgroup within the cluster that now impacted and influenced their academic behaviour. 

B e i n ~  Intellectuall~ Challeneed: "Maybe Later" 

Getting students to converse about their classes, describe their learning, and talk 

about academic matters did not happen without some prodding on my part. What did 

generate more interest were our discussions on whether they found their courses 

intellectually challenging or stirnulating. 1 wanted to hear how they would describe their 

courses within the context of their undergraduate program and whether there were 

differences across the disciplines in such talk. They revealed much about what they 

thought about univenity learning and I came to a different understanding of first year as a 

result. 

1 was aware fiom Our Fa11 meetings, how students had described their counes as 

challenging in ternis of workload but not in terrns of conceptual cornplexity. I wasn't too 

surprised at those findings given the nature of their courses in first semester. 1 did 

anticipate that such talk would change by Winter time when they would take sequenced 

or 200-level courses requiring more complex thinking skills. Students continued to define 

for themselves what "challenging" meant and used multiple definitions for the tenn. in 

the arts cluster, Kim expressed disappointment in the general nature of her courses which 



she equated with a lack of challenge: 

I don? find them intellectually challenging, I'm not feeling 
stretched intellectually. I'm disappointed. As you go on 
they will get more specific but now they are fairly general. 

Ben, on the other hand, did define his courses as challenging but not in terms of degree of 

di fficulty or complexity : 

I'd Say that a majority of my courses are [challenging].. I 
wouldn't Say it's the complexity since I don't find them 
that overly dif'ficult. It's probably the amount since when 
you are ingesting so much information you have to 
remember it and that's probably the biggest challenge. As 
far as the difficulty, it's not that difficult to comprehend it. 

Carol, in the sciences, confirmed Ben's definition of the term: 

What for me would make it challenging would be when 1 
get into research and doing research kind of stuff which 1 
don't think is until third year. What's most challenging for 
fint year courses is the arnount of information because at 
the time you think, when am 1 ever going to use this but 
you know that these courses now are meant - you have to 
take them because you are going to build on them later. 

Jean was the only one to talk about challenge within the context of ability, individual 

strengths, and effort: 

I guess it depends on how strong you are like in Math and 
the sciences and stuff like that. They tend to give me quite a 
few problems so I have that much work to do in it but it 
makes it that much harder when you don? understand it 
and have to put that much more time into it to try to get it 
so there's that aspect of it. 1 took Philosophy of Medicine 
this term so that's not necessarily hard. It's challenging in 
terms of the ideas. 



Courses that were new to students in terms of content tended to be labelled challenging as 

opposed to those which students had taken in high school. From Katherine's perspective: 

I've never taken a plant course before so there's al1 of these 
new terms but they al1 relate to biology in a way. 
Psychology is just common sense to me. Chemistry is--1 
took almost the exact same stuff in high school and 1 took it 
in my last year of high school so it's still fresh. Most 
courses are just building on the knowledge that you have. 
It's nothing drastically new. 

Kate O ffered a similar perspective: 

I'm really enjoying Microbiology right now because it's 
pretty much al1 new for me. It's interesting. Definitely 
interesting. Challenging-well it's not really hard stuff, the 
concepts are not difficult. It's just not boring. 

In rereading the interview data. I searched for any kind of talk that would indicate 

whether students found a course, or material in a course intellectually challenging. There 

was one incident that Ginny described that spoke to what seemed to be missing in their 

academic talk, the idea of "being made to think." 1 had noted in the second interviews 

how a group of science students had approached an instnicior after class wi th a question 

that they had felt too embarrassed to ask in class and yet were too intimidated to tackle 

alone. It was the same professor fiorn the Fa11 semester who G i ~ y  identified in our third 

meeting as someone who continued to challenge hem, despite the fact that they no longer 

took a course with him in the Winter: 

I think it was al1 professor actually. If 1 look back through 
the work that we did it wasn't that difficult but just the 
questions that he raised in lecture and it was always things 
to think about. We still email h h  and he calls us the six 



intimidating women. He figured out that Our average was 
85 percent and so we email him with questions like why do 
we have pets? the kind of questions that he asks us in 
lectures that you really don't know the answer to. He takes 
a while and emails us back. 

This was the only incident that 1 heard that spoke to any kind of intellectual discourse that 

went beyond the sharing of facts and information. Maybe that happened within their 

smaller subgroups of fnends, at night, in safer environments. It was not shared with me 

and that may be due more to the nature and limit of the contact 1 had with them. Still, 1 

was left disheartened by the consequences of a pedagogy designed for large nurnben of 

students and the lack of opportunities for students to become more intellectually 

challenged or engaged in their courses. 

In trying to make sense of their stories, 1 am mindful of the fact that there exists 

on many campuses a "conspiracy of lowered expectations" that both faculty and students 

are engaged in. This is a 'conspiracy' in which neither group dares to ask enough of one 

another for to do so would require more work and a cornmitment of more time fiom both 

groups. Faculty and students have too much to benefit From their current anangement 

because it allows them to stay more engaged in other kinds of activities which they both 

find more personally rewarding. For students in first year, making fiiends and 

establishing social memberships are of primary importance and hence take precedence 

over their academics. 



Leming With Others: A Matter of Convenience 

From students' interviews in the Fall, I was able to identify a number of benefits 

that occuned when students who were living together, also studied together. These 

included: reinforcement of understanding and skills; deeper leaming that came h m  

opportunities to teach or explain something to someone else; the willingness to take risks 

and make rnistakes in their leaming; and the generation of new ideas and applications. 

These collaborative learning activities spoke to the power of the cluster as a natural 

inducement for helping students to become more actively engaged in their leaming. By 

Winter time, students in both clusten still spoke about the advantages that came fiom 

living with students taking the same courses together. They continued to describe the 

cluster as practical, efticient, and functional for getting irnmediate help or support related 

to their courses. These findings build on the theme of fnendship learning that 1 identified 

in their second interviews but now their Wemls were no longer the cluster in general but 

subgroups in particular. But there was also other differences this time around. Their 

stories provided me with fewer examples of how they supported one another in their 

leaming or how they studied together. To make sense of these differences, 1 will examine 

their leaming talk fiom the perspective of each cluster. 

Collaborative Leaming in the Sciences 

Science students continued to talk about doing labs together, seeking out help if 

someone had a particular problem or sharing homework problems. When 1 asked Carol 

how she used other students within the cluster for support she answered: 



It's still there for Chemistry labs and getting stuff done like 
that. It's still there for everyone who is studying at the same 
time and everyone who needs clarification on something or 
anything like that. 

For students working under the efficiency principle, the cluster provided irnmediate 

support whcn thcy necdcd it. Living in a cluster also increased the likctihood for sharing 

information on courses that othen had already taken. Kerry identified this as an added 

benefit: 

It's still handy having people around because if they are not 
taking it this semester, a lot of them took the coune last 
semester so you cm--well, what did you think of this 
midtem? How did you do this assignment? So it's still 
handy to have people around that you cm talk to. 

The difference in the Winter was that students tended to access support within 

their smaller fiiendship groups although it was still considered appropriate to approach 

anyone on the floor for help. As Kate stated: 

I think there's smaller group involvement now but you 
could always approach anyone else. It's just that you're 
more cornfortable with your own group so you go to them 
but if you want to share something with other people, you 
can. 

This change in group affiliation h m  the larger cluster cohort to smaller fiiendship 

groups will be examined in more detail in the next section on cluster living but it is 

important to note here that change in cluster dynamics. Students no longer felt the need to 

be part of the larger cluster and instead wanted to be with those who shared their goals, 

values and beliefs. 



Another more subtle differencc in students' third round stories was how few 

students identified the cluster as a necessary component for doing well in their courses. 

While some of the science students were now taking more nsks with how they were 

spending their time, so too were some taking more nsks in becoming more autonomous 

and self-directed in their leaming. They didn't need the support of their cluster Fnends to 

sit in class together. The presence of other cluster memben was no longer required. If 

there was any kind of a dependency, it was related not to the cluster as a whole but to the 

smaller friendship group. It was in these small groups that students continued to help one 

another, encourage one another and provide more intimate, persona1 support. Ginny was 

the most vocal in identifgng the support of her mal1 group of friends in helping her to do 

as well as she had done: 

1 think 1 need other people to help me. If I didn't have 
Kerry next door, 1 mean even with a study guide, we wrote 
a Physics quiz this moming, just when you come across a 
little snag in the study guide that are really simple problems 
but you are missing something and you can Say - what am 1 
missing and it's usually something really small that 1 didn't 
notice and as soon as she points it out then I get over the 
bumps. 

The science stiidents were not a monolithic entity and their stories presented 

diff'erent perspectives on their experiences over the course of the two semesten. Laura's 

story that emerged over our three meetings pointed to a particular change in her 

understanding achieved through helping others within the cluster. Laura, who said she 

had joined the cluster for the social aspects instead of the academic support, had been 

reluctant in the Fall to seek out the support of others in the cluster. In her first interview, 



in describing how she lems, she stated, "1 leam independently. I like to leam by myselt" 

In oiir second meeting, she told me that she took it as a persona1 challenge to try to work 

out problems on her own. 

If 1 can't get a question 1 won't ask someone right away. 
1'11 hy and figure it out myself. 1 keep trying and if 1 find 
that I'm getting somewhere 1 keep going at it but if ['m 
totally lost, then I ask someone. 

By the Winter when we met for the third time, 1 heard a change in attitude on accessing 

others for support: 

1 ask people a lot more for help now than 1 use to. Just with 
everyone there and we're al1 living together, if 1 have a 
problem 1'11 work on it for awhile but then go ask for help. 
Before I would focus on it more and for longer time. It 
saves time now. i don't mind helping other people so I 
figured they probably wouldn't mind helping me. 

Laura had not conceded her desire for individual challenge but it was now tempered by 

the efficiency principle. As well she had rationaiized that it was okay to seek out help 

since she herself had helped others. 

The science students, through their words and actions, saw the cluster as an 

'insurance policy,' a handy resource to use if needed. Students told me they no longer 

needed the clusier and from this talk I initially inferred that they no longer needed the 

support of others to do well. But on closer examination, they were caught in up in two 

different worlds, the cornpetitive culture of the classroom and the collaborative 

opportunities that came from living within the cluster. 
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Collaborative Leaming in the Arts 

There was much less talk about collaborative learning activities from students in 

the arts cluster. Because they took fewer courses togther, there was less of a common 

schedule which in turn led to fewer opportunities to corne together and study. Given the 

variation in their courses, they were usually able to tap the experiences of members who 

had taken a particular course the previous semester to seek out information on course 

demands, instructor preferences, and exarns. 

Jamie identified a few positive spin-offs that still came fiom taking courses 

together. "We could do projects together 'cause that was easier because we could just 

meet there. If there was a test we would gather around the table and study for it or help 

each other out." Mike reiterated the benefits that came from living with others in the same 

program. "If you do have questions, there are other people there who have taken the 

course or someone is in your class so you just walk out your door and there's someone 

there." Like their science student counterparts, members of the arts cluster continued to 

highlight the convenience and effkiency that came with living together and taking classes 

together. Most of their talk on learning with othen though tended to be focussed on this 

kind of sharing of information, deemed vital in assigning one's time and effort, rather 

than on discussing subject matter within their courses. 

They also identified as no longer important, the need for security that came from 

knowing others in their classes. This was certainly important at the beginning of the Fa11 

semester, but by Winter time was not considered a necessity, as verified by Meredith: 



Knowing al1 of those people were in the same program as 
me and in the same classes gave me a sense of secunty 
knowing that there were ihis group of people where I won't 
be alone in class 'cause that's a bid deal when you fiat 
corne--"Oh, 1 don't want to be alone in al1 of my classes" so 
1 don't think the benefits are as pronounced now because 
now it's okay, 1 don't want to be with these people 24 hours 
a day al1 of the time and you run out of things to Say. I'm 
more on rny own in a lot of my classes but 1 like that 
because I'm forced to talk to other people. It's not just, 
"Okay, I'm in my little cluster group" and no need to talk to 
anyone else because you've got each other. 

It was what 1 didn't hear that caused me some concem. Except for the above 

cornments fiom .lamie and Mike, 1 heard no mention of any kind of engagement between 

cluster mernben related to studying or learning nor was there any mention of dividing up 

their workload like they did in the Fall. Ben actually was spending more time at the 

library away from the cluster for his studying because he found there were fewer 

distractions there. With the little information that 1 have, 1 am limited as to how 1 can 

make sense of the data. There are three assumptions that 1 will explore for possible 

explanations. The fint is that there were few if any collaborative learning opportunities 

occuming in the arts cluster and thus the reason why 1 did not heu students allude to any 

of hem was the fact that they did not occur. Leaming with othen ceased to be a defming 

component in the arts cluster in the Winter. 

The second possibility is that informal leaming activities did occur with others but 

these were hidden fiom me or not made explicit to me. It was one thing to share with me 

activities that occurred within the context of general cluster living, but 1 was not provided 

information in any great detail as to their subgroup interactions. Their talk about their 
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more personal, intimate fnendships and interactions required a more privileged point of 

access which 1 did not have. 

A final reason for their lack of talk about collaborative learning activities outside 

of the classroom might be that there were none o c c ~ n g  inside their classes. Sirnilar to 

the science students, they wete part of an educational system based on individual 

cornpetition that valued and rewarded individual achievement. Because there had been no 

change or modification of the cumculum to promote forma1 collaborative leaming 

oppominities either inside or outside the class, what limited collaboration that did occur 

in the clusters came fiom the initiatives of the students themselves. 

Cluster Life 

What had it meant for students to have been part of a cluster? 1 had understood 

from listening to their talk in the Fall, that most, ifnot all, had found membership 

beneficial in creating inunediate fnendships and in navigating their university 

environment. Through their words and stories, the clusters emerged as a powerful vehicle 

in meeting their academic, emotional and social needs. They used terms like "family," 

"closeness" and "cornfort" to descnbe the sense of secunty that came h m  living together 

and taking classes together. But 1 was also womed by some of their other talk, in 

particular as it related to the more insular, inclusive nature of the cluster as possibly being 

too safe and too limiting. For some students, the appeal of the cluster was that it would 

surround them with other like-minded or similar goal-directed students. It was this fear of 

difference or diveaity that 1 found ~ u b l i n g  and was anxious to find out if this remained 



a feature or byproduct of cluster participation. 

According to Baxter Magolda, "Peer interaction is significant in students' lives 

by virtue of its placement in everyday experience" (1992, p. 380). It was through their 

everyday lives that 1 too wanted to examine cluster life, in particular as it impacted on 

students' studies. From their first interviews, 1 noted how the cluster provided students 

with a primary reference group through which they could relate to and interact in the 

larger institutional setting. Students cited the cluster a major catalyst in helping them to 

create imrnediate fnendships and academic support networks. Building relationships and 

making fnends fiom within the cluster continued to be major tasks for them based on 

their talk fiom the second interviews What I had wanted to find out in these final 

meetings was whether the cluster continued to maintain such a presence in students' lives. 

How had their sense of identity or afiliation within the cluster and to other members 

changed over the course of the two semesten? To what extent had living in a cluster 

continued to assist them in their transition to university? In seeking answers to these 

questions, I found students very open to taiking about the cluster, citing both positive and 

negative incidents to support their statements. At the b e g i ~ i n g  of these interviews, 1 

reiterated to each of the students that 1 was not evaluating the cluster but instead wanted 

to gain an understanding of what it was like to be a participant inside of one. Thus my 

questions focussed on what was happening in the cluster, the kinds of customs. or 

unspoken rules that existed, and what living in a cluster had meant for them. The 

questions 1 posed were both descriptive as well as reflective in nature and gave students 

the opportunity to thin. back to the Fa11 about how it had felt to be a newcomer to 
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univenity. Many of them became quite animated in response to this question, either 

laughmg or smiling as they remembered how fearful yet excited, novice yet confident 

they felt when they first entered as new students. 

in providing insight into the cluster expenence and its impact on student learning, 

1 had initially considered exploring the cluster dynamics of each group separately starting 

with the science cfuster. Since 1 had found the arts cluster dynamics so problematic, 1 

thought such an approach would 'buy me more time.' I had hoped by examining the 

experience of the science students first, 1 would become more attuned to ways that the 

peer environment supported, sustained, distracted, and distorted students' sense of 

membenhip in the cluster. 1 abandoned that approach half way through my writing 

because 1 found it too difficult to separate their stones. Despite some of the differences 

between the clusters, there were more similarities in their stories and what emerged as 

different was the degree of variation within the patterns, not necessarily the themes 

themselves. Consequently 1 will weave narratives From both of the clusters in those 

instances where there is some degree of congruence in their stories but will also identify 

those concems unique to each of the clusters. This approach will expose the reader to 

some degree of 'rnessiness', ambiguity, and even contradiction but such were their stories 

on life as they experienced it. 



The Cluster as Locus of Su~port 

The Science Cluster: "I'm Less Dependent On It." 

There was a general consistency in response to my question about what was 

happening in the cluster fiom the science students. "Not a lot at al1 lately" or "Not much" 

were the typical answers. 1 was initially surprised at how limited a presence the cluster 

had in their lives but came to understand that students differentiated forma1 cluster 

activities from their day-to-day living expenence. This was a marked change in how they 

perceived the role the cluster had in their lives in the Winter. Much of this difference c m  

be related to their change in status as a second semester student as well as the result of 

living with the same group of students for an extended period of time in a student 

residence setting. Jean talked about this change: 

When we first got here we didn't know what to expect and 
you hadn't made any fiiends, no one knew anybody so it 
was just a big group of us finding our own place. Now 
everyone is settled in. You've made your ûiends. You kind 
of know where you're ai. You've developed who you're 
close to and who you get along with and those are the kind 
of people you stick with. A lot of times for events that have 
been planned, you only get certain people coming out and 
the other people stick with their fnends. No one really goes 
out al1 together. You don't really do any events as a cluster. 

This theme was fùrther supported by Joan who added, "Last semester we kind of 

established ourselves and now we do what we want and if we need help, we can go to 

each other. In the beginning they are telling you where things are, how io do things and 

now you kind of know those things and so now it's more of a general resource." 



Katherine also echoed these sentiments, citing the importance in the Fa11 semester for 

large group prograrnming yet still recognizing the ongoing benefits that came fiom being 

with others taking the same courses: 

1 think more in the first semester in getting you use to the 
campus and having people you know in your classes and 
going to eat with 30 people and not being segregated nom 
everyone and now it's more academic. Everyone has gone 
off and made their own Fnends out of the cluster. It's just 
nice and convenient to corne back to and if you have any 
questions; you c m  go to anyone on the floor. 

Ginny's assessment of the cluster's role in the Winter provided M e r  validity to 

its lessened importance and the change in affiliation patterns fkom the cluster as a whole 

to smaller subgmups within the cluster: 

I'm less dependent on it. Like what the cluster had is put 
me with people who are in my classes and now that 1 know 
people in my classes and 1 have the seven of us [in the 
cluster] that work together then 1 don't really need the 
cluster. It's not important anymore. 

By the Winter, students had 'outgrown' the cluster as it was designed to support them in 

their first semester. 

The Arts Cluster: "You Don't Need It Now" 

When 1 asked students in the arts cluster what was happening, 1 was initially met 

with responses that identified planned social activities such as bowling and rock climbing 

interspersed with the phrase, "not much" which was similar to the science students' 

responses. As Ben exclaimed: 



When 1 askec 

We had a bowling night the other night and that was fun. It 
was kind of a weird night 'cause a whole bunch of people 
didn't have a lot to do so 1 think they just came out and 
ended up having a good time. It was outside of the setting. 
There were about 14 people. As far as regular events, 
people's motivation or concem with anything in the cluster 
has completely gone dom. 

i why he thought that, he responded: 

They don't need it as a part of their lives. Most people 
gained what they needed fiom it in their first semester. In 
my mind the cluster sewed best in the first semester and 
second semester, your cluster leader is there for support but 
it 's not really-you don't need it. You' re on your own and 
most people cm gage what they need and what they don? 
need. For me 1 don? know if the cluster is usefiil second 
semester like the first. It wasn't for me actually. 

Throughout both first and second interviews, 1 had been impressed by their tak  

that seemed to indicate a high degree of solidarity and cornmitment to the cluster and a 

strong sense of carhg and concem for the members within. When Meredith and 1 met for 

the first time in the Fall, she described on repeated occasions, the cluster as her "family" 

and explrined how she and others in the cluster operated under an ethic ofcare. "We al1 

look out for one another. We make sure everyone is safe and happy." In our second 

meeting, this theme continued. "People are always saying, 'Of course we're going to look 

out for you, we're a cluster!"' Mike also reiterated this notion in our fint meeting telling 

me, "We're like a family. We al1 look out for one another." And this theme was further 

reinforced by Kim who said in late October: 

On the way over here 1 was thinking that my tirst choice in 
residence was in Johnston and I'm really glad that I'm not 



there because 1 really love where 1 am. 1 feel really at home 
here. 

It was in the follow up questions related to differences between the Fall and Winter, that I 

heard stories of major disenchantment that challenged my assumptions and 

undentandings of their cluster dynamics. By Winter, Kim, ivho in the Fall had declad  

her cluster as "home,' could now hardly wait to escape from it: 

1 mink we are al1 getting sick of each other. It's like enough 
already. There's little tiffs going on. We're spending too 
much time with each other. 1 know that's normal and to be 
expected but there's a lot of tiffs going on. We're fighting 
like siblings and 1 just want to go home. 

Ben's comments about living in the cluster in the Winter were much more succinct: 

Ben: 
It's awhl. When 1 look back to the Fa11 and first 
semester 1 really benefited from being in the cluster. 
I think it really served its purpose that way as far as 
academic support went and the good living 
community and stuff. But 1 think, 1 don't know. I've 
talked to different clusters and 1 think we just got a 
weird pick of people. Senously! Someone was 
saying the other day that each person represents a 
different aspect of society whether that be sexism or 
racism or whatever, and we've got them all. 

Nancy: 
Was that not apparent in the Fall? 

Ben: 
I guess as you get to know people you get to know 
their true colours a little bit more and 1 think also 
that with the cluster because everybody was 
together and got to know everyone so quickly 
maybe people started to get tired of each other 
quicker. People started to get on your nerves a lot 
quicker. 



Nancy: 
1s that intensified in a cluster? 

Ben: 
1 think that carries through because you see them 
quite a lot, even in second semester where you 
courses diversify a bit more you still see each other 
because you are still in the sarne program. Yeah, it 
does. You wake up in the moming and see them in 
the bathroom, see them in class, and when someone 
is really annoying you or if you are sick of that 
person and you have to see them al1 of the tirne it 
makes you al1 the more hstrated and angry. 

Not only had the cluster achieved what it was intended to do in the Fa11 but maybe it had 

been too successful in creating such intentional cornmunity. By Winter time some 

students had not only outgrown the cluster but were suflocating within it. 

The Social Dynarnics 

What becarne apparent from students' first interviews, was that fint and foremost, 

they defined themselves as rnemben of a cluster. This identity permeated how they 

taiked about being a student at University and how they differentiated themselves from 

non-c luster students. Cluster membership provided them with a group cohesiveness and 

uniqueness, creating a subculture for these students that set them apart From the larger 

cohon of fint-year students. By our second meetings later in the Fa11 semester, a change 

in group affiliation had already started to occur. Although they continued to speak to the 

common bond that came fiom living within the cluster, they had established different 

levels of fnendship within the cluster and described more personal, closer fiiendships that 



had evolved into smaller subgroup formations. By Winter, students' strong sense of 

affiliation and solidarity to the cluster had dissipated. I heard little talk about 'working 

together to be part of a larger whole' as students instead spoke to a lessened desire to be 

with those who had different or competing goals, values and beliefs. Jean, in the sciences, 

expressed this sentiment felt by students in both of the clusters: 

You pick your fiiends based on people you have a lot in 
comrnon with and you want to do things with. You can't 
force people to be niendly with someone that you don? 
have a lot in comrnon with. You're not going to spend time 
with the whole group. There isn't any kind of resentment 
there between people at lest  not from my point of view. 
It's just the fact that you don't have a lot in cornmon. You 
don't interact with one another. We really don't do 
anything as a unit. Even if we did plan sornething I don't 
think it would work just because everyone just does their 
own thing now and has their own fnends so it really doesn't 
feel much like a whole. 

One of the assumptions 1 held before I began the study was that membership in 

the cluster would provide students with some kind of 'melting pot' identity by bringing 

together those. who by virtue of joining, brought with them cornmon aspirations, attitudes 

and expectations. This was confirmed to some degree aAer my meetings with students 

within the first month of classes. My interpretations of their stories implied the existence 

of a dominant cluster culture that influenced what students did academically and socially. 

Students had talked about how there existed a "special bond" or as Jamie stated, an 

"unmentioned similarity" shared with those in the cluster. In our second interactions, 1 

was exposed to narratives which began to highlight more variation in their goals and 

interests but I still failed to grasp the full meaning of this emerging trend. By the third 



interviews, I could no longer ignore the power or influence of the different student 

subgroups within each of the clusters with alternative or competing values and goals. 

Students felt an initial sense of affiliation and cohesion based on age, program of 

study, and the fact that most came to university directly from high school. This similarity 

in background characteristics provided the initial group cohesiveness but over time, 

students sought out others, first within and then outside the cluster. who more closely 

matched how they studied, partied or socialized. Van Maanen's (1987, p. 5) definition of 

student culture speaks to this range of influence: 

... the take- for-ganted patterns of eating, sleeping, 
socializing; the embraced and disgraced habits of study; the 
mles ofthurnb about what activities on campus count as 
status enhancing or status degrading; the noms 
surrounding what is proper demeanor in and out of the 
classroom .... [I]n brief, student cultures offer their members 
thick and thin guidelines for how to get an education and 
thus define for students just what an education means. 

Their "similarity in situation" which 1 identified as a de fining characteristic fiom the first 

set of interview data was no longer enough to sustain their allegiance to the cluster by the 

Winter semester. By the end of our third meetings, 1 had corne to understand that cluster 

membership was comprised of multiple and distinct subcultures, each with their own 

agendas, each with their different values, goals, work ethic and career aspirations. It is 

these kind of di fferences that led to the various tensions within each of the clusters. 



Becominn Too Insular 

1 was concemed about the cluster providing too safe a haven for students and 

wanted to find out if this was at al1 a shared concem with the participants. 1 heard varied 

responses, depending on how each students had defined their small group affiliation and 

the opportunities they had to "escape" from their living environment. When 1 posed the 

question to Kate, someone who had developed a nurnber of fiends outside the cluster, as 

to whether the cluster could be too insular, she responded: 

Yeah, 1 think so. It's like you go to classes with these 
people and you eat with these people and you do everythng 
with them and it's just--1 have the opportunity of getting 
home every hvo weeks or so. You just feel the need to get 
away and experîence something else, to get out of the 
building, to get away from the sarne people, to get away 
fiom talking about classes and whatever. 

Jean was able to find some space for herself because she had a boyfnend who lived off 

campus and was there iwo nights a week. But even that failed to diminish her sense of 

44cluster phobia," a term used by both students and program officiais to descnbe the 

intense nature of residentiai living within a cluster: 

I think a lot of us are a bit fed up, if that's the right word. 
We have such a small room and you don't have a lot of 
space and you're on that same floor with a lot of people 
that you maybe don't have a lot in comrnon with. People 
who had tnends who had gone to this University in other 
residences who aren't in clusters have made more fiiends 
and met a lot more people just because they're not in a 
cluster and I guess there was more of a mix of people, not 
just the ones serious about their academics. 



The issue of making fiîends outside of the cluster was important to some students but not 

necessarily to others. Joan talked about her new fnendships outside the cluster by 

referencing her comments to a subgroup within her cluster that did not seem to be 

concemed with making such outside contact: 

There's a group in our cluster and 1 don't see them with 
other people other than themselves whereas 1 have a lot of 
other fiiends, probably more fiiends outside the cluster than 
inside it. 

1 heard repeated mention of a subgroup within the cluster that iended to stick together and 

made the assumption that it was the "group of seven," a small group of students who were 

descnbed by themselves and othen as introverts. They were very academically focussed, 

and most had achieved A averages in their first semester. By the middle of the Fa11 

semester they had self-selected one another as leaming partnen through a recognition of 

shared goals and a shared work ethic. Three of them -- Ginny, Laura and Kerry--were in 

my final interview cohort. This was not an intentional selection on my part other than the 

fact that they initialiy responded to the study, were able to speak well to their cluster 

expenence and were available to meet when I tried to set up second and third interviews. 

It was only aAer the final meeting with Gimy when she recalled a particular incident and 

identified students by name in her group of seven that I realized that Laura was another 

member. When 1 asked Ginny whether the closeness of her group inhibited contact 

outside the cluster, she responded: 

Probably. 1 think-1 don? know. 1 think if you don? have 
fnends you make fnends where ever you go. Since we have 
each other and al1 go places together we don't really - each 
one of us has other people that we know, like my lab 



partner lives in the same building and 1 see her everywhere 
and we'll chat and I've introduced her to everybody but it 
must be intimidating for her. 

When 1 asked if she thought it was too safe or too comfortable she answered, '4.d rather it 

be too comfortable." 

If the cluster was seen at al1 as insular, students recognized this as a conscquencc 

of the intentional design and fùnction of the cluster. Bringing together students taking the 

same courses into a comrnon residence setting helped students to create immediate 

fiiendships but it was this convenience factor that Carol cited as an impediment to further 

contacts: 

You don? have to go out and meet fnends because there's 
people there on your floor and those are the people who 
you spend the most time with at the beginning because they 
are in al1 of your classes and you spend a lot of time with 
them. I've seen people where they don't make an effort to 
even talk to anyone else. 

By their second semester, Jean, Kate and Ioan were ready to engage a larger community 

beyond their cluster. Al1 had expressed the importance in a balanced approach to 

univeaity life, one that focussed on both their academic and social needs. They were 

critical toward those who were more academically oriented and who, whether 

intentionally or not, tended to limit their socializing. They failed to understand how 

Ginny, Laura and Kerry, in learning and studying together, were also able to have their 

Fnendship needs met. This trio did not need two separate group of fnends to do this with. 
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This was in contrast to Joan who valued the importance of having fnends outside the 

cluster: 

It provides a healthy balance. 1 wouldn't want it to be too 
monotonous seeing the same people every day. Different 
crowds are good for di fferent things. You can study with 
one group and go out with the other. 

From Jean's perspective, it was the academic nature of the cluster and the fact that this 

attracted more academically committed students who she saw as more willing to curtail 

their socializing which limited friendship creation outside of the cluster: 

People who had fnends who had gone to this university in 
other residences who aren't in clusters have made more 
friends and met a lot more people just because they're not 
in a cluster and I guess there was more of a mix of people, 
not just the ones serious about their academics. 

Other students did not seem to be bothered by the choices one made about making friends 

either inside or outside the cluster. According io Katherine: 

It's up to each person. If you're not that much of an 
outgoing person it's nice to have fnends there but I find it's 
simple to go to class and sit beside strangers and start up a 
conversation. It's not a problem for me. 

The concems regarding the insular nature of the cluster were not specific to those 

in the science cluster. Arts students also criticized the confinement that came fiom 

interacting with the same people al1 of the time and the limited contacts made with those 

outside of the cluster. As Meredith exclaimed: 

1 don't want to be with these people 24 hours a day a11 of 
the time and you run out of things to talk about because you 
get together al1 of the time. I couldn't Say, "The funniest 
thing happened to me today" because they were right there. 
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But she was also quick to point out that it was not difficult making connections outside of 

the cluster. She had mentioned repeatedly in earlier meetings that the cluster was a safe 

and secure environment. Now she seemed to be more willing to take the risk of venturing 

outside the cluster for contacts, still able to retum to the safety ofthe cluster, to return 

"home": 

It's not so much anymore where the only people you talk to 
are Our cluster people. Al1 of us are getting fiiends outside 
the cluster. Now it's like I can go make my fiiends and 
have my family to come home to sort of thing. 

Jarnie readily adrnitted to the insular nature of the cluster and preferred it that 

way : 

I think we're a lot more closed off than any other cluster 
but 1 think we're a lot more closer than any other floor in a 
cluster. So you trade one for the other. I think our bonds are 
much closer which has its advantages and disadvantages. 
Obviously I'd rather not be closed off from everyone. 1 
think in the long run I'd rather have a smaller group of 
closer fnends rather than just to know everybody but not 
really knowing them. 1 do believe I made better fiiends 
being in a cluster. 

When 1 asked whether his opportunities to meet other people outside of the cluster had 

been limited, he replied, "Yeah. Our floor is very 'cliquey.' Some people don? like 

outsiders coming in." When 1 further inquired about whether he had made many 

connections to other students outside of the cluster, his answer reflected some degree of 

concem about his situation: 

Not really. Io classes I've met a couple, like in serninars 
and that is one of my big worries for next year 'cause we 
are living off campus and the only people 1 will really know 
will be the people that lived on my floor. 



Kim's comments undermined my assumptions of community in the arts cluster. 

When I inquired as to whether there was a small cohort within the cluster that she had 

c o ~ e c t e d  with she responded, "No. I'm trying at this point to locate my fnends outside 

the cluster." When 1 M e r  asked whether she felt she had any kind of support network 

within the cluster, she was just as abrupt. "No. I see it as a natural thing that happens. It 

just happened now instead of last semester." As someone who had initially described the 

cluster as home, she had now come to the point of writing it off. 

A Community of Individuals 

In listening to their cluster talk, 1 heard stories of 'cultural clashes' that occurred 

between students' to the cluster, to mernbership in the wider univenity and to 

meeting their own individual needs. Because students shared the cornmon goal of 

survival in the Fall, there was a strong group affiliation to the cluster. They needed one 

another, even if only to be with familiar faces in their large classes. By Winter, survival 

was no longer deemed an issue and as a result, the cluster had a much lessened presence 

in their lives. It had become peripheral, nothing more than a comrnwiity of convenience 

for many of students. In my final meetings with the arts students, 1 heard stories that 

emphasised individualism, self-expression and self-actualization. Some saw themselves 

no longer as members of a comrnunity within the cluster but as members of a comrnunity 



of individuals. Ben fimed his perspective on arts cluster membership within this context 

of individualism: 

Everyone does whatever they want to do--that's why it's 
weird because usually there are common rules, different 
things that you do that are the same but this group is weird. 
Everybody does whatever they want to do, they act 
however they want to act. There's nothing uniform. 1 don't 
think there's anything unifonn in the cluster. Some people 
do work, some people are just total slacken now. They've 
tumed the exact opposite from fint semester. People are 
obnoxious when they shouldn't be. That whole sense of 
unity in the fiat semester is gone now because nobody 
cares anymore. There's a lack of respect now and 
everybody does not think of everybody else. They think of 
primarily themselves. 

There are strong cultural traditions of individualism in the univenity. Although rnost of 

the students valued the cluster experience over all, it was not the reason they entered 

university. Their primary quest was their individualist pursuit of a degree and the cluster 

played an instrumental role in the Fa11 semester in moving them towards fulfilment of 

that goal. In belonging to the cluster, they were not required to attend cluster events. They 

were not mandated to participate in any floor activities nor did they have to sign any kind 

of letter of intent about their commiûnent to the cluster and its goals. That they did in 

fact participate so enthusiastically in the Fall, spoke to the power of the community that 

was originally created and to the importance of making social connections on the part of 

students. But by Winter, the power and influence that came from group membership no 

longer had much impact on the individuals who resided within it. 



Ben, elaborated on this theme: 

It's really weird but now people look at other people doing 
studying and usually you would Say, "Well people are 
studying, maybe I should be doing some studying too" but 
now nobody cares. They just have thrown d l  cares out the 
window. Everybody is easy going, playing Nintendo, doing 
nothing, just sitting around doing nothing. It is so much 
individual now. If you do work, you do work. You're not 
read either way by the group. There's no pressure at al1 
either way. People are feeding off of each other's laziness. 
One perpetuates the other to be more lazy. 

Mike also spoke about the laissez-faire attitude and range of activities, both legal and 

illegal, that seemed to be a cornmon occurrence in his cluster: 

1 think anything goes on our floor. We have a crazy floor. 
Pretty much anything goes. Everything has pretty much 
happened so far this year. It went fiom people buying pom 
magazines and watching pom movies to people throwing 
up al1 over the place. We had the police there a couple of 
weeks ago 'cause of someone smoking dmgs on the floor. 
Last semester we weren't so bad but this semester is a big 
problem fîoor. We had the police there 'cause of the dmg 
smoking. We're continuously getting pounded with noise 
complaints when we're not even being that loud. We've 
had three or four incident reports which are noise 
complaints aAer three in the moming. 

When 1 inquired as to whether the complaints were coming from within the cluster, he 

responded: 

1 think there's two people on the floor who cal1 a lot of 
them and it aggravates us 'cause they go to bed at 10 most 
of the time but if they stay up past quiet hours or if they 
stay up, they can be as loud as they want and no one can 
Say anything to them and these two people are quite loud. 
Other floors have been calling them on us. I don't know if 
they are being jerks or what's wrong with them. We're not 
destructive so it's not too bad. We norrnally contain it to 



the rooms. It may get a little loud but we're generally in a 
room. We don't trash the floor. 

Liz saw the problem as that of accountability: 

If you're going to be in a cluster, you should be willing to 
be accountable to be supportive to your fellow students. 
Instead, everyone is just looking out for themselves. 

The impression of 'not caring' which Ben had previously identified, was also cited by 

Meredith as a defining characteristic of her arts cluster members: 

No one cares any more. 1 used to Say you need to get up 
and now I'm just-we're al1 nearly 20 years old, I'm not 
going to get you up. 1 can't be bothered. 1 think that people 
have to l e m  how to take care of themselves and that's the 
big problem within our cluster - no one knows how to take 
care of themselves. I'm not like that. 1 wouldn't run to 
somebody else to get them to fix this pmblem or 1 feel that 
they don't know how to care for themselves. 1 don't care if 
you don't get up in the moming. If you don't get up in the 
moming and don't go to classes then don't expect me to be 
waking you up and don? expect me to be pulling you out of 
bed. 

Meredith was especially exasperated by students' inability to take responsibility 

for their own actions. It was okay in the Fa11 semester to support, encourage and 

commiserate with one another, but she had no tolerance for the kind of dependency that 

had developed by Winter. It was now time for everyone to pull their own weight, to take 

individual responsibility for their actions and accept the consequences for their choices: 

Some people don't grasp that concept that if you don? do 
your work and if you don't go to class you're not going to 
get as good a mark than someone who does go to class. It's 
unbelievable. 1 do well in school and people know 1 do well 
but they Say, " 1 don't understand why you got 90 on that 
exam and 1 only got a 50." 1 would say, ''Number one, I've 
been to class, number two, I've done the reading and 



number three, I've studied." 1 don't understand why they 
can't grasp that. You hear that a lot, "That test was so 
unfair!" 1 just get so fnistrated by it all. A lot of times, 
people expect others to baii them out. Oh, 1 need your notes 
for that! Or 1 need you to explain this to me! 

When 1 asked if the cluster attracted a certain kind of student, she responded: 

1 think it attracts those who thought they were smart in high 
school and so thought that would just be the way it 
continued at univenity and it's not. I don't know why 
people chose the cluster. Maybe they thought somehow, 
some way, being in a cluster, if you were serious about 
school and you wen really smart so you should 
automatically get extra points. 1 don? know. 1 think the 
idea of knowing people in your classes had something to do 
with it as well. 

Within al1 of their talk was a glorification of autonomy, an elevation of individual 

needs over the collective interests of the cluster. These students entered univenity with 

multiple selves. They brought with them membership fiom multiple communities, based 

on family, church, community, music, hobbies and interests, each requinng a different set 

of roles to be negotiated. The cluster required at least in first semester, a particular kind of 

cornmitment and participation fiom students who needed the support of a larger group in 

helping them negotiate their way ihrough university. Group needs were given a higher 

priority over individual needs. Having completed their first semester, students no longer 

needed such support fiom the whole, so by Winter the clusters had evolved into 

comrnunities of individuals who acted on meeting their own personal needs and desires. 



Com~eti tion 

These clashes between the individual and the cornmunity were more pronounced 

in the arts cluster. I heard no talk fiom the science students about not caring or giving up 

on their academics. Although they too had clashes over values and expectations related to 

socializing and academics, there was little mention of individualism at the expense of 

their srnaller group cohorts. The power of their subgroups reigned. Science students 

identified different kinds of issues that impacted on relationships within their al1 female 

cluster. They spoke to the fact that the cluster seemed to attract a certain kind of student, 

creating some degree of similady as it related to grades and academic achievement and 

yet Kate described how this similarity was somewhat deceiving: 

1 know that quite a few of the people in my cluster would 
have scholarships coming into univenity. Everyone in our 
cluster did extremely well in high school and that's the kind 
of way that other people on campus see it as that way- 
being extremely academic people but not everyone in the 
cluster is like that. Everyone came out with pretty high 
averages but it's not necessarily who they are. 

Keny also saw the cluster as di fferent from others but fiom her perspective this was 

influenced by the nature of their program of study: 

Looking at our floor compared to the floor above us, we're 
a whole lot quieter than they are so we can heu them 
partying every second night and we're al1 sitting down and 
studying away. 1 think it's a combination of the program we 
are in and us as individuals. We take our academics very 
seriously. A lot of it is, if you don't start into your major 
now, then you've got to do a lot of catch up later because a 
lot of the programs don't overlap al1 that much except for 
first year and maybe first semester next year so you have to 
really think about what you want to do and where you want 
to go. 



This kind of homogeneity of academic goals, grades and career aspiration created its own 

kind of tensions, unique to the science cluster and related to competition. Throughout 

their second interviews, 1 was exposed to instances of members of the group engaging in 

constant referencing with one another in terms of grades and study activities. Students 

tended to descnbe this not as 'competition' but as a way of 'referencing' or putting 

themselves onto some kind of continuum with others. They were reluctant to use the term 

"competition" and when they did, they oflen contradicted themselves in describing 

competitive and non-cornpetitive activities. I was curious to End out what role 

competition played by the Winter and if it had lessened to any degree, especially given 

the nurnber of students who had decided not to apply to the vet program at the end of the 

year. 

Laura siill found her cluster competitive as did Katherine, but both of them saw it 

as something that they could take advantage of in terms of motivating themselves to get 

their work done. As Katherine explained, "At first it was intimidating but you have to 

take advantage of it. You cm get help h m  each other. It actually pushes you." Students 

also spoke at various lengths as to how the culture of their cluster supported a 

cornmitment to studying and leaming. Explained Kate: 

No one wants to do worse. If everyone keeps up that 
standard of doing well, you want to do well too because 
you're a member of a group and you don't want to fa11 
behind so yeah, you want to keep up and keep working. We 
dl value studying and working hard at something. 



1 wanted to find out fiom her whether that was a shared goal within her smaller cohort or 

whether this was something the whole cluster had bought into: 

I think our own group has a higher standard of it. 1 think it 
does exist in the cluster as a whole but 1 think to a higher 
dcgree in our group becausc a lot of thcm have scholanhips 
and they are worried about keeping up their grades. They 
have to in order to get the money. Whereas other people 
will be, "1 need a 70." For me a 70 wouldn't be good 
enough just because I've set my own standards. But they 
are happy and that's still a good mark if that's what they're 
happy with. They work hard. Maybe it doesn't come as 
easy to them but they also divide their time more 
favourably towards doing other things as well. 

Within Ginny's small "group of seven." there tended to be constant cornparison and 

referencing with one another: 

1 find it more cornpetitive because we're al1 in the same 
thing. We're al1 doing the sarne kind of thing. 1 find myself 
comparing what 1 got on my midterms to what other people 
got. We are at al1 different levels. April is the one who got a 
76 percent average and having her makes me feel better- 
that didn't come out right at all. It does make me feel better 
'cause I'm probably the next one up even though 1 got a 90 
last semester so the two of us are at the bottom and then 
Mary is probably at the middle and then Kerry and Laura 
are at the very top. But even when we went to look up our 
midterrn marks with Micro, standing at the wall we know 
every one's number so we can look and Kerry got 98, Mary 
got 97, April got 83 and 1 got 80 so ifApnl hadn't been 
there then 1 wouldn't have felt as good about my 80 even 
though that was my goal. It would be like Kerry got a 98, 
what am 1 doing wrong? 



When I asked if the fact that everyone does so well, whether it pushed her to do better, 

she answered: 

Yes, it would make iny day to get what Kerry gets. On one 
Calcuius test 1st  semester 1 got 27 and Kerry got 26 and 
that just made my day. We know each others numben so 
when we look at the wall we can see everyone else did. 

Outside of students' imrnediate peer group, there was less sharing of grades in the Winter. 

This occurred in both of the clusters. Mike, in the arts, found it especially exasperating to 

not know others grades: 

1 don't like people who Say, "Oh, 1 don? talk about rny 
grades." Does it matter? 1 saw how much work you put in, 
just tell me what you got! I've never cared about my 
grades. 1 know there is one girl on the floor who says she 
doesn't talk about grades and it ârives me crazy. I think, 
corne on, tell me what you got. 1 saw you put lots of effort 
into it and 1 know you did well and then there's us who say, 
"Look what we got and we didn't even try." 

Mike enjoyed bragging about the minimal effort he put into his studying and the average 

grades he received in retum. Although he could see how much time others were studying, 

not knowing how they did limited his 'bragging rights.' On the other hand, Kate, in the 

science cluster, wanted to get beyond grades as defining an individual. She wanted to 

break away fiom the kind ofpetty cornparison of grades that occurred to her and her 

fiiends in high school: 

We don't talk about marks that much. It's like, 1 did well. 
It's like, you did well on your own tems but no one will 
Say exactly what they did. You haven't really compared 
with others but I'm curious. Every once in awhile 1 will 
think-1 wonder how that person did and if they Say well, 



does that mean 80 or what? 1 had a lot of that in high school 
where it was nothing but marks. 1 got 92, what did you get? 
1 guess that reduces some of the pressure since even though 
people who did better than 1 did - they are not flaunting it 
or anything but there is still that cornpetition especially 
amongst the people who are trying to get into the vet 
program because marks are very important. 

1 think there's a fear amongst the people about getting into 
that competitiveness. Everyone wants to--1 think a lot of 
them did well in high school and they know they are pretty 
good but they always knew that everyone else knew that 
they were good too so it's like they always got the good 
marks. I think they want to Say that marks are marks and 
then we can discuss courses and stuff but lets not pry into 
each others marks, let's not look or interact with each other 
as smart people or smarter than everybody else. Let's just 
be friends and not talk about "Well you got he 98, what am 
1 doing wrong" or "Gee, that's not fair." 

For me coming out of high school it was always-everyone 
was like--"You're going to get a scholarship, don? worry 
about it. Why do you work so hard? Why do you worry 
about that stuf'f? Why are you womed about your marks, 
they are fine." It was really important to me but there was 
always that: "She's so snooty." 1 wasn't snooty. 1 didn't 
look down on people who got bad marks but it was always, 
"Yeah, she's a smart girl," and that c m  create animosity. 

Anti-Intellectualism 

In my conversation with Kate and other high achieving science students, 1 heard 

repeated reference to their high school expenences as anti-intellectual, that being smart in 

high school and doing well were not values positively recognized by their Deers. When 1 

pursued this with Kate, she responded: 

It was not cool to be smart. Here, it's nice to know that, 
while we d o i t  talk about marks, if somebody did badly it 
would not be looked down upon. We al1 expect to do well 



but we don't nitpick about how well. We al1 know that we 
are in the top half or something or in that area but we don't 
-4ere 's  always the little things like a percent here and a 
percent there. In high school, it was why wony about it? 
Why are you womed about that extra mark? or why do you 
study so much or whatever. It was such detail. The 
competition was fierce. Here we're just going to do Our best 
and keep our marks high but we're not going to tight over 
it. 

This theme of anti-intellectualism played itself out differently in the arts cluster where 

there was a major clash between those students serious about their academics and those 

who valued more extensive socializing. Despite an environment of "anything goes" in her 

cluster, Kim, who was recovering h m  mononucleosis and had a close cousin die over 

the Christmas break from drinking, found there was a definite bias against those who 

chose to spend more time on their academic work: 

I've been limiting my socializing since I got back for 
various reasons, money and the fact that socializing here 
involves drinking and sometimes h g s  and my cousin died 
as a result o f  dnnking ... I feel so much pressure from other 
people. Before I got mono they were saying, "It's not 
healthy to stay in and do my work and you need to go out." 
And 1 would Say "t do go out! I'm not a hennit. 1 just don't 
go out every night." 

Asked if that kind of pressure was coming from within the cluster, the lollowing 

exchange occurred: 

Kim: 
Yeah. 1 don? like it at d l .  I figure it's my choice 
and I'm choosing to do this and I'm happy with my 
choice and then 1 got mono and they were al1 like- 
ha, ha, told you so! They said 1 got mono because 1 
was doing too much work. 



Nancy: 
So what does this say about the unwritten rules 
about socializing and school work? 

Kim: 
If you do too much school work, you're unsociable. 

In the arts cluster, 1 tried to uncover these kind of hidden rules about the amount of time 

one should spend socializing and if the cluster placed a greater value on socializing 

given the kinds of imrnediate fnendships and large group socializing that were a hallmark 

of their Fa11 semester. Jarnie, who valued the cluster for the fiiends that he had made, 

expressed a view supported by a number of his friends: 

Some people study a lot and you rarely see hem and you'd 
like to see them more but they are always studying. They 
will still corne out with you sometimes but they never will 
hang out with you in your room and talk. Other people and 
I'm probably closer to this group, don't study as much as 
they could and they socialize a lot. They go talk to fnends 
and they get into creative procrastination. 

In response to my follow-up questions about whether one is valued more than the other, 

.lamie responded: 

The less studying, the more socializing is more valued 
because the cluster members have been fnends for so long. 
Maybe at the beginning at the Fall semester 1 didn't know 
anyone and 1 would have studied 'cause 1 had nothing 
better to do but now that I know people 1'11 just go out and 
start a conversation with someone. 

In Jamie's story, there was no animosity, no sense of conflict with others over his 

different values, just a recognition that his priorities this semester were more focussed on 

maintaining fiiendships at the expense of his academic work. But for those who did value 



academic work there was tension. Meredith, who used the word "farnily" in al1 three of 

her interviews to positively describe her cluster environment, in a Iater segment of her 

third interview, expressed more negative feelings: 

We don't go for big groups, it's just four or five-hey, I'm 
hungry, want to grab a bite to eat? It's not like a big family 
anymore. 

When 1 asked if that was necessarily negative or positive, she replied: 

I think it's probably more positive for us because when it 
cornes to the people 1 hang out with, they're more senous 
about school. 1 can't stand people who don't go to class and 
who sleep in late and then complain when they get their 
mark. 1s it any wonder? I'd much rather associate with 
people who go to class and who care. People who are like 
me, not those who ârink al1 night 

Liz was also disappointed with those in the cluster who seemed to no longer care about 

their academic work.. She found this especially contradictory in terms of what the 

program brochure had said about students who had participated in the cluster previously: 

People on the floor just seem to have given up and that's 
not what 1 expected. The brochure said that people in the 
cluster have higher academic averages than non-cluster 
students by something like five percent so 1 thought that 
everyone would be serious about school. 

Puttine: their Cluster Ex~erience into Permective 

Anger, disappointment, tension, betrayal, convenience, support, safety - these 

were the kind of descriptions and reactions fiom students in the arts and sciences when 

they talked about living and learning in the cluster. Despite their criticisms, almost al1 of 

the students 1 met with thought the cluster was beneficial, something that they would 



recommend to others, and something that they would participate in if given the choice 

over again. For despite its drawbacks and limitations, the alternative to not have been in a 

cluster was imagined to have been worse. In the arts cluster, Kim appreciated the fact that 

she did not have to attend classes alone: 

1 do think it's a good idea for people to be in the sarne 
program as you. It's good initially because you have 
someone to go to class with and just little things like that 

Ben found that it helped him overail in his transition to univenity: 

I've enjoyed it overall. 1 think the last month has not been 
totally enjoyable but 1 have enjoyed it. I definitely met a lot 
of interesting people. The transition fiom high school to 
university was really smooth. 

Meredith benefited from the security it provided, commenting, "It really made us 

definitely a unit so it gave me a lot of security. " 

In the sciences, Jean valued the immediate creation of a social support network 

that came From shared classes and living together: 

If I had not been in it, like looking at the way classes are set 
up, I think it would be really hard to meet people in your 
classes because when you are in class you're there to leam 
and you are paying money for the course, you're not going 
to sit and talk through it. So you don't really meet anyone 
in your class. You just go and sit in the lecture and leave. 
So, if you had been put in a residence and not in a cluster, 
sure you would have met a lot of people but not necessarily 
people in your classes that can help with your homework. 
You c m  help each other and work together and go to 
classes together and 1 think that's where the cluster played a 
role but I think that's really it. 



For Carol, it pmvided encouragement and motivation: 

It's more of an academic environment which fuels you to 
do stu$ to get the work done because if you are on a 
regular floor with mixed programs, you're not necessarily 
willing to do work. 

And Joan welcomed the ongoing availability of help and support: 

1 think it was a good thing. It got people in the same 
program together to be able to use each other as resources. 

Conclusion: 

The cluster provided students with opportunities for creating immediate 

f'riendships with students who were their classmates; it ofEered them a safe reheanal 

space for ideas w hen the classroom seemed too large and intimidating; it encouraged 

some students to stay more focused on their studies; and it gave students opportunities to 

participate in collaborative learning ventures in which they could teach one another and 

share what they knew about their courses even though these practices were themselves 

not modeled in the classroom. 

In analysing my interview data, 1 sought to undentand how students experienced 

university within the context of their cluster participation. By using their words and 

stories, I hope that I have provided the reader with a 'different kind of lens' from which 

to view students' day-to-day experiences and academic activities. Student life as 1 

thought 1 knew it and am only now beginning to fùlly appreciate and understand. 



CHAPTER 7 

DISCUSSION 

We must continually intenogate our perspective in order to 
avoid recreating the "imperial gaze" - the look that seeks to 
dominate, subjugate, and colonize (bel1 hooks, 1992, p. 7). 

Introduction 

Through students' words and stones, 1 exarnined their university expericnces 

within the context of their cluster participation. 1 analyzed their academic talk in which 

wiming grades took place at the expense of learning, and teacher pleasing was the 

dominant learning strategy. 1 came to undentand why interactions with faculty were 

intentionally minimized; ways that the cluster reduced academic and social risk for 

students; and how, by Winter, students had become less dependent on the cluster, 

evolving into communities of individuals. In this final chapter, 1 want to focus discussion 

on the meaning and implications of these themes fiom three particular perspectives. Fint, 

1 will look within a broader context at the inherent political dimensions ofstudents' 

actions, words and the institutional environment. Second, 1 will critique at a more 

penonal level, my role as researcher, ways this impacted on how students saw me, what 

they told and withheld ftom me. Finally, I will address what the findings mean in terms 

of a more critical engagement with the discourse of community as it relates to the cluster 

project. 
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The Political Dimensions of Students' Academic Actions and Experience 

According to Tiemey, " Power, knowledge, ideology and culture are inextricably 

linked to one another in constantly changing pattems and relationships" (l989, p. 21). 

Students in the cluster were social actors playing out roles that were multiple and 

negotiated within the broader political, ideological, and cultural framework of the 

univenity. 'Iheir particular patterns of accommodation, resistance, silence, and 

submission in negotiating their roles as leamers will be what I will directly address. 

Patterns of Accommodation and Resistance 

By the time cluster students reached univenity they had become well practiced in 

acts of sabotage, silence, and submission in the classroom. They had learned that to be 

successful they had to be able to mimic teacher talk and teacher values or in their own 

words, to give teachers ''what they wanted" and to tell them 'îvhat they wanted to hear." 

A few had perfected the art of 'ljust getting by," doing minimal work at the begiming of a 

term and then working madly at the end so that their improvement could be duly 

recognized and rewarded. These habits of resistance and accommodation continued for 

cluster students in their roles as leamers at university, especially in response to their large 

lecture classes. Traveling to classes together or saving seats for one another was a 

defining pattern for many cluster participants in the beginning of the Fa11 semester. 

Attending classes together provided cluster members with a sense of security and a safe 

haven since classrnates were not hvsted fi-iends, but strangen with whom they had no 

relationship. But despite the safe& that came from sitting with fiiends, this alone could 



not reduce students' feelings of anonymity, intimidation, detachment and distance. 

During the first few weeks of the semester, most students went to their lectures 

but by the fourth or fiflh week of classes, they soon discovered that attendance was not 

necessary, especially if the information presented was provided elsewhere either through 

their texts, web sites or through other students. Not attending class was also a deliberate 

action in response to instructon who left them conhsed or hstrated. In instances where 

students' need for structure and a linear approach to learning clashed with their 

instructor's abstract and conceptual approach, students reacted by not retuming to the 

classroom. Those students who continued to attend classes on a regular basis, cited their 

strong work ethic, not wanting to waste their tuition dollars, and guilt as reasons for 

going even though a few admitted they might not be learning anything while there. 

Where they sat in the lecture hall was also an example of how students could 

distance themselves from the instmctor. Sitting in the back of the class offered the safety 

of anonymity where one could corne late, leave early, or even sleep without being 

noticed. Shor (1996, p. 12) referred to this as the "Siberian Syndrome," the "learned 

habit of automatically filling the distant corners first, representing their subordinate and 

alienated positions." These students were 'academic exiles' who sought the back rows of 

seats beyond the gaze of their professors who themselves tended to never venture beyond 

the front of the classroom or even leave the podium. 

The large lecture settings and the kind of instruction that occurred within them 

shaped students' behaviors and expectations regarding their role, purpose, and 

responsibilities as leamen. The traditional patterns of university teaching found in these 
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large lectures were based on the assurnption that an expert (the instnictor) would present 

to students information that had been objectively and rationally defined. Within this one 

way discourse, students came to an understanding that their role as learners was to 

memorize these objective "truths" with little need to interact with their instructors. 

Silence as a Political Stance 

Silence was another defining behavior from students in response to attending 

large classes. Most identified fear and intimidation as factors in not asking or responding 

to questions that came from their professor. No one wanted to be singled out for not 

knowing something in front of their peers or to appear to be ignorant by asking questions. 

There were other, more safe ways, to get their questions answered. But students' bouts of 

silence were not only acts in response to their feu  but also a means of subversion. They 

had the choice not to speak as well as the choice not to attend class. Their silence was a 

kind of revolt against the impersonal lecture setting that so rnuch defined their education. 

This silence was also played out in students' reluctance to have contact with their 

instructors outside of class. Students spoke in conflicting tones, admitting the fact that 

despite their professors appearing approachable and inviting, most said they would not to 

talk to them. In my analysis of their fint interview data, 1 described their instructors as 

the "pronouns without antecedents" since students never referred to them by narne and 

this pattern continued through their second interviews. This was another way of 

distancing themselves from professors. Students, through their informa1 networks, talked 

about who would be sa.€e to visit, and who would be willing to provide help in a way that 



did not denigrate hem for not understanding a particular concept or tem. For most 

students, seeking help fiom an instructor was not a "safe" activity, for to do so was to 

place themselves in situations where they would be judged, have to admit ignorance, or 

be berated for their lack of understanding with the very person who would be grading 

them. 

By Winter time, a different rationale had emerged from students about the 

appropriateness of making faculty contact, or what 1 termed, 'the need to develop 

worthiness.' Operating fiom this perspective, students saw themselves as novices in their 

program, unworthy to take the time of their professor, who was seen as having supenor 

knowledge of the academic discipline. They did not feel that they had emed permission 

yet to engage in any meaningful way with their instructors. Such worthiness would be 

achieved by completing more courses within their specialized program of study. This 

hierarchical reiationship of expert to novice hirther enhanced the power differential that 

already existed because of professorial power to assign grades. 

1 had been confused by students' unwillingness to seek out help h m  their 

professors, who seemed so ready and available to offer support. 1 had heard repeatedly 

over the years through anecdotal information fiom a number of faculty discouraged at 

how few students take advantage of their help during their scheduled office h o m  or 

make use of help labs, staffed by these instnicton. It seems so painfully obvious now 

why students did not take them up on their offers of support. The size of their large 

classes, the impersonal nature of sitting nameless with that environment, a view of faculty 

as the "purveyon of ûuth and the dispensers of grades," together with students' sense of 
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being novices within their discipline, perpetuated patterns of limited faculty contact. 

These were the consequences of a pedagogy designed to serve a large nurnber of students. 

Students could not hope to duplicate the kind of mentoring relationships many had 

established with their high school teachers. As a result, not making contact becarne a 

political act, especially when undentood within the relationship of power between 

students and their instnictors that rnarked the social and political structure within the 

c lassroom. 

Perforrners in the Circus 

The political and social structure of the classroom were part of a much broader 

cultural and ideological context reflecting the dominant societal values of individual 

achievement and cornpetition. We live in a quantitatively oriented and highly cornpetitive 

society where sorting and ranking is very prominent. As Kohn (1986, p. 2) States: 

Life for us has becorne an endless success of contests. From 
the moment the alam clock rings until sleep overtakes us 
again, fiom the time we are toddlers until the day we die, 
we are busy stmggling to outdo others. This is our posture 
at work and at school, on the playing field and back home. 
It is the common denominator of American life. 

For students in a cluster, grades at univenity, as in high school and in grade school, 

continued to sort and rank hem, bestowing privi!ege and position for some but not for 

others. Grades defined how they felt about their role as leamer, their cornpetence, career 

aspirations, and sense of self. Students viewed them as a 'currency' to be cashed in at the 

end of their undergraduate years for employment, or entrance into professional schools or 



graduate programs. 

Universities, through their emphasis on grades and grade point averages. 

perpetuate and legitimize competition through their ranking and sorting. Most of the 

students I talked to found it difficult to assess how they were doing without referring to 

their grades or referencing themselves with one another in their cluster. Even those who 

expressed an interest in leaming for its own sake, talked about the importance of grades 

as a marker of reassurance that they were doing okay. 

In listening to their stories, 1 was stnick by how powerless students felt when 

evaluated. They had virtually no Say in how they were tested or, for that matter, had 

very little voice related to their academic program. The university establishes various 

programs of study for students to take over a set number of years and decides the niles 

regarding grade standards, minimum grade averages for continuation of study. when 

grades are to be submitted, and the conditions under which grades may be appealed. 

Prograrn cornmittees decide on the number and sequencing of courses students must take, 

and the general content to be covered in a particular course. Instructors, responsible for 

teaching the course content, assess how well students have learned what they are 

supposed to learn and assign grades based on their level of performance. 

The cluster students had no voice in negotiating their assessment. What they could 

control was the amount of time and effort they put forth when it came to studying. Time 

becarne synonymous with effort which most students thought should be rewarded fairly 

and equitably. They wanted value for their efforts. They wanted to be paid a 'fair wage' 

for their work. Many students believed that time spent engaged in an academic activity 
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assumes that something has been learned or achievement attained. They made little 

distinction between the quantity of time and the quality of effort. Dificulties and 

hstrations arose when what they had learned did not get recognized in a particuiar 

method of assessrnent or when what they had studied was not what the instructor 

intended for them to learn. When this happened they felt like victims, performers in the 

circus trying to figure out how to please their nngrnasters. 

Abiding bv the Status Quo 

These fint- year students entered as cultural novices and over the course of the 

two semesters were slowly inculcated into the status quo or established order of the 

univeaity. By winter time, many of them had become more fluent, more secure and more 

settled in the language and practices of the dominant student culture. Some students 

studied hard out of anxiety and parental pressure, others brought with them a strong 

desire to succeed, and others did as little as possible to just get by. Some of these 

attitudinal differences were related to students' academic programs: the urgency for good 

grades was felt most strongly by those in the sciences who aspired to gain admission to 

the veterinary medicine program. These students brought with them determination, ability 

and self- discipline, and in a profession that demanded stamina and resolve, there was a 

congruence between their persona1 values and the professional values accorded to the 

study of veterinary medicine. They were obedient to the dominant culture which 

rewarded their studious behavior, work ethic, and shared values with the grades necessary 

to enter into a very competitive professional program. There were also students who 
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were uncertain about their major or hture goals, and some whose academic plans did not 

require an immediate cornmitment to high grades in their fint semester. Many of these 

students were in the arts. They did not have to commit so single mindedly to the 

academic culture and some became very adept in discovering the minimum arnount of 

work to do to maintain acceptable averages to continue their studies. 

Despite the variation in students' attitudes toward their academic goals, none of 

them spoke in ways that were a direct threat to the authority of the univenity. None were 

unwilling to abide by the status quo for the consequences would result in failure in their 

courses and the inability to continue their studies. They could be silent and resistant but 

only to the extent that it did not jeopardize their stay at univenity. 

Student Autonomv and Institutional Authority 

Much of the research literature speaks to the importance for undergraduates to 

have deliberate faculty contact, yet this was not something that students initially desired 

nor wanted under the circurnstances of how such contact would be provided. In addition 

to their Iimited faculty contact, 1 heard no other talk fiom students that spoke to other 

kinds of interactions they had with adults on campus. They and their peer groups reigned. 

Other than me as researcher, none of the students 1 interviewed mentioned a non-student 

within the university community they had interacted with in any kiml of meaningfûl way. 

MoMatt ( 1989) identi fied three zones of autonomy experienced by undergraduate students 

in his study on campus life. Students were most autonomous in their daily, personal lives, 

many for the first time living outside the control of parents. When to sleep, where, and 
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with whom; what and when to eat; how oRen to go out to socialize, their day-to-day kinds 

of activities were now decisions that students made unfettered by adult interference. 

Students were least autonomous in the academic arena. Many had little if any choice in 

their selection of courses, instnictors, and methods of evaluation. They had to submit to 

certain forms of adult and institutional authority as it related to assignments and grades. 

But between the zones of student autonomy and institutional authority, there also existed 

a grey zone where students made decisions regarding whether to go to class, how much 

time to devote to studying, or whether to make contact with their instructors. This was an 

area where neither autonomy nor authonty fully reigned. 

Border Zones 

This bifurcation between student autonomy and institutional authority parallels 

the split between the academic and the social. Each area has its own culture, language and 

practices and students vend their days traversing between the two, living among and 

between the edges. This notion of borderlands or zones has been used by Anzaldua 

(1 987), Giroux (1 99 1 ), and Tiemey (1 993), among others, to describe the space between 

two separate boundaries where individuals live between two spaces, two cultures and two 

languages. It is the space in between, the crossroads of these different and often 

competing cultures, the borderlands, which become an alternative space, or as Tiemey 

States, "cultural zones infused with difference" (p. 7). For cluster students, thesa border 

zones existed at the crossroads of the social and the academic, and it was in this grey area 

that the cluster had the potential to be most effective in helping students negotiate their 
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paths between the two divides. 

Leaming communities, as curriculum reform movements, seek to redefine the role 

of students, faculty and the kinds of interactions that take place between them. They 

strive to create seamless learning environments (Kuh. 1995) where the two separate 

spheres of the academic and the social become blurred and more integrated. Within more 

formalized leaming community rnodels such as the coordinated studies program, such a 

seamless web cm occur because both the academic and the social have been 

reconstructed and redefined. But in the cluster program, al1 that was coordinated were 

students' course load attendance patterns. The academic arena, with its various rules, 

regulations, traditional pedagogical practices and ways of doing business remained 

unchanged. The social realm continued to exert pressure on students in ternis of how 

they spent their time and on ways to meet their personal needs and pleasures. These two 

cornpeting divides lessened the role that the cluster played in the lives of students but that 

is not to Say that it did not have an impact on many of its participants. The cluster was 

most powerful in the Fall semester when it helped students to negotiate the university, to 

traverse between the two zones and become efffective border crossers. 

Tellina Tales 

When I started my research over two years ago, 1 sought to utilize the power of 

stories as research tools in which to place students in a particular context; to visualize 

their setting, their community and their lives within it. Their stones revealed 

complexities, paradoxes, and contradictions, and 1 attempted to reconstnict their world as 
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implied fiom their narratives. But this has also been a story of a shared journey, mine, 

and thai of the students in my study, and as such has become a story within a story. Like 

these fiat-year students, 1 also began as a novice, uncertain and full of doubt about my 

ability to make sense of their stories, fearhil of not being able to recognize and confiont 

my own pre-conceptions and beliefs. Each set of i n t e ~ e w s  was a snapshot of student 

life in the cluster, and my writing at each of these stages has brought me closer to 

understanding how students made meaning of their first-year university experience. 

Over time, 1 have became more cognizant of the limitations of this approach. For 

example, 1 recognized that these stories have been CO-constnicted, that 1 was the one 

asking questions, directing students' stories in ways that otherwise might noi have been 

chosen. My points of access to their daily lives was limited and my sense-making of their 

experiences has been retrospective in nature. Story telling as a research tool no longer 

provides me with an adequate framework fkom which to discuss my findings. If 1 want 

my study to be more than a sequence of events, with a story teller and an audience, then 1 

need to reconceptualize my role fiom that of "story telling" to that of ''telling tales" to 

open up different possibilities for understanding and meaning. 

Telling tales conjures up a number of nuances and meanings, positive and 

negative that are different fiom story telling. At one level, telling tales is no different that 

telling a story, recounting events and incidents to explain, enchant or to help make the 

abstract concrete and accessible. And in fact the stoties 1 have presented fiom students' 

i n t e ~ e w s  give shape and expression to their experiences. But telling tales also has other 

implications that are more derogatory, involving talking about others in negative or 
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exaggerated ways. We admonish young children not to ''tell tales" that spread falsehoods 

or innuendo. And yet. the " t e h g  of ta11 tales" which requires embellishing and adding 

elements of fiction is considered appropriate to make a story more interesting or to meet 

the expectations of the audience. 

There are other more hidden meanings of the phrase that 1 want to address. 

Telling tales suggests that some stoties are more 'tellable', more important and more 

powerful than others. As narrator, 1 yield considerable influence in deciding how to 

make stories more or less telling, more or less powerful. My evolution from that of a 

"story telle? to "telling tales" has helped me to more clearly undersiand the implications 

that stories are embedded within particular cultures and life histones. These tales are 

forms of expression that represent symbols. images, vocabulary and particular M e s  of 

reference. They involve particular discourses that impact on how taies get told; what c m  

be said; who does the telling and with what authority; and whose tale has been 

suppressed. The voices used and the words chosen become very powerful in conveying 

images of others to someone else. 

Avoidina the Im~erial Gaze 

I once spent two years as a Peace Corps volunteer working with village women in 

the mountains of Nepal. None of the women 1 met had ever seen someone with white skin 

and blonde hair before. 1 was the foreigner, trying to cornmunicaie in their language, to 

leam their customs and to work respectfully within their social noms. In my second 

year, when I had gained increased fluency in the language, 1 found myself on several 
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occasions engaged in lengthy conversations in Nepalese with women who would tell me 

that they could not make sense of my talk because 1 was not one of them. I'd ask them to 

tell me what it was that they couldn't understand. They would answer back with 

questions of their own; 1 would respond; and this would continue for anothet €ive minutes 

or so until the women realized that we in fact had been able to converse. They had seen 

me as 'other' and this greatly influenced their ability to hear what I was saying. 

As the researcher in this study, I was not in a foreign or unknown territory but 

still was concemed that 1 would not be able to hear what students were telling me. Yes, 

we shared the same geographic location and shared in the similarity of a first-year 

expenence for 1, too, had once been an undergraduate student, living in residence, away 

fiom home for the first time. But we also inhabited very different worlds, spheres of 

xtivity, cultures and noms. 1 brought a particular kind of status that came From 

membership within the university community and with the cluster project itself. Students 

knew 1 worked on campus and were also aware that 1 was responsible for initiating the 

cluster program. Even my role as a graduate student seemed to have had little impact on 

imparting any kind of affinity that could have corne fiom a shared student status. Besides, 

the graduate students to whom they had been exposed on campus or as teaching assistants 

in their classes were younger. My social status, largely determined by my persona1 

.a 

characteristics, was that of white, female, middle aged, middle class and academically 

successful. Age and status-wise, 1 could have been their mother. Consequently, my role 

as researcher elicited a certain kind of discourse kom the students, allowing only certain 

possibilities for what they could Say and divulge. As well, there were other factors 
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beyond my status that effected their talk. The location of the interviews took place in my 

work arena, not in their rooms, or in a place in their residence or even in more neutral 

territory such as a coffee shop or cafeteria. Although my office may have been an inviting 

space that afforded pnvacy, it was still a professional oftice that confirmed my status 

within the university. The number of interviews 1 conducted also had an impact on what 

was said or not said. 1 designed the case study so that 1 would interview students at three 

time penods in their academic year, thus limiting m y  exposure to their lives on a day-to- 

day basis. As a result, 1 was not able to develop an insider privilege to their more persona1 

lives. This influenced what they were willing to share with me, based on what they 

considered to be safe and appropnate within the relationship we had established. 

We both entered into these interviews with different if not competing discourses. 1 

wanted to understand what the academic side of university life looked like and so asked 

questions related to studying, learning, assessrnent and community. Even when I asked 

them to take me through a typical day, they answered in ways in which they thought I 

wanted to hear. Students translated their every day talk, the 'discourse of the dom' to 

respond to my academic and professional discourse in order to make themselves heard 

and understood. I did not ask hem if they ever got drunk, stayed up al1 night, took dnigs 

or had active sex lives. ï'hey in tum did not offer this information. I did not inquire into 

their more private, non-academic lives, for to punue such talk strayed fiom the discourse 

I worked kom and students came to realize that anything too persona1 would not be 

considered legitimate. Consequently much was not voiced or expressed. This would help 

to explain why students in telling their tales presented me with such a sanitized version of 



their experience for me to hear. 

As a "teller of tales," 1 have tried to be very conscious of the role that I have 

played, the voices 1 have used and the representations that 1 have offered. It has been a 

constant challenge not to impose a definition of their academic and social world that 

reinforced my beliefs and interests and I'm certain there have been times when this did in 

fact occur. My role as researcher has been that of a tight rope walker, trying to cntically 

expose what students revealed about themselves and at the same time trying to avoid the 

"irnperial gaze." Despite such filtenng of information, students' stories were rich, and 

varied, but they were also filled with paradox and contradiction for these students had 

appropriated a discourse which was not theirs, and one they did not fully understand in 

tems of how it shaped and detemined their everyday experiences. 

The Discourse of Community 

The theme of community has been woven within my professional l i  fe, through my 

educational background, in the design of the cluster project and in this study. As noted in 

the beginning of this study, my conceptions of community have changed over time as 1 

have moved away fkom the more nostalgic, romanticizing metaphors of academic 

community and beyond the "melting pot" scenarios which envisioned higher education as 

an assembly of multiple voices assimilated into some kind of common identity. 1 have 

corne to understand how these kinds of discourses continue to silence and exclude those 

who are different fkom the nom, situating 'others' in the margins. Much of this re- 

conceptualizing is related to my developing a more critical set of eyes fiorn which to 
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analyze the concept. But taking a more critical stance has been dificult because it has 

rneant continually questioning my own values, beliefs and the institutional structures 1 

work within. 

The clusters were conceptualized to be supportive leamih~g environrnents, 

designed to assist first-year students in their social and academic transition to univenity. 

They were one of a number of programs that were part of broader institutional initiatives 

which recognized the importance of helping students to become successfully integrated 

into the university's mores and cultures. By providing entenng students with 

opportunities to develop the skills and attitudes to function effectively in the academic 

environment, the university hoped to minimize the likelihood that students might not 

complete their first year, resulting in loss of revenue and prestige. This discome speaks 

to education as a socializing process in which first-year students, as cultural novices, need 

to become inculcated into the status quo. The clusters were designed to support students 

in their academic and social transition into the mainstrearn organization by helping them 

to appropriate those aspects of the dominant culture necessary for academic success. In 

this context, the clusters became an institutional management tool to help with retention 

and transition, and bbcommunity" became a management strategy, a way of 

institutionalizing quality of student life to both atûact and keep students. 

This message was reinforced in the promotion matenals sent to students about the 

program. In various pamphlets and university publications, students were told that living 

in these acadernic discipline-based learning groups would provide them with 

oppomuiities to attend lectures together, review course material, participate in 
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collaborative learning opportunities. meet informally with faculty in CO-cumcular events, 

al1 under the mentoring of a senior student. Such an emphasis on participation by 

prograrn of study implied notions of shared characteristics, goals and pursuits. This was 

consistent with my assumptions that rnembership in a cluster would provide students with 

some kind of melting pot identity by bringing together those who by virtue of joining, 

came with comrnon aspirations, attitudes and expectations. 

The discourse of community that operated within the cluster program placed high 

value on cooperation cornpliance, and communal noms, and assumed students would 

enter the prograrn with similar backgrounds, goals, and culture by virtue of their "shared" 

status. Institutional profile data indicated that these fint-year students would be 19 years 

of age, pnmarily white, coming directly Crom high schools in Ontario, with parental 

income at the middle to high levels, and high grades in their final year in high school. 

There was little recognition of students entering with multiple tribal identities and 

allegiances or if they did exist, it was assumed that such differences could be assimilated 

into some kind of unified whole. 

The Discourse of Collective Harmony 

Students in the cluster operated from different a d  often competing discourses 

which very much impacted on how they experienced the cluster. 1 realized from rny 

meetings with them, that the word "community" was not part oftheir lexicon. It was 

seen as too eamest a tenn to use in describing their living/leaming environment. Instead 

they taiked about the cluster as a place to be Fnendly, and where everyone would get 



along with one another. They lived within a discourse of "collective harmony" or 

"friendliness," different from the discourse of community which assumed common goals 

and values and the expectations that those in the cluster would develop strong bonds of 

fiiendship and support to al1 who were members. Over time, many of the students came 

to realize that they did not have to like everyone in their cluster, that they did not have to 

socialize with them, and that it was okay to be with smaller subgroups as long as 

everyone remained "friendly." This etiquette of Wendliness required only a general 

Ievel of courtesy, allowing students to form tribal subcultures with loyalties to one 

another which were stronger than their cornrnitment to broader communal cluster noms. 

Some of the cluster students were critical of these tribal loyalties which they thought 

undermined cornrnitment to the cluster as a whole, longing for the communal activities in 

the begiming of the Fail semester when no one was excluded. Many others found their 

tribal subgroups provided them with friends with whom they had more common, 

recognizing individual differences in members' values, goals, and interests. It did not 

bother them that such smaller groups would exclude othen as long as the discourse of 

collective friendliness was practiced. 

The community values of the cluster, though never fully made explicit to the 

students, by Winter time, were seen as coercive. In their second semester, most of the 

students did not want the responsibility of having to look out for one another nor did they 

want to have to get along with everyone. Instead, they wanted to be like everyone else in 

residence, fiee to spend their time with close friends, even if it meant having to breach the 



cluster's social noms by limiting or even eliminating contact with the rest of the 

members in the cluster. 

The clustea, in the process of building allegiance to the institution and inculcating 

students to its customs and mores, socialized students into the institution's values where 

individualism and autonomy were recognized and rewarded . In doing so, the value 

"community" became muffled, drowned out by these more powerful forces. 

The Discourse of the Marketplace 

The discoune of community spoke to the notion of the common good and a 

comrnon unity; the discourse of collective harmony required minimal cooperation, and 

instead advanced the creation of tribal subgroups; but there was another discourse that 

exerted tremendous influence on how and what students did within the cluster-the 

discourse of the marketplace. This discourse placed value on efficiency and productivity 

where time was a valued commodity, and wasted effort and energy were deplored. Many 

students operated fiom an "efficiency principle" by which they subjected their academic 

activities to a cost-benefit analysis, limiting those activities which gave them the least 

payback in terms of grades for their efforts. Students in both of the clusten seemed to be 

in a h u n y  to get on with their lives, and showed little tolerance for activities, courses, and 

professors who contributed to inefficient practices. Within this discourse, students viewed 

university as preparation for an outcome oriented world which rewarded production with 

minimal costs. Likewise, students saw the cluster as a means to maximize their learning 

while reducing waste and inefficiencies in their studying. They valued the cluster for 
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giving them easy access to othen in their program who could answer questions, explain 

material, and divide the workload though some kind of distribution of tasks. These 

activities were performed not out of a discourse of community which valued 

collaboration but out of a discourse of efficiency and the ciuster gave sanction to these 

values by virtue of its design. 

Doing the Cluster 'Pro~erlv' 

Many students were attracted to the cluster prograrn because it situated them with 

other students who were in their sarne degree prograrn. By bringing together other like- 

minded individuals, the cluster was seen as a safe haven, limiting exposure to those 

whom they considered 'other' by virtue of their discipline of study. In appealing to 

students' initial fears of anonymity and large classes, the cluster offered safety and 

security but in doing so reinforced disciplinary differences. In traditional discourses of 

community, such divisions would be viewed as divisive, creating fragmentation and 

subverting allegiance away from the common good. But in an institution that operated 

under such academic divisions, the cluster helped students become inculcated into a 

system that valued such patterns of practice, and some were more successfilly than 

others. 

For the "Group of Seven" women in the science cluster, such separation limited 

outside distractions and enabled them to stay focused on their school work. They studied 

together, explained and dari fied concepts to one another, solved problem sets together, 

ofien ate together, and made the collective decision to limit their involvement in extra 
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cumcular events in the Fa11 semester to focus more time on their academics. In many 

ways this group epitomized the 'correct' or 'proper' way the whole cluster was originally 

envisioned, with shared goals, interests, collaboration, and a strong cornmitment to 

academics. The three membea 1 met with individually spoke about an ethos of hard 

work, and a willingness to make academics their priority. They were very successful high 

school students who entered with high grades and professional and graduate school 

aspirations and had strong family support. They brought with them a set of values, 

beliefs and high ability congruent with academic success, having been enculturated into 

this knowledge by virtue of their background. Their words and stories indicated that they 

were less novice at being novices than others in the cluster. But in spite of their success, 

others in the cluster downplayed their achievements which they saw coming at the cost of 

limited socializing, and limited involvement in CO-curricular activities. They may have 

done the cluster 'correctly' fiom a program design perspective, but other cluster students 

were critical of such "keemess" in tems of the high costs of how it was achieved. Such 

acquiescence to institutional norms of academic success were at odds with peer norms 

which highly valued socializing or at least a balance between the two. 

Conclusion 

in this study, 1 sought to analyze patterns of students' experiences within two 

leaming clusters to understand how univenity appeared to hem, within the context of 

differing and competing discourses of community. By telling tales from their 

perspectives, I hope 1 have honoured their words in providing readers, particularly those 
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who interact with entering year students and policy maken, with a "different kind of 

lens," to help them place students' day-to-day experiences and their actions as learnen 

within the broader political. social and cultural framework of the university and 

Canadian society. As i corne to the end of this story, I realize that much has still been lefi 

untold. I have corne to realize that the discourses that have shaped the cluster program 

and in particular my role as narrator means that some questions have still been excluded, 

in particular questions about power and knowledge. This study is then just one slice of 

students' world fiom one set of tales and I encourage others to follow with their own 

stories, to tell tales that give voice to the powerless whose stories seldorn get told. 
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APPENDICES 



Appendix A: Letter to Cluster Peer Helpers 

July 23, 1997 
Dear 

Kathenne Elliott suggested you would be a good person to contact regrading my request 
to conduct research with the University College Comection program. 1 am currently a student at 
the University of Toronto where 1 am completing rny doctoral thesis on learning clusters. The 
purpose of my research is to undentand how students place their cluster participation within the 
context of their university experience. In particular 1 want to focus on how first year students in a 
learning cluster interpret their learning environment; the patterns of collective action, if any, that 
students in a cluster develop in their academic work; and the set of beliefs, perspectives and 
coping strategies these students acquired related to their educational experience. 

To answer these kinds of questions, 1 would like to study 2 clusters that are part of UCC. one in 
the BA prograrn and one in the BSc program. The kind of data 1 will need will require me to get 
to laiow you and your cluster students. This might include attending the Orientation meeting you 
have with your cluster, attending regular cluster meetings, walking to class with cluster students, 
attending class with them and through their invitation, attending other cluster related events. My 
role in these activities will be that of participant observer. My means of data collection would be 
through field notes. 

1 will also need to conduct botb semi-süuctured and open-ended interviews with cluster students 
as well as informai conversations with the participants, you, the program coordinator and faculty. 
Many of these interviews will be taped. 1 will seek individual permission before such taping 
occurred. These recordings and the transcripts of the interviews will only be heard by me and 
will be destroyed upon completion of my thesis. This study will not be an evaluation of the 
prograrn. It will not judge the effectiveness of UCC, you as peer or the cluster itself. Instead, the 
ernphasis will be on understanding From a student perspective, what it is like to be part of a 
cluster and how this impacts on a student's educational experience. I'd also like to emphasize 
the fact that as the UCC Peer responsible for your particular cluster, there may be times when it 
may not be appropriate for me to attend certain activities. 1 will respect your decisions on these 
matters. 

Would you be interested in participating in this project? Please let Katherine know as soon as 
possible if this is something you would be willing to be part of. If you have questions about the 
study or would like more information, please contact Katherine. 1 can follow up with more 
information, if you decide to participate. 

To provide a bit of background information on me, 1 work at the University of Guelph in 
Leaming & Wnting Services and was one of the founders of the UCC program. As a result, 1 
have a very strong conunitment to the program and am most excited about the opportunity to 
find out from students what being in a cluster is al1 about. 

Thank you for considering this request. Do think senously about your involvement and if you 
decide that this is something you want to participate in, cal1 Kathenne at (5 19) 824-4220, ext. 
2365 or email her at kelIiott@oyfs.uoguelph.ca 

Nancy Schmidt 



Appendix B: Letter of Consent 
Dear University College Connection Participant: 

1 am a graduate student at the h t a r i o  Institute for Studies in EducationNniversity of Toronto 
where 1 am completing my doctoral studies on leaming clusten in higher education. The purpose 
of rny study is to understand how students place their cluster participation within the context of 
their leaming experience. In particular, 1 want to focus on: how first year students in a leaming 
cluster interpret their leaming environment; the patterns of collective action, if any, that cluster 
students develop in their academic work; and the beliefs and coping strategies cluster students 
acquire related to their university experience. 

Through your participation. 1 hope to better understand how students in a leaming cluster make 
sense of their university experience. Such information would be helpful in the design of 
academic support programs for entering students in their transition to university. 

The intewiew(s) 1 will have with you will be audio taped. The recordings and transcripts of the 
interviews will only be heard and seen by me and will be destroyed upon completion of my 
thesis and al1 related work. No participants will be identified by name in the thesis document or 
in any documents produced as a result of this research. 

Written feedback of the results produced from the research will be provided to the participants at 
the completion of my resemh study. 

If you have any questions or concems in regards to this research, please contact me at (5 19) 763- 
2406 or through email at nschmidt@uoguelph.ca or contact my thesis advisor, Dr. Jarnie-Lynn 
Magnusson at (4 16) 923-664 1, x22 t 6 or Katherine Elliott, the Coordinator of UCC at 824-4 120, 
~2365. 

Thank you for your tirne. 

Nancy Schmidt 

1 agree to participate in the above described research. 1 have k e n  
given adequate information regarding the nature of the research and 1 understand that 1 may 
withdraw fiom this study at any time, even after 1 have signed the written consent fom and the 
study has commenced. 1 permit the researcher to use verbatim quotations in the thesis document, 
but understand that 1 will not be identified by name in these quotations nor will the quotes be 
used in such a way to reveal my identity. 1 also give permission to allow Dr. Magnusson. the 
thesis supervisor, consent to view the transcripts for supervisory purposes. 

Signature Date 



Appendix C: Science Cluster Participants in the Study, Dates of Interviews, and 
Number of Ioterviews 

Science 
Students 

Date of 1" 
Interviews 

Date of 3d IE:EO / Interviews 
- - 

1 Oiivia 

1 Katherine 

1 Sept. 26,1997 1 1 
1 Barbara 1 Sept. 26, 1997 1 Dec. 8, 1997 1 left university 

1 Sept. 26,1997 1 Nov. 17,1997 1 March 12,1998 

1 Jean 1 Sept. 27,1997 1 Nov. 25,1997 1 March 5,1998 

1 Ginny 1 Oct. 16, 1997 1 Dec. 8, 1997 1 March 10,1998 

1 Oct. 17,1997 1 Nov. 28, 1997 1 March 9,1998 

1 Oct. 17, 1997 1 Nov. 28, 1997 1 March 9, 1998 

1 Oct. 17, 1997 1 Dec. 8, 1997 1 March 18, 1998 

Rebecca F 
1 Oct. 27,1997 1 Feb. 12,1998 1 April23,1998 

- - -- 

Oct. 31, 1997 

Oct. 31, 1997 

- 



Appendix D: Arts Cluster Participants, Dates of Interviews, and Number of 
interviews 

Date of 1'' 
lntewiews 

Date of 2"d 
Interviews 

1 Ben IOct.1,1997 INov.25,1997 

1 .iarnie 1 Oct. 2,1997 1 Nov. 26, 1997 

1 Mike IOct.2,1997 INov.6.1997 

(Meredith 1 0 ~ ~ 3 , 1 9 9 7  1Nov.10,1997 

1 Kim 1 Oct. 3,1997 1 Nov. 12, 1997 

1 Janet 1 Oct. 6,1997 1 Nov. 26, 1997 

1 Tom 
1 ~ e e r  1 Nov. 27,1997 1 Feb. 12, 1998 

Total #of 12 
Interviews I I 

Date of 3"' 
Interviews 

March 17, 1998 1 

March 12,1998 1 

March 5, 1998 1 
March 6, 1998 1 




