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Abstract 

Recent years have witnessed increased attention to the dynamics of group activities, and 

researchers have conceptualised the Community of Practice as a vehicle to promote learning 

and collaboration within groups. In this thesis, the academic experiences of Chinese 

postgraduate students are explored, in particular their involvement in interactive activities 

within the context of UK higher education. It examines the ways in which they participate in 

classroom-based activities and to what extent they collaborate in group work.  

Drawing on the social constructivist paradigm of learning, this thesis presents a qualitative 

study of three academic learning activities at a UK university: interactions within the classroom, 

participation in seminars, and collaboration in group coursework. The purpose of this study is 

to determine the extent to which higher education institutions in the UK have the capacity to 

ensure full participation of their Chinese students in collaborative learning. Three research 

questions were developed: 1) How do Chinese postgraduate students participate and interact 

in a classroom environment, for example during lectures and seminars? 2) How do they 

perceive participation in seminars, and what influences students’ participation in seminars, 

from the students’ perspective? 3) What factors facilitate or impede Chinese postgraduate 

students’ participation in group activities? 

This study is an explorative study, involving a class of students for classroom observation and 

five participants for interviews. It employs the following methods for data collection: in-depth 

classroom observations for one semester, and three phases of semi-structured interviews. 

The data were systematically studied and coded, based on the emerging themes: 1) the 

dynamics of students’ participation in classroom; 2) students’ perception of seminar learning 

and participation; and 3) students’ perception of collaboration in joint coursework. 

There are three major findings. Firstly, this study suggests that the patterns of students’ 

classroom participation are characterised by variety, dynamic alterability, and naturality. 

Evidence gathered from classroom observations illustrates that students engage in multiple 

forms of participation in classroom activities. They do so on multiple levels, and both active 

participation and passive participation are displayed. Furthermore, the absence of static 

patterns of participation shows that students modify their behaviour in relation to changes 

within the learning context. Additionally, this study argues that students shift between verbal 

and non-verbal participation in order to facilitate their moment-to-moment interaction in the 

classroom.    

Secondly, data collected from individual, in-depth interviews indicate that participants perceive 

learning in seminars from three aspects: the cognitive aspect, the pedagogical aspect, and 

the affective aspect. The participants understand learning in seminars as an opportunity to 
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increase academic understanding and build a sense of belonging. Further, there are several 

factors that influence students’ participation in seminars, including the overall seminar and its 

design. Notably, students commonly expressed that a seminar class containing fewer than ten 

students would be the ideal classroom for them, both with regard to participation and 

interaction. This preference of small-scale seminars is the result of three aspects: sufficient 

tutor attention; effective peer interaction; and more opportunities to contribute during 

discussions.  In addition, it was shown that students participate more when they are familiar 

with the person supervising the seminar session: a friendly and inspiring seminar leader can 

be an effective motivator for students to participate and interact in the classroom.  

Thirdly, this study contains additional exploration of students’ learning experiences outside of 

the classroom. Data collected from interviewing five participants who had been involved in a 

previous interview indicate that participants perceive learning from the pedagogical aspect, 

the individual competence aspect, and the affective aspect. In line with the Collaborative 

Learning Theory, positive interdependency and promotive interaction are essential factors that 

promote students’ learning within groups. Whilst the feature of group diversity can exert 

positive and/or negative influences on students’ collaboration, this study demonstrates that 

designing group coursework to be explorative and related to real life situations will diminish 

the negative impacts that result from group diversity. 

The findings of this thesis suggest that designs of seminars and group coursework can create 

a friendly atmosphere for students to collaborate and work efficiently. In particular, this study 

offers an opportunity to revaluate students’ participation patterns and further emphasise the 

significance of silent study. It also contributes to a comprehensive understanding of the 

dynamics of student learning in the UK higher education system. Lastly, this thesis 

investigates the perceptions of Chinese international students studying in the UK with an 

emphasis on their engagement and collaboration across various learning environments. For 

those who wish to study in the UK, this may serve as guidance on how to prepare successfully 

for higher education before coming to study. 
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 Introduction 

Overview  

The significance of collaboration and participation in learning has flourished in academic 

literature in recent decades, where scholars seek to comprehend the patterns and forms of 

student participation in classroom activities, as well as their collaborative learning experiences 

(Fuller et al., 2005; Arendt and Gregoire, 2006; Daniel, Auhl and Hastings, 2013). Numerous 

studies have thoroughly examined the varying examples of engagement displayed by students 

in a classroom environment, within the community, and through group learning. 

The study focuses on how a group of Chinese postgraduate students studying in the UK higher 

education system make sense of their academic experience through collaboration and 

participation in learning. It investigates how these students participate in classroom activities, 

how they perceive seminar engagement, and what factors influence their participation and 

collaboration in group coursework. 

 

1.1 Research Context  

Higher education has its place in a changing and challenging world. The terminology of 

'globalisation' appears in many of the studies that are related to higher education (e.g, Scott, 

2000; Mok, 2003; Marginson and Wende, 2007)). The environment of higher education is 

global, internally with respect to its students, staff, the academic programmes and competition 

for its facilities, and externally in terms of the global dynamics of economic competitiveness 

and the destinations of its students. As a result, teaching and learning in higher education 

institutions have been widely explored over the last decade. For example, by exploring the 

challenges of globalisation and higher education in the 21st century, Scott argued that 

globalisation is a turbulent phenomenon and that national boundaries needed to be 

transcended (Scott, 2000). Mok investigated higher education reforms and restructuring in 

Hong Kong, Taiwan and Mainland China, examining the strategies, measures, corporate 

management and marketing policies that are implemented to improve the comprehensive 

performance in higher education (Mok, 2003). Yang critically analysed the nature of 

globalisation and how it is affecting the development of higher education (Yang, 2003). Overall, 

national and international higher education has been drawing broad attention in recent years.  

The UK universities are recognised for their international student populations and proficient 

teaching staff. There are presently 485,645 international students in the UK, according to 

statistics from the Higher Education Statistics Agency in 2018/2019 (Higher Education Student 

Statistics: UK, 2018/19 | HESA, no date). As Figure 1.1 shows, the percentage of international 

students studying in the UK increased from 2017 year's estimates, which displayed a total of 
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458,520. Since 2018/2019, the number of students studying in higher education institutions is 

2,383,970, including international and UK home students.  

Figure 1.1: Trend of International Students Studying in The UK (in the last decade) (source: 
gent, 2018) 

  

Asia is an especially important area for recruitment of students to UK universities. Over the 

last few years, one third of all non-EU students have come from China. Figure 1.2 indicates 

numbers of international students from different countries studying in the UK in 2015/2016 

academic year. It shows that Chinese students are a majority group among those international 

students in the UK, and the number of Chinese students has risen by more than 35% in 2015-

2016.  

Figure 1.2: Top 20 countries of student origin 2015-2016. (source: Universities, 2017) 
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Additionally, Figure 1.3 shows the number of Chinese international students studying abroad 

from 2014/15 to 2018/19 (BBC News, 2020). It indicates that the percentage of Chinese 

international students in the UK has risen by 34% between 2014 to 2019. 

Figure 1.3 Trend of International Students Studying in the UK from China (source: Higher 
Education Statistics Agency, BBC, 2020) 

 

Further, the report by Cebolla-Boado, Hu and Soysal indicates that Business Studies and 

Economics have become the most popular subjects for Chinese international students to study 

in the UK (Cebolla-Boado, Hu and Soysal, 2018). It indicates that 51% of undergraduate 

Chinese students and 56% of postgraduate Chinese students were studying either Business 

or Economics related subjects at UK universities in 2018.   

One of the main reasons for Chinese students to take part in a postgraduate programme in 

the UK is ‘quality of education,' which is represented by the university’s’ ranking. 93% of 

Chinese students in the Bright Futures survey expressed that university ranking is one of the 

indicators of 'efficiency' and ‘good quality’ of education (Cebolla-Boado, Hu and Soysal, 2018). 

Categorising and ranking  schools and universities have long been the official educational 

practice in China, and the Chinese government uses these categories and ranks to 

concentrate funding of research development to ‘good quality’ universities (Feng et al., 2017). 

This makes Chinese students highly aware that university ranking is critical when deciding 

where to study, whether they are in China or abroad, and this is becoming extremely important 

for Chinese international students. The top three reasons provided by Chinese international 

students show that their particular choice of the UK as a destination for study are: 1) the rating 
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of the topic they want to study at that university (89%): 2) the availability of the chosen subject 

(87%); 3) the overall ranking of the university (83%) (Cebolla-Boado, Hu and Soysal, 2018).  

The overall information shows that education has become globalised and internationalised. 

Chinese students are the largest group of international students who choose to study at UK 

universities, and economics-related subjects attract most of those Chinese students who want 

to major at a UK university. The research regarding international students’ learning 

experiences in foreign countries has been widely discussed over last few years (Straker, 2016; 

Jiani, 2017; Shih, 2017). These studies look into a variety of educational experiences of 

international students, such as their learning performances, language learning experiences, 

and their satisfaction with studying abroad.  

With regard to Chinese students’ participation and collaboration when studying at a Western 

university, many studies have investigated the influence of Asian cultures and students’ 

English language ability. For example, it has been found that Chinese culture is collectivistic 

(Gu and Schweisfurth, 2006) and that ‘Power-Distance’ is prominent (Hodkinson and Poropat, 

2014). The latter refers to the fact that most Chinese students comply with socially accepted 

standards and norms of behaviour in order to avoid sanctions, and members of this culture 

group tend to keep the perceived distance between students and teachers. Others have 

investigated Chinese students in Western countries from the perspective of ‘saving face’ 

culture -  students need to be  respected by  others  and  not  be  embarrassed  in social  

situations” (Hwang, Ang and Francesco, 2002, pp.74). Li and Campbell (2008) has found that 

English language ability potentially influences Asian students’ participation and 

communication in group work, because students are not proficient enough in English to 

understand the learning content (Li and Campbell, 2008). Those researchers commonly 

explored how Asian culture influences Chinese students learning in Western countries. 

However, few of them investigated the dynamics of Chinese students’ learning from the 

perspective of educational practice, such as how the classroom management of a programme 

in a Western country influences Chinese students’ participation and collaboration in joint 

academic activities.  

Liu (2001) conducted a practical study of Asian students at a US university, observing the 

patterns of Chinese students’ classroom participation. He illustrated four participation patterns 

of students’ participation in classroom activities:  total/full integration, conditional participation, 

marginal interaction, and silent observation. These patterns reflect a reduced level of 

participation in classroom activities from full integration to silent observation (Liu, 2001). Liu 

suggested that how Asian students participate in classroom activities is linked to how they 

interpret the importance and effects of their involvement in classroom communications (ibid). 

Liu also claims that learning environment and culture, such as beliefs, principles, and 
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standards of an Asian society, have profoundly affected the classroom communication 

patterns of the participants (ibid). However, Liu’s research has not been extended further to 

explore Asian students’ participation outside the classroom and in other working places, such 

as library, group work and seminar group.  

It can be argued that most existing research on Asian students, especially studies on Chinese 

students in Western countries, mainly focuses on perspectives of Asian cultural, beliefs, and 

languages, while few studies have paid attention to Western educational practices. In 

particular, with focuses on Chinese international students studying economics in the UK, and 

even fewer have focused on the dynamics of their participation in classroom activities and 

collaboration in group work, and what practically influences their participation and 

collaboration. Thus, this research aims to explore the experiences of these students by 

examining the group collaboration and classroom participation of a group of Chinese 

postgraduate students studying economics at a UK higher education institution. 

 

1.2 Personal Experience and Interest  

My interest in classroom interaction and group collaboration was inspired by my personal 

multicultural experiences. I began to gain experience of collaboration when I attended a UK 

university. We were required to complete numerous types of group coursework as part of a 

module assessment. I was uncertain about what to do at the initial stage and what to expect 

from the experience. The difficulties I had experienced motivated me to talk to the module 

lecturers about queries related to group work I could not comprehend. My intensive 

connections with lecturers developed my understanding of the UK academic culture.  

However, my limited experience of participating in collaborative learning challenged many of 

my personal skills. Aside from the academic knowledge I had acquired from lectures, there 

were important issues related to cooperation with others. In group discussions, conflicts 

erupted within the group. For example, group members would disagree about the methods 

used or were dissatisfied with the contributions made by different group members.  

My personal learning experiences has motivated me to find out to how other students who had 

studied in China would respond to classroom practices and collaboration in groups at UK 

universities. I wondered what difficulties they would encounter, and how they would address 

those difficulties, and what would happen in their participation and collaboration. To answer 

these questions, I researched a large quantity of literature before I wrote a proposal for this 

project. The literature I reviewed did not, however, provide me with a systematic insight into 

how Chinese students practically engage with participation and collaboration in the UK 
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pedagogical context (see Section 1.2). The lack of research in this area has strengthened my 

interest in pursuing the project.  

 

1.3 Theories and Terminologies 

This study contains some core terms that can be interpreted or described in different ways in 

different contexts. They are described as follows in the sense of the current thesis. 

Community of Practice (CoP) refers to a group of Chinese postgraduate students who attend 

lectures, seminars, and academic activities (i.e., group coursework) regularly, in order to 

obtain a postgraduate degree at a UK university or to achieve their personal goals (e.g., 

individual interests, increased employability etc.) 

Classroom Participation refers to dynamic interactive learning behaviour in lecture and 

seminar classrooms. For example, the interaction between teacher and student is analysed, 

based on different shifts of IRE/IRF (initial-response-evaluation/follow up) (Alkan et al., 2019); 

the other interactions, including verbal communication and non-verbal engagement, are 

categorized as different patterns of classroom participation (e.g., active and passive 

participation). The classroom participation in this thesis is the comprehensive engaged 

learning patterns and behaviours that happen in lectures and seminars.  

Collaborative Learning (CL) refers to a collection of learning techniques to inspire small groups 

of Chinese postgraduate students to mutually pursue and build knowledge by completing 

group coursework successfully. The examination of CL includes those techniques, patterns, 

and essential conditions that relate to students’ learning within a group, but which usually take 

place outside the classroom.  

 

1.4 Research Questions and Significance of the Study 

The study aims to understand the complexities and dynamics of Chinese postgraduate 

students’ classroom interactions and collaborative learning experiences in the UK higher 

education system. Focusing on students who completed their undergraduate programme in 

China and are currently pursuing an MA degree in the UK, this study addresses the following 

research questions: 

1) How do Chinese postgraduate students participate and interact in a classroom 

environment, for example during lectures and seminars?  

2) How do they perceive participation in seminars, and what influences students’ 

participation in seminars, from the students’ perspective?  
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3) What factors facilitate or impede Chinese postgraduate students’ participation in group 

activities? 

While past research indicates that collaboration facilitates student participation in learning, it 

is primarily based on studies conducted in workplace (Hindin et al., 2007; Mertens et al., 2018), 

or by second-language learning agents (Swain and Watanabe, 2012; Wang, 2014). There is 

a substantial absence of research into students’ perspectives on participative and 

collaborative learning in the UK academic environment where Chinese students form the 

majority group in the Economics programme. Therefore, this study will focus on the 

engagement and interactivity of Chinese postgraduate students in educational collaborative 

learning situations.  

This thesis intends to add to the increasing literature on students’ classroom participation and 

group collaboration by contributing to this field in three critical areas: firstly, it provides a 

structured account of how Chinese international students participate, actively and passively, 

in classroom activities in the context of UK higher education; secondly, by examining the 

Chinese students’ perception of classroom participation and group collaboration, this thesis 

presents a comprehensive insight into the dynamics of students’ learning;  thirdly, with the 

trend of globalization in education, the number of Chinese students studying at UK university 

is expected to increase constantly in the following years. It is anticipated that this research 

would provide practical guidance for these students to overcome the barriers they encounter 

when studying in the UK. 

 

1.5 Thesis Structure  

This thesis consists of eight chapters. Following the introductory chapter, Chapter 2 provides 

a conceptual comprehension of the students’ participation and collaboration. The theory of 

Community of Practice is critically discussed as the overarching theoretical framework to 

inform this study. Chapter 3 offers an examination of the methodology, including the 

philosophical approach that guides my research design (viz. explorative and qualitative 

research), context, subjects, methods of data collection, such as observations and semi-

structured interviews, and techniques for data analysis. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of trustworthiness and ethical concerns. 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 analyse the findings that correspond to the three research questions. 

Chapter 4 presents findings on dynamics of students’ engagement in lectures and seminars; 

Chapter 5 discusses the factors that influence students’ participation in student-centred 

seminars; Chapter 6 contains the findings on the way students collaboratively work within a 

group and the elements that affect the efficiency of learning with others. Chapter 7 summarise 
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the thesis by discussing the research argument, the fundamental findings that address the 

three research questions, and then review the crucial contributions to the field, research 

limitations, and recommendations for future research.  
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 Literature Review  

Overview  

This chapter presents the theoretical framework underpinning the study. The chapter starts by 

providing an analysis of Community of Practice (CoP) in relation to learners’ dynamic learning 

process; it guides the understanding and conceptualisation of learning with others in the 

context of this study.  It then moves on to discussing the theories of classroom discourse and 

interaction (e.g., initiation-response-feedback/follow up moves). Additionally, the patterns of 

learners’ participation and collaboration in the classroom are critically analysed on a 

background of empirical studies. Subsequently, a review of Collaborative Learning (CL) within 

a group is presented in order to offer a comprehensive picture of students’ learning in other 

study spaces (i.e., outside the classroom). This chapter is concluded by identifying the 

research gaps between existing studies and the current research and pointing to research 

focuses and research questions of the current study. 

 

2.1 Community of Practice  

The theory of Community of Practice (CoP), proposed by Lave and Wenger, is discussed in 

their book on situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991). A CoP is defined as a group of 

people who share a common interest or activity and who, by regularly interacting and 

communicating, learn how to improve their performance in that interest or activity (Wenger, 

2011). Wenger believes that learning is socially situated, and that knowledge construction is 

shared within such communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). Learning, thus, occurs when 

learners engage in a common activity and interact with one another, although individual 

learners may have different learning styles (Wenger, 2011). The important concept of CoP is 

that a community shares a practice or practices. Learning is thus viewed as a situated activity, 

which refers to learning by doing (ibid). Conceptually, CoP has three features that exist 

naturally when learners share practices: joint enterprise, mutual engagement, and shared 

repertoire. In addition to that, a CoP also features a constant learning process in which 

knowledge is built, constructed, and generated. The Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) 

takes place in this situated learning process. Those four features will be discussed in detail in 

order to provide conceptual and practical understandings in relation to the current study.  

2.1.1 Joint enterprise 

In a joint enterprise,  people are connected by similar practices and learners are expected to 

solve group issues during the practices (Buckley et al., 2019). The interaction, negotiation and 

communication are necessary conditions in CoP for a successful shared practice. The process 

of such engagement between community allows them to be socially connected. The joint 
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enterprise in CoP is usually complex and real-life related. For example, members in a group 

need to solve problems, deal with disagreement and plan for future etc. During the process of 

a practice, participants change their sense of marginality into different respects of CoP 

(Hoadley, 2012). Furthermore, it is argued that a joint enterprise does not mean agreement in 

every situation; disagreement can be viewed as a productive part of the enterprise in many 

communities (Smith, Hayes and Shea, 2017). Hence, negotiation and disagreement are to be 

expected in a CoP. 

In the context of the current study, students are expected to improve their performances by 

interacting and engaging with other group members. A negotiated enterprise happens when 

students participate in academic tasks (see Chapter 6). Students are free to decide how and 

when to join the community, and individuals tend to have different responses and feedback in 

such negotiations. Students are expected to make progress in such a negotiated enterprise; 

however, I argue that, as individuals have different characteristics, the progress and 

development of each student will vary (e.g., conflicts might exist when motivated participation 

cooperates with un-motivated participation). Some may become fully engaged with group 

activities, while others may make only small changes. However, all participants are assumed 

to be mutually engaged in the joint enterprise of negotiation processing. 

Mutual accountability is a core requirement of a joint enterprise. The participants’ mutual 

accountability is created by the joint enterprise and is an integral part of practice (Wenger, 

1998). Group members decide together what to do and what not to do, when to do it, and how 

to do it. Mutual accountability also includes developing the rules, policies, and goals of the 

group. Wenger argues that becoming good at something involves developing specialised 

sensitivities and refined perceptions of the qualities of practice (Wenger, 2011). In shared 

practice, sensitivities that are significant for participants are those that allow them to negotiate 

appropriately in terms of what they are expected to do.  

In the context of shared activities, an enterprise is understood as a resource of engagement, 

inviting new ideas and thoughts, and the participants in a group activity are not expected to 

agree with every detail in the initial stages; the negotiations and discussions push practice 

forward until it reaches a standard or acceptable level over time. Mutual accountability, 

therefore, is the working ability developed between those who are in a group working together 

towards a common goal; their capacity for this work increases as they practice it (Buckley et 

al., 2019). 

2.1.2 Mutual Engagement 

Mutual engagement refers to interactions between members in the community, not only those 

inherent in the course of doing their work but also those tangentially concerned with clarifying 
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work between group members (Wenger, 2011). By interacting and clarifying the work, mutual 

engagement provides awareness in the community where information is connected to a variety 

of resources. Wenger argues that the practice exists because of participants’ engagement and 

interaction; they learn from each other (Wenger, 2011). The practice is defined by the 

relationships between the participants and how they do things together. Membership in the 

community is a significant part of mutual engagement and it, in turn, defines the community.  

Enabling engagement is a fundamental condition for a CoP and maintaining such 

engagements is an additional feature of practice. Practices do not exist independently; they 

are continuous processes that require members in a group to maintain them. This means that 

participants need not only to set up a community but also to learn how to maintain it. 

Community maintenance is often less visible, but it remains an important and intrinsic part of 

practice (Wenger, McDermott and Snyder, 2002). Doing a task together is a requirement for 

a CoP; it is also essential for group members to know and understand procedures accepted 

within a community to maintain engagement. Participants’ responses to activities are 

connected to their engagement in discussions and other communications. Group members 

exchange opinions and information during mutual engagement sessions, both in particular 

activities and through everyday regular activities. 

Group diversity exists when members are engaged in a CoP (Wenger, McDermott and Snyder, 

2002). For example, learners’ backgrounds, specific cultures, and ages are also likely to differ 

to some extent. Members in the group who are different from one another have different 

personal aspirations and concerns, allowing the engagement processing to take on a unique 

significance for each member of the CoP. Importantly, the maintaining of a CoP depends on 

both similarities and differences during a mutual engagement. Although the group diversity is 

thus the core condition for maintaining engagements in a CoP, the interaction and 

engagement also depends on individual competence (Eckert, 2006). In the current study, 

individual competence is presented by the level of the students’ knowledge and academic 

understanding. During the process of exchanging opinions and expressing ideas, students 

learn from each other. Participants’ knowledge is both what they know and what they do with 

that knowledge; their contribution of knowledge can then assist those who do not have the 

same knowledge. Thus, mutual engagement is inherently partial (Hoadley, 2012) and involves 

complementary contributions wherein participants play different roles in the group, including 

overlapping forms of competences. Rather than simply helping others in the group, it is 

considerably more significant for each contributor to know how to both provide and receive 

help in such communities. 

The key is the interactions and discussions between group members that can support 

knowledge building for all members of the group. This is an essential point that is connected 
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with the theory of collaborative learning within the context of the current thesis (see Section 

2.3). Mutual engagement includes communication, clarification, disagreement, and 

expectations of group members, all of which can be forms of participation. 

2.1.3 Shared repertoire 

A shared repertoire refers to common ways of doing things in practice (Wenger, 2011). The 

repertoire combines different aspects of reification from participation. This refers to the 

different roles and responsibilities taken on by each member of the group. The repertoire of a 

practice combines two perspectives that can become negotiated resources for a community: 

history and ambiguity. A repertoire initially reflects a history of mutual engagement. History 

creates interpretations that are shared between participants and is normally called “cultures”. 

Not only can these histories link participants in an existing shared repertoire, but they can also 

engage them in new situations. The shared repertoire in the context includes both common 

ways of doing things and using languages. In linguistic studies, the choice of words, grammar, 

and ways of talking all create well-established interpretations that can potentially provide new 

effects for participants in new situations (D’Acquisto, 2017). Further, a shared repertoire 

retains its inherent ambiguity. A recognisable history of interpretation is not sufficient for 

participants to share repertoires, and thus the tools to be used in the production of new 

meaning become more important (Wenger, 2011). The inherent ambiguity allows negotiations 

between participants in terms of practices, and such negotiations can promote the process. 

Thereby, the inherent ambiguity creates the necessary conditions for a shared repertoire for 

participants in the practice. While inherent ambiguity allows a practice to continually develop, 

negotiation also dynamically gives new meaning to original practices. It has been argued that 

the need to coordinate perspectives offers a source of new meanings as well as a source of 

obstacles (Wenger, McDermott and Snyder, 2002).  

In practice, the effective communication between participants in a CoP is not best understood 

as the literal transmission of meaning; a redefinition of social arrangements is a more 

productive viewpoint. For example, the design of a practice (e.g., a group coursework) must 

offer plenty of room for participants to negotiate, and such negotiation aims to reduce 

ambiguity in the context of mutual engagement. In other words, initial ambiguity offers an 

opportunity for participants to negotiate, engage, and communicate, so that group members 

can reach an agreement in terms of their practice. Alongside the negotiation of meaning, 

community is shared in a dynamic and interactive sense (Wenger, 2011). Disagreements 

between participants then can be rearranged and resolved during the creation of the CoP; 

sustained engagement in shared practice is a dynamic form of coordination that allows a 

practice to proceed. 
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 Iverson and McPhee’s ethnographic study examines two groups of volunteers by combining 

participation, observation, and interviews, and identifies the specific characteristics of and 

distinctions between various types of CoPs. Their study explores how learners interact ‘in 

practice’ rather than assesses how learners externally form the CoPs. Their study provides 

empirical evidence to emphasize the understanding of “communicative processes of enacting 

CoPs” (Iverson and McPhee, 2008, p. 194) through mutual engagement, joint enterprise and 

shared repertoire. They argue that CoPs cannot be formally ‘set up’, rather a CoP exists 

naturally when people join together for shared activities (ibid). The discussion relevant to the 

current study is that I pay attention to the naturalistic features of students’ collaboration in 

different learning environments, which means that the current study aims to capture the 

nuances of the lived practice when students join together.  

2.1.4 The Process of Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) 

Lave and Wenger (1998) described CoP as a constant learning process in which knowledge 

is built, constructed, generated, and reproduced (Wenger, 1998); they state that the process 

of Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) takes place in the dynamics of learning. The 

literature supports the creation of Diagram 2.1 which shows the process-base of CoP (viz. 

LPP) and explains how novices become experienced members of a group or joint project and 

ultimately masters. 

Diagram  2.1 Process of Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) 

 

Initially, newcomers participate in communities in tangential ways although, as they learn more 

and more, they may take up the more central practices of the group (Wenger, McDermott and 

Snyder, 2002). Knowledge is constructed by joining and interacting with a community and by 

defining phenomena within a CoP. Newcomers are required to gain mastery levels of 

knowledge and skills as they move towards full participation in a practice. Apprentices are 

regarded as newcomers in the learning process and are often instructed to follow experienced 

participants’ guidance and to seek help. Experienced participants are more familiar with the 

skills required and can potentially guide newcomers and lead group activities during the 

learning process. Masters are the leaders in the group and the experts in the group's 

knowledge base. In terms of a CoP, learners need access to become experts. This can either 

Newcomer

•Following 

Experienced 
Participants

•Guiding 

Master

•Leading 
the group
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involve their considering themselves to be immediate members in a community or aspiring to 

become members; in both cases, the experts define the central practices. 

Debatably, two conditions are necessary and fundamental to facilitate a successful CoP in 

process-based learning. One is that learners who share practices with group members must 

enculturate themselves by joining a CoP (Canty et al., 2020) and another is that there must 

be a space in the educational system for LPP to occur (Hoadley, 2012). This links to a social-

constructive viewpoint of knowledge as constructed through interactions, negotiations and 

communications with others. On the one hand, an engagement between group members 

allows group members to build a sense of belonging within a group, actively or passively; on 

the other hand, it provides opportunities for members to check or create LPP learning spaces.  

Lave and Wenger view LPP (1991, p. 29) as a process that is characterised by social 

structures and social relations: 

Legitimate peripheral participation provides a way to speak about the relations 

between newcomers and old-timers, and about activities, identities, artefacts, and 

communities of knowledge and practice. It concerns the process by which newcomers 

become part of a community of practice.  

By stressing learning as a transition from beginner to full participant, Lave and Wenger based 

their learning theory on novices and mostly dismissed the impact of ‘old-timers’ when 

introduced into a community. This understanding, that communities of practice are not only 

subject to adjustment by the presence of novices, caused Lave and Wenger to say that 

“everyone’s participation is legitimately peripheral in some respect” (p.117).  

The above citation leads to the critique of Hodkinson’s statement that genuine participation 

should recognise all valid contributions from all participants; engaged learning should highlight 

the role played by co-participation in group activities rather than an individual model 

(Hodkinson and Hodkinson, 2004). Hodkinson and Hodkinson conducted a case study of 

secondary school teachers working and learning in four subject departments (viz., the Art 

Department, the Music Department, the Information Techonogoly Department, and the History 

Department) in two English schools. They explored different ways of CoP in relation to 

workplace learning and argue that newcomers nevertheless bring their own expertise and 

experiences to group activities. The theory of LPP should take into account newcomers’ 

additions to the community, recognising and including their potential contributions to learning 

(ibid). 

By investigating the fortes and weaknesses of Lave and Wenger’s LPP theory, Fuller et al. 

conducted a case study to identify individual and contextual factors that strengthen the ways 

in which people learn in a workplace. Significantly, Fuller et al. pointed out that recognising 
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newcomers’ contributions to the community can positively encourage all participants and 

increase their learning abilities, and may thus enhance outcomes for the entire community of 

practice (Fuller et al., 2005). In addition to that, Fuller pointed out that the concept of CoP 

theory assumes that learning takes place in a single social setting, while learning is, in fact, 

more likely to occur across contexts and within multiple social spaces (Fuller, 2013). Students 

who participate in multiple learning settings tend to engage in more opportunities to make 

connections between learning and experiences, while those who participate in a single setting 

tend to enjoy fewer learning experiences (ibid). In fact, in the context of this study, knowledge 

is constructed through collaboration in three learning environments (viz., learning in lectures, 

learning in seminars, and learning in group coursework), and learning is constituted and 

reconstituted by the experience of other people and the world. Consequently, Wenger’s theory 

overlooks the process and focuses on the result. 

By providing a historical background, establishing a definition, and describing common 

characteristics of CoP, Kerno (2008, p. 76) shows how the theory of CoP can be adapted to 

“natural, informal and organic” groups or individuals. Kerno (2008, p. 69) critically points out 

that the theory of CoP has limitations of "time constraints, organization hierarchies, and 

regional culture" ; Kerno believes that learning takes time (Kerno, 2008). However, many 

organisations are unable to offer a prolonged and sustained period of practice for a community, 

and the learning outcomes cannot be maximised in a shorter period. Any pre-existing 

organisational hierarchy is also likely to be followed by members of a community of practice 

(ibid), and thus, instead of focusing on learning performance, group members might have more 

concerns about maintaining a hierarchy, which negatively affects the CoP. Indeed, in 

Wenger’s learning theory, teaching is described as having an emerging role in the classroom. 

However, in addition to allowing group members to "emerge" from practice, a CoP should also 

help to "develop" members’ learning ability and to "engage" them in practice. 

Given the comprehensive nature of a CoP, its educational implications for learning can be 

understood to be wide-ranging. Learning is thought to take place through engagement, 

negotiation and cooperation. It is my understanding that learners participate in events, 

conversations and use of resources in a way that demonstrates the practises of the cultures 

to which they are introduced. Importantly, the dynamics of learning emphasize the tacit, distal 

and nonverbal forms of communication. In the current thesis, four features of CoP have been 

discussed. They have been found to play important roles for participation and engagement in 

learning. To understand in depth how classroom participation relates to students’ learning, the 

following section discusses the patterns of classroom discourse and interaction in theory and 

practice. 
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2.2 Learning and Interaction in Classroom  

Learning in the classroom through interaction and engagement with teachers and peers  plays 

a central role in higher education (Kapucu, Arslan and Demiroz, 2010). The classroom acts 

as a workplace for learners to join together in shared activities, such as learning a common 

subject, participating in classroom discussions or solving academic problems via interaction 

with teachers. Individuals are brought together to form the communities of practice in the 

classroom, an important precept of learning (Kapucu, 2012). The patterns of learning, 

participation, and interaction occur when students practice and engage within communities in 

the classroom. When students join the learning activities in the classroom, the CoP  activates  

them to understand the subject  they are expected to study (Kapucu, 2012); At the same time, 

the CoP teaches them the norms for classroom learning (Turpen and Finkelstein, 2010). 

Considering the classroom as a community for students to interact and to practice, I provide 

in this section a theoretical discussion about how dialogue is initiated and shifted within the 

community in the classroom, and present empirical studies of how students demonstrate their 

participation patterns in the classroom.  

2.2.1 Classroom Discourse and Interaction  

Different patterns of classroom interaction have different impacts on students’ learning 

(Skidmore and Murakami, 2016). The classroom interaction in a traditional learning 

environment tends to be one-sided; the teaching is a monologic interaction and is mostly 

based on authoritative discourse, where the teacher dominates the classroom discourse 

(Applebee et al., 2003). The pattern of initiation-response-feedback (IRF)  describes a form of 

classroom interaction (Suratno, 2019); it illustrates the discourse and interaction between 

teachers and students: the teacher initiates (I), which means that he or she starts the  

interaction by asking a question or setting an action (Dayag et al., 2013); the students then 

respond (R), which is a reaction that is performed by students who respond to the teacher’s 

initiation (ibid); and finally, the teacher offers an evaluation (E) or a follow-up (F),  in which he 

or she  evaluates the students’ response or follows-up on it with further comments (ibid). 

The IRE/IRF patters is treated as different interactive strategies in the traditional classroom 

and the dialogue classroom. The literature (Liu, 2008; Rustandi, 2017; Alkan et al., 2019; 

Suratno, 2019) is the base for the creation of the following Table 2.2 which compares and 

contrasts the IRE and IRF patterns between the traditional classroom and the dialogue 

classroom.  
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Table 2.1 Traditional IRF vs. Dialogue IRF 

 

In the traditional classroom, the turn of evaluation tends to be direct and brief, and students 

receive an affirmation of their answers (Rustandi, 2017). This is regarded as a closure to the 

circle of initiation and response. However, recent researchers have argued that the traditional 

pattern of IRE limits students’ critical thinking skills by providing a closed response (Waring, 

2009). In teacher-led classrooms, students are expected to display knowledge by giving 

correct answers but have limited chances to develop their understanding of that knowledge 

(Applebee et al., 2003).  

Alrø and Skovsmose (2006) observed a series of communications that took place in the 

mathematics classroom and found that the purpose of teaching mathematics is to find 

mistakes made by students and correct them. The “truth” of mathematics has been defined 

already, and students in the classroom are expected to give the one and only correct answer. 

This empirical analysis of traditional classroom discourse has found that the IRF pattern of 

interaction  has significant implications for the behaviour of students: since the teacher knows 

the answer in advance, rather than focusing on the process of learning about and 

understanding the subject, the students in the mathematics class tend to “guess” what the 

teacher is thinking (Alrø and Skovsmose, 2006). Such a communicative pattern helps students 

acquire knowledge; it also offers advantages for teachers to control classroom schedules. For 

many subjects that feature complexity, however, the traditional IRE pattern can limit students’ 

in-depth critical thinking and restrict their learning abilities. Alrø and Skovsmose (2006) further 

argues that a rich conversational content promotes rich understanding of the subject (ibid), 

meaning that the quality of communication influences the quality of learning. This brings us to 

the idea of dialogue learning in classroom. 

 IRE in traditional 

classroom 

 IRF in dialogue classroom 

I-initiation  Teacher asks a question  I-initiation  Teacher asks a question  

R-response  Student answers the 

question  

R-response  Student answers the 

question  

F-feedback  Teacher gives a direct 

response, such as “correct” 

F-follow up Teacher gives a follow-up 

response or asks an 

additional open question  
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The idea of dialogue learning (i.e., creating study environments in a context that encourages 

collaboration in inquiry and builds new ways of engaging in the classroom) challenges the 

organisation of traditional classrooms (Wells and Arauz, 2006). Unlike monologic interaction 

in the traditional classroom, the interaction in the dialogue classroom is multiple and 

comprehensive (Skidmore and Murakami, 2016). Wells (2001), in particular, re-evaluated the 

IRF (initiation-response-follow-up) pattern (see Table 2.2): rather than give a direct and 

immediate evaluation to students, Wells suggests that open questions and follow-up 

responses from teachers allow students to contribute more thoughtfully to the classroom 

discussion (Wells, 2001). He also indicates that follow-up questions can include asking for 

clarification, explanation, expedition, and giving examples.  

Many researchers have discussed whether the quality of students' learning is affected by the 

quality of classroom discussions, and it has been shown that the dialogic IRF pattern is 

superior to monologic teaching in terms of promoting students’ learning. Ramli explored the 

pattern of conversational interaction in the primary science classroom in Indonesia by adopting 

an exploratory and qualitative research method. Ramli observed and video-recorded  the class 

for over six months and found that the dialogue patterns between teacher-student and student-

student in the observed classroom follow both the traditional IRE pattern and the dialogic IRF 

pattern (Ramli, 2017). Although, in Ramli’s study, there is no efficient data to show whether or 

not IRF can promote students’ academic achievement, Ramli provided significant evidence to 

suggest that the conversation that follows IRF pattern tends to be open, exploratory and 

motivated. Saswati conducted a case study to observe, record and transcribe the interaction 

patterns in the EFL conversational classroom (Saswati, 2019). In this study, two sessions were 

observed and video-recorded, in total 90 minutes x 2. The result of Saswati’s study suggests 

that use of the IRF pattern in the EFL conversational classroom can promote student-initiated 

communication and offer chances for students to interact in classroom discourse (ibid).  Wang 

(2019) examined the patterns in teacher-student conversational interactions in STEM 

classrooms (STEM = Science, Technology, Engineering and Math) by applying the analytical 

framework of a case study in a primary school in Minnesota. Wang observed and recorded 

the STEM classrooms, with a total of 23 students, for over 150 mins. This study  contributes 

significantly to the practical knowledge of IRE and IRF patterns in the primary classroom (ibid.). 

Wang critically suggests that teachers need to shift the power of dialogue to students in order 

to offer them an opportunity for authentic interaction and in-depth learning. Wang believes that 

IRF patterns can function as a road to building shared meanings about scientific concepts, 

which can then enhance students’ STEM learning meaningfully (ibid).  

Dialogue is necessary, at least for those who engage in the dialogue, to enable "inter-thinking" 

and the co-construction of new information. There is, however, a lack of empirical studies 
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conducted to explore the realistic implications of students’ learning in the dialogic classroom 

(e.g., student-centred seminars). The current study defines classroom dialogue as a learning 

environment that provides efficient and full opportunities for students to exchange knowledge 

and ideas based on their own experiences. An example of such a dialogue classroom in this 

research context can be student-centred seminars, where students are given the freedom to 

explore academic issues, either by themselves or with the help of a class tutor when needed. 

Unlike the lecture classroom (viz., traditional classroom), the student-centred seminars do not 

have teaching sessions, which means that the tutor does not perform teaching in such 

seminars, and students are given full opportunity to learn by themselves. Such a classroom is 

a dialogue classroom that provides students with the maximum opportunity to exchange ideas, 

raise questions and solve problems. The core idea is to explore to what extent the 

opportunities for participation in dialogue are realised by attending students.   

2.2.2 Classroom Participation Patterns  

Students demonstrate various levels of participation in joint activities, from full participation to 

silent observation (Liu, 2001). This section reviews four levels and patterns of students’ 

participation in classroom interactions, from both a theoretical and a practical perspective. 

Liu ’s study of Asian students’ classroom communication patterns in U.S. universities guides 

the discussion in this section. Liu’s study (2001) and Mustapha and Abd Rahman’s research 

(2011) initiated the creation of Diagram 2.3 to illustrates four levels of classroom participation.   

Diagram  2.2 Levels of students’ participation in classroom  
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Liu conducted a multi-case ethnographic study including 172 Asian students to understand 

Asian students’ communication patterns in U.S. universities in the Midwest (Liu, 2001). By 

observing and interviewing the selected students, Liu identified four levels of Asian students’ 

participation patterns:  

 1) Total integration: participants who presented full integration in the classroom were 

very positive about and enjoyed classroom participation and they had received benefits from 

participating in classroom activities, such as building self-confidence, sharing thoughts, 

clarifying comprehension, and resolving deficiencies in listening and talking to others.  

 2) Participation in circumstances: Students may be motivated or limited to interact in 

classroom by a variety of things, such as socio-cultural, cognitive, affective, and linguistic 

factors or the learning environment etc (Liu, 2001). Students will, however, always find out 

what to say and what to do in the classroom. They consciously think about their classroom 

engagement, and gradually but inevitably find a path through the classroom conversation to a 

comfort zone (ibid). The participatory dialogue in the classroom is decided by their comfort 

level and their evaluation of the importance of the constructed knowledge. Additionally, the 

mode of students’ participation can be decided by their degree of interest in the topic 

discussed (ibid). One who has prior experience of related topics might present a high level of 

Active 
participation

• It refers to classrooms in which students are fully involved in
classroom activities, including discussions and joint works etc.

Conditional 
interaction

• It means that participants choose whether or not to interact 
according to different circumstances in the classroom . 

Marginal 
interaction 

• It applies to students who are rather active listeners but never speak 
up in class. Their engagement consists of listening and note-taking 

Passive 
observation 

• This is defined as students’ withdrawel from dialogic classroom 
interaction and their almost absolute acceptance of what is being 
said in the classroom 
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dialogic participation in classroom activities. The confidence in terms of language ability can 

also affect a student’s participation mode in the classroom (ibid).  

 3) Marginal interaction: these students are less imaginative and typically rely on their 

own communication techniques or culture influences (Liu, 2001). Liu (2001) argues that 

linguistic ability is not the main concern in this communicative pattern; however, cultural 

differences need to be eliminated and extra lessons are required to adjust to the new cultural 

and learning environments.  

 4) Silent observation: most Asian students, in Liu’s study, presented silent observation 

patterns in classroom conversation. The attitudes behind their silence are complex and can 

sometimes contribute to misinterpretation and confusion. Liu (2001) concluded that there are 

three main reasons for students to present the silent observation pattern in classroom 

communication, namely poor listening and speaking abilities, lack of background information 

or low knowledge level, and lack of or irrelevant working experience (ibid). However, students 

who presented silent observation in Liu’s study indicated optimistic views on being silent in 

the classroom. Firstly, they believed that being silent is the best way to show respect for the 

teacher and other classmates (a cultural perspective). Secondly, they considered higher 

academic results to be more important than dialogic participation and interaction with others 

in the classroom. Lastly, the silent students considered that listening to others can enhance 

their understanding of the topic and may further enable them to hide their weaknesses which 

might otherwise be shown in dialogue. 

The study by Liu showed the complicated interactions of diverse influences that affect 

classroom participation patterns of Asian students at U.S. universities. Mustapha and Abd 

Rahman presented similar results.  Their study explored undergraduate students’ patterns of 

participation in Malaysian classrooms. They observed 85 students from two communication 

classrooms for two semesters and interviewed 24 of them. Four patterns of classroom 

participation emerged from their data: 1) active participation, 2) selective participation, 3) 

minimal participation, and 4) passive participation (Mustapha and Abd Rahman, 2011). The 

definitions, given in Mustapha and Abd Rahman’s study, of four patterns are consistent with 

the findings in Liu’s study: students show diminishing participation levels from active to passive 

participation. Additionally, their study showed that students’ classroom participation patterns 

contain the feature of flexibility, as students mediate their participation patterns based on 

changes in the learning situation. Mustapha and Abd Rahman suggested that, in order to 

promote students’ self-learning ability, educators should offer more open dialogue 

opportunities for students to be engaged.   
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Empirical studies have been conducted to investigate the reasons behind students’ classroom 

learning behaviours.  Lam  examined the turn-taking behaviour of eight Chinese students in 

the ESL (English as Second Language) classroom at an American university and  found four 

patterns of participation: active, passive, verbal, and silent (Lam, 1994).  Lam further found 

that those Chinese students’ participation behaviour was deeply influenced by their national 

culture (ibid). Interestingly, Camargo-Uribe and Hederich-Martínez analysed lecturer-

conversationalist polarity and the monologic-dialogic opposition by comparing the teaching 

styles of six Natural Sciences school teachers in Colombia, the classroom was both audio and 

video recorded. They concluded that individual teaching styles have significant impact on 

classroom communication patterns (Camargo-Uribe and Hederich-Martínez, 2014). The 

influence of the teaching style can be identified from three perspectives 1) distribution of 

statements according to speaker; 2) frequency of declarations in classes; and 3) mean length 

of statements made by the teacher. Camargo-Uribe and Hederich-Martínez concluded that 

the lecturer–conversationalist dimension describes two equally functional ways of teaching 

(Camargo-Uribe and Hederich-Martínez, 2014). 

Sayadi conducted an investigative study of Malaysian students’ oral participation in the 

engineering classroom (Sayadi, 2007). By observing 146 first-year undergraduate students’ 

participating behaviour in the classroom for two weeks, he found that there are five factors 

that can exert a crucial influence on students’ oral participation: the linguistic, the pedagogical, 

the cognitive, the affective and the socio-cultural factor. Sayadi argued that those factors are 

inter-related and work together to affect students’ oral participation patterns. However, the 

study is considered to be less reliable because of the short period of data collection (only two 

weeks of observation). 

Overall, from a standpoint of CoP, the students in my study enrolled in an UK postgraduate 

programme, which they had applied for because of their interest in the subject. I, therefore, 

consider the classroom as a community for students to learn together through various patterns 

of interaction and communication. Classroom communication and interaction have drawn 

attention from many education researchers. I believe Liu’s (2001) study of Asian students’ 

classroom conversation patterns has made a vital contribution to our understanding of Asian 

students’ learning in Western countries. Nevertheless, Liu’s study is limited to presenting data 

from students’ own accounts (e.g., in-depth individual interviews) and does not cover students’ 

learning outside the classroom (e.g., collaborative learning in group coursework). The current 

thesis aims to offer a comprehensive view of Chinese students’ learning experiences in three 

learning environments (viz., lectures, seminars and group coursework) at a U.K. university.   
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2.3 Learning in Collaboration  

When learners share practices in the community, either inside or outside the classroom, 

collaborative learning occurs. In this section, therefore, I discuss and review the theories and 

empirical studies of Collaborative Learning (CL) to help me to comprehend the dynamics of 

students’ collaborative learning in joint activities, especially when they take place outside of 

the classroom.  

Collaborative Learning (CL) is a learning theory about two or more learners who attempt to 

learn something together (Laal, 2013). It is a method of communicating and learning with 

people in all contexts in which people interact, which acknowledges and stresses the skills 

and responsibilities of group members (ibid). The core concept of CL is based on that people 

learn better or more easily when working together. Such groupwork usually takes place in a 

student-centred learning environment, and the activities within groups provide learners with 

opportunities to study by discussing and communicating (Laal and Laal, 2012). Compared to 

individual work, learners in group work are engaged in multiple activities and they can use the 

other group members’ resources (Slavin, 2010).   

The CL is widely held to be an effective method to motivate students to learn. Johnson and 

his colleagues (1990) defined five essential elements to support a successful collaboration:  

 1) Positive Interdependence: the fact that group members need to rely on one another 

to attain their goal (Johnson and Johnson, 1990). Members need to feel that they are in 

constant communication with one another in such a manner that they can be productive 

together. Positive interdependence is achieved when working with other members has value 

and when collaboration improves individual learning or benefits the workplace (Laal, 2013). It 

has been suggested that interdependence can be strengthened by providing some sort of 

mutual rewards (ibid). As a consequence, resource interdependence means that each 

member of a group has unique resources required for the success of the group as a whole 

(Al-Rahmi and Zeki, 2017). In this research, I consider resource interdependence a part of a 

reciprocated knowledge exchange, which means that the level of knowledge of each member 

influences his or her way of communicating, further affecting the quality of learning for different 

members. The key to positive interdependence is a dedication to personal achievement as 

well as to the progress of each community member (Laguador, 2014). 

 2) Promotive interaction: promotive interaction takes place when members support 

each other and inspire each other to learn (Laal, 2013). They do so by explaining what they 

understand and by exchanging information. Group members need to offer input to each other, 

ask questions of each other, and most importantly, learn from each other and motivate each 

other. Promotive interaction is a collection of features that involve constant communication, 
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discussion, sharing, and assistance throughout the mission or learning experience. Group 

members ought to work together to facilitate progress by motivating, respecting and 

empowering each other (Kaendler et al., 2015). This means that  CL groups are both a system 

of academic support (each member has somebody who wants to educate him or her) and a 

system of personal support (each member has somebody who is dedicated to him or her as 

an individual) (Laal and Laal, 2012). Overall, promotive interaction emphasises that the 

individual participants are committed to each other, as well as to their interests, through the 

promotion of shared learning. 

 3) Accountability and Responsibility: it refers to the individual contribution of every 

member of the group to carry out his or her part of the work and to read the learning material 

(Johnson and Johnson, 1990). Basically, the goal of collective learning groups is to develop 

better, more academical students. Students ought to give their equal share to this achievement, 

meaning that no one likes to work with free riders. A free-ride is when a group member 

contributes significantly less than others and this is not fair to those who make fair 

contributions to the group work (Slavin, 2010). Learners need to contribute equally to achieve 

a fair result. This element of CL is needed to reduce the likelihood of free riders. Individual 

responsibility refers to the conviction that each individual is responsible for his or her own 

performance and learning. This exists when each person's performance is assessed, and the 

results are returned to the group and the individual, so that they can determine who requires 

more support in the learning process (ibid). Hence, ideally, participants learn to work together 

so that when alone they can learn more efficiently. 

 4) Social Skills: social skills are the ability of group members to support and help each 

other in cultivating and exercising their trust-building, teamwork, decision making, persuasion 

and conflict solving competencies (Laal and Ghodsi, 2012); a failure of social skills may result 

in a failure of collaborative work. To complete a task successfully, members in CL require each 

other's expertise and respect as well as reliable and direct contact to embrace and motivate 

each other and constructively overcome disagreements (ibid). Members need to be trained 

and encouraged to use the social skills required for a successful partnership to be effective in 

a cooperative group. The entire theory of group dynamics is based on the idea that relational 

skills are essential for the success of the group (Johnson and Johnson, 2011).  

 5) Regular Evaluation: successful and satisfactory collaborative learning requires that 

the members in a group regularly hold group self-evaluation meetings, referring to the group 

dynamic process (Johnson and Johnson, 2011). Team members set organisational goals, 

review periodically what they do, and consider improvements to work more efficiently in the 

future. Successful community research is affected by whether groups comment on how well 

they perform. A phase is an observable series of events happening over time, and phase 
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priorities relate to the sequence of events that are essential for achieving the outcomes (Laal, 

Geranpaye and Daemi, 2013).The purpose of group processing is to explain and enhance 

participants' effectiveness when working to accomplish the group's goals (Johnson and 

Johnson, 2011). Group processing can be described as representing a community meeting to 

discuss what participant activities are beneficial and what are useless and to determine which 

actions to take or how to improve. 

Empirical research supporting the theory of CL as a means of interaction and communication 

within a group of people has been widely carried out in recent years. AI-Rahmi et al. have 

investigated the impact of social media on students’ academic performance in collaborative 

learning (Al-Rahmi, Othman and Musa, 2014). They adopted a survey questionnaire to collect 

data, and a total of 120 undergraduate and postgraduate students participated in the 

questionnaire in 2013. The study showed that social media have a positive and significant 

influence on students’ academic achievement, both when interacting with peers and 

discussing with supervisors. They further concluded that social media provide a pathway for 

students to be engaged virtually, which is considered to be  convenient, efficient and effective 

(Al-Rahmi, Othman and Musa, 2014). The study presents results that are inconsistent with 

CoP and CL, as these emphasize the importance of learners’ being physically located together 

(Smith, Hayes and Shea, 2017). The study of AI-Rahmi et al. (2014) additionally suggested 

that the factor of culture and learning environment could potentially influence students’ 

collaborative learning efficiency in terms of improving students’ academic performance.   

Han looked into the feasibility and effectiveness of applying cooperative learning to English 

listening classes in China. Data were collected from 13 students’ listening scores (before and 

after attending the English listening class), using “College English Test Band 4” (CET-4) tests. 

All 13 students were invited to answer the questionnaires and were asked to indicate their 

level of satisfaction with the effects of CL in English listening classes. Han also conducted a 

series of interviews with those 13 students during the observation and questionnaire period 

and concluded that CL as a strategy to shift the authority in the classroom from teachers to 

students has effectively improved students’ comprehensive English language skills (Han, 

2015). Additionally, Han found that CL could have a positive effect on the relationship between 

teacher-student and student-student (ibid). As a consequence, Han suggested that CL should 

be advertised as an upgraded teaching strategy that needs to be adopted widely in language 

learning classrooms.  

 De Hei et al. explored lecturers’ practices and beliefs regarding CL in higher education in the 

Netherlands. The study included completion of a questionnaire by 115 lecturers. Ten of the 

115 lecturers were invited to participate in semi-structured interviews. De Hei et al. found that 

lecturers’ belief about CL in higher education tend to be complicated (De Hei et al., 2015). The 
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lecturers in their study believed that CL needs to contribute remarkably to students’ academic 

outcome in order to transform the lecture-oriented classroom into a student-oriented 

classroom. The lecturers also claimed that students’ motivation was weighted more than 

lecturers’ beliefs about “the effort that students are willing to dedicate to CL” (De Hei et al., 

2015, p., 2). As a consequence, De Hei argued that in order to benefit from the advantages of 

CL and to establish effective CL practices, the lecturers need more support from educational 

institutions in terms of CL design and implementation. 

Overall, the theory and study of CoP, classroom interactions and CL has drawn attention from 

many scholars. The next section discusses what has been empirically studied to explore 

Chinese students’ learning experiences in Western higher education, in relation to CoP, 

classroom participation and CL. By doing so, the research gap in the related research fields 

can be indicated. 

 

2.4 Research into Chinese Students’ Learning Experiences in Western Countries 

The current study focuses on Chinese students’ participative and collaborative learning 

experiences in UK higher education. It is worth to delve into the existing research related to 

Chinese students’ learning experiences in Western countries and further indicate the research 

gap that the current thesis aims to fill.  

By inviting 34 Chinese international students, from foundation course to PhD level, to 

participate in focal group discussion and individual interviews, Zhu and Gao explored their 

learning difficulties and communication barriers in UK educational institutions.  They found 

that the selected Chinese students at a UK university generally  struggled to learn, which they 

showed by being quiet and passive in the classroom (Zhu and Gao, 2012). They associated 

their struggles with communication problems, when studying at English-speaking institutions. 

They concluded that poor competence of communication, rather than poor English language 

proficiency, is the primary cause of Chinese international students’ quietness in class. For 

example, inadequate understanding of communication in the classroom could cause 

difficulties in participation. From pedagogical perspectives, Zhu and Gao (2012) further 

investigated that the terminology used as well as the accent together with the fast speed of 

speaking presented problems; the weak voice of their tutors or classmates were also reported 

as communication barriers to Chinese international students (ibid).  

However, in Zhu and Gao’s research, the focus was on Chinese students’ communication 

difficulties and what causes the difficulties. The actual participation and collaboration in 

learning is far more complex than oral communication. For example, participation can include 
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both verbal communication and non-verbal interaction (silent observation), to make meaning 

of their learning, is under researched.  

Malekigorji and colleagues (2018) conducted a mixed-method study, examining the academic 

success of Chinese students and their learning experiences relevant to the team-based 

learning approach in an UK joint college. It focused on how the students interpret the team-

based approach and whether they perceive it to help create practical skills and lifelong learning 

ability for their entire academic life. By using of a multi-dimensional and perceptual learning 

style preference questionnaire, the Chinese students provided more positive than negative 

reviews of the team-based approach (Malekigorji et al., 2018). The participating Chinese 

students acknowledged that team-based work significantly helps them to develop useful 

knowledge, as well as enhances their lifelong learning skills which is believed to be beneficial 

for their future academic study (ibid).  

Although Malekigorji’s research is a significant contribution to our understanding of students’ 

perception of the team-based approach in relation to their academic competence and 

satisfaction, only minimal investigation of students’ actual collaborative learning behaviours 

has been carried out. Further, Malekigorji assumes that Chinese students may need to 

participate in active learning practices more than the UK students; there is, however, a lack of 

empirical evidence to support this assumption. Malekigorji advocates the team-based learning 

approach as being advantageous for academic learning. She further underlines that students’ 

interaction and communication are crucial techniques related to academic performance. How 

students adopt those crucial techniques in their collaborative learning in UK higher education 

is not mentioned in Malekigorji’s study.  

With regard to collaborative learning experiences, Zhu’s study examined students’ satisfaction, 

performance, and knowledge construction via online group discussions with two groups of 

students: Chinese and Flemish (Zhu, 2012).  163 first-year undergraduate Chinese students 

at a Beijing university and 208 first-year undergraduate Flemish students at a Flemish 

university were involved in an online e-learning programme. All students were randomly 

assigned to groups of six students. They were required to contribute to online discussions and 

groupwork twice a week for three consecutive months. The results of the study showed that 

Chinese students reported a higher level of satisfaction with online collaboration than the 

Flemish students; and the Chinese group preferred to a higher extent working together with 

others on the assignments than did the Flemish group (Zhu, 2012). Further, more Chinese 

students comment that the learning process of online collaboration is ‘new and exciting’ while 

the Flemish group focuses more on academic outcome than on learning process (ibid).  
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Nevertheless, in Zhu’s study (2012), the Chinese group more often reported a lack of 

interaction between students and teacher in group discussions compared to the Flemish group. 

It is interesting to see that although Chinese students consider online collaboration learning 

as ‘new and exciting’, they still have little interaction and communication with their peers and 

teacher. It shows that there is a gap between students’ perception of collaborative learning 

and the actual level of students’ participation. The possible reasons, or factors that influence 

the Chinese group’s participation in group work, have not been studied. 

Overall, the existing research indicates that students present various participation patterns in 

classroom learning (Liu, 2001); and Chinese students tend to demonstrate passive and quiet 

participative patterns in interactive activities (Tatar, 2005). Many studies further claim that their 

cultural background plays an important role for Chinese students’ learning behaviours (Liu, 

2001; Hwang, Ang and Francesco, 2002; Hodkinson and Poropat, 2014). Yet, there is a lack 

of empirical studies that explore the reason behind the different patterns of participation, as 

well as the factors and situations that might mediate students’ learning behaviour, especially 

from the perspective of the Chinese students themselves.  

Further, most of the existing studies on Chinese international students are limited to focusing 

on students’ participation in the classroom (Lam, 1994; Rachel Zhou, Knoke and Sakamoto, 

2005; Liu, 2008), while the current research extends the scope to investigate Chinese students’ 

learning experiences and participation, both in the classroom and in group coursework, where 

students usually study collaboratively outside the classroom. Worth noting is that, in many 

existing studies, Chinese students are the minority group in Western institutions; however, this 

study selected a group of postgraduate Chinese students studying Economics in the UK, 

where Chinese students represent the majority of the students in the selected programme. 

Hence, the current study investigates the perceptions of postgraduate Chinese students who 

learn in classrooms and through group work where they are the majority; it also explores the 

possible factors that influence their participation and collaboration to gain a deeper 

understanding of how studying in UK higher education relates to their overall collaborative 

learning. 

 

Chapter Summary  

This chapter discusses three frameworks to demonstrate the theoretical knowledge 

underpinning this thesis. These are: Community of Practice, theories about classroom 

discourse and interaction, and Collaborative Learning. By reviewing the frameworks, I regard 

the classroom and working in groups as the communities in which students generate 

knowledge. During this learning process, ideally, students will be engaged in dialogues and 



 40 

various participation and collaboration activities. As a consequence, I examined the patterns 

of students’ participation in the classroom, as well as their collaboration forms in group 

coursework. This study further aimed to explore the factors that facilitate/impede students’ 

learning in joint activities. I reviewed the empirical studies of students’ classroom learning 

behaviours and collaborative learning patterns which usually happened outside the classroom. 

I then decided to conduct exploratory qualitative research, applying social constructivism to 

design my study. The next chapter, therefore, discusses the philosophy, methodology and 

methods used in this study.  
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 Research Methodology 

Chapter Overview 

This chapter outlines the philosophy, methodology and methods applied in this study. The 

chapter begins with a discussion of the rationale for my research and the position I adopted, 

followed by a discussion of ontology and epistemology, based on my life and education 

experiences. The overarching theory of social constructivism is presented to explain the 

research design, and my interpretivist approach. Based on the abovementioned discussions, 

the next section presents the details of this qualitative and exploratory study. Data collection, 

coding and theme generation, data analysis and data reporting are then discussed in detail. 

The matter of trustworthiness as well as the ethical issues are clarified at the end. 

 

3.1 Rationale and Positions of Myself in Research  

As a student, I have over the years encountered many situations where classroom discussions 

and group work, designed and assessed by lecturers, were a critical part of the academic 

learning. When involved in such collaborative work, I was able to gain extra academic skills 

through interactions with peers; as a result, my collaborative learning skills (e.g., skills of group 

communications, organisation and presentation) have improved gradually. In the process of 

collaborative learning, classmates have often been involved in various forms of group activities 

to complete the group work, such as organising group meetings, allocating roles, negotiating 

ideas, dealing with disagreements, and producing outcomes. As a student, I recognised how 

various forms of interaction, generated by group activities, enabled me to acquire new skills 

as well as new knowledge. By experiencing several forms of group work, I have come to 

believe that knowledge is constructed by an individual’s subjective understanding through 

conversations with peers (Ritchie et al., 2013). During collaborative learning, I noticed that my 

peers presented different patterns of participating in academic activities. Some students 

actively participated in joined activities, while others presented a “hidden” position from which 

they tended to make minimal contributions to the activities. To better understand my peers’ 

learning behaviours in collaborative activities and to gain more insight into how knowledge is 

constructed in collaborative learning processes, I brought my own learning experiences into a 

formal PhD research project.  

I see myself as both an insider and an outsider in this research. Being an insider, I adopted 

an emic perspective to understand the participants’ difficulties, struggles and endeavours 

when participating in group activities. This is one of the key principles driving qualitative 

analysis. An emic outlook is important for people to grasp the meaning of their environment. 

Asking open-ended questions helps participants to arrange and then expand on the 
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interpretations and ideas and elaborate on them. It provides a more precise portrayal of the 

"mental diagram" or cultural perception of the person (Spiers, 2000). The emic interpretation 

is rooted in a phenomenological perception of the cosmos. The implementation of an emic 

viewpoint encourages "multiple realities”, based on the individual's life position and experience. 

Emic perspectives stem from the "normative" viewpoint of knowledge based on shared cultural 

understandings and awareness. The emic perspective aims to investigate how participants 

think (ibid). Establishing a social friendship (e.g., occasionally having lunch with the 

participants, informally chatting as a friend while avoiding any topics relevant to this research) 

with my participants has helped me to collect rich data regarding their collaborative learning 

experiences in UK higher education. During the socialising process, the respect and trust that 

I showed my participants allowed me to interpret their learning experiences by using their 

terms and concepts, rather than choosing what I considered important as a researcher 

(Heigham and Croker, 2009).  

I am also an outsider in this project as I adapted an etic perspective to gain valuable 

perceptions of the participants’ learning experiences. The etic perspective refers to how a 

social scientist as an outsider to the research views reality (Olive, 2014). The relevance of etic 

explanations or analyses is based on the empirical study of reasoning. Usually, the etic 

viewpoint follows after the compilation of several, sometimes contradictory, emic or insider 

opinions. To understand whether individuals interact or miscommunicate, the etic perspective 

includes standing back from the insider opinions. In this study, I obtained permission to enter 

the participants’ classroom for observation, and I video- and audio-recorded their 

conversations with peers, lecturers, tutors and myself. I was enrolled in the same units online 

as my participants so that I could obtain the learning materials they were given and follow their 

encounters as they happened. My familiarity with the participants’ learning experiences in UK 

higher education helped me to contextualise and interpret their perspectives and allowed me 

to understand their academic experiences from objective perspective through observations 

and interviews. Lastly, as a student and as a researcher, I protected any confidential 

information that was disclosed to me.  

As a student and a researcher with experience of both Chinese tertiary education and the UK 

education system, I might have been predisposed to interpret the perceptions of my 

participants from a single cultural point of view, thereby ignoring individual variables which 

might result in personal partiality. To avoid self-bias, I need to adopt a reflective approach in 

their research process. Reflexivity is an introspection of the role of subjectivity in the research 

process. This is a continuous process of the researcher’s reflection on their beliefs (Palaganas 

et al., 2017), and the recognition, analysis and interpretation of their social background, place 

and assumptions (Hesse-Biber and Piatelli, 2007). By adopting a reflective approach, I could 
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make the relationship between my influence on the research and my emotional connections 

with the participants explicit (Jootun, McGhee and Marland, 2009). I tried to minimise personal 

bias through the following: 

1) Throughout this research, I constantly thought about and revised my views, beliefs and 

common sense perceptions related to this research. This helped to avoid any 

presumptions being used to interpret the participants’ statements.  

2) During the data collection, I actively listened to the participants, respecting their 

viewpoints about the courses and lecturers. I avoided judging or evaluating their 

narratives and expressions.  

3) During the data analysis, I often discussed the data with colleagues from different 

educational backgrounds and with different learning experiences. The interpretations 

that others provided have helped me to construct new interpretive understanding of 

my participants’ learning experiences.  

4) Since I believe that peoples’ perspective can develop over time, my position could 

similarly be revised. For that reason, I revised what I had previously understood, and 

later returned to see if these interpretations were inaccurate or had to be updated. 

 

3.2. Research Philosophy  

This section unpacks the theories and deeply discusses the philosophy and methodology of 

this study. Social constructionists believe that knowledge can be raised from human 

relationships (Kim, 2001). It means that what people believe to be true and objective is the 

result from social processes, which can take place in historical and cultural contexts. As such, 

my study is situated within the research philosophy of social constructivism. I view learning as 

a process of collaborative working with group of people; learners need socially situated 

interactions, and knowledge can be constructed via communication (Kim, 2001).  

3.2.1 Theoretical Perspectives 

Social constructivism sees knowledge as socially constructed. That is, knowledge can be 

constructed (Nonaka and Toyama, 2015), and it can also be revised, by social interaction. 

Firstly, as discussed above, participants’ perspectives on collaboration and participation in UK 

higher education have been constructed from their own learning experiences. Secondly, 

participants’ learning patterns have been constructed through their previous learning 

experiences, and they can change over time by interacting with diverse contexts (e.g., 

participants presented different learning behaviours in different groups).  

Spivey et al. (1997) stated that communication or discourse processes in constructivism are 

contrasted with construction processes and social actions, such as interpreting or composing 
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texts that appear to be highlighted. They further argued that constructivist themes include 

active involvement in meaning-making processes, the awareness and the diversification of the 

nature of knowledge and, in particular, the level of knowledge that can be obtained as a result 

of membership in a given social group (Spivey, Munson and Wolcott, 1997). In this study, 

Chinese postgraduate students appeared to join a Community of Practice (CoP) through 

various actions. Therefore, I chose interpretive inquiry as the methodology to understand their 

community of practices. Additionally, I chose to undertake exploratory qualitative research to 

explore in-depth the connections between participants’ learning experiences and their 

participation in group activities. I aim to explore the complex in which students engage with 

their community of practice as well as to interrogate how their participation is influenced by 

dialogue and social factors. 

3.2.2 Methodology and Approach 

For this study I adopted a relativist position in terms of ontology. I believe that the truth is 

relative. Social reality is related to peoples’ background, such as their culture and personal 

experiences (Boghossian, 2006); knowledge is socially constructed to understand or make 

sense of the world, thus there can be no objective truth (Richards, 2003). With regard to 

epistemology, I adopted a subjective role. I believe the facts of world is generated through 

people’s interactions, and can be explored by qualitative research (Holstein and Gubrium, 

2000). I also believe that peoples’ experiences of learning and living  can be better understood 

through qualitative than quantitative analysis (Ritchie et al., 2013). This study investigates five 

Chinese postgraduate students’ learning experiences in UK higher education. The 

participating students’ perspectives on learning experiences in a certain education system are 

believed to be related to their previous as well as their current learning experiences. That is, 

these Chinese postgraduate students have been educated in the Chinese educational system 

for more than fifteen years, with or without the experience of learning academic content in 

English-speaking countries. During the learning process, the participants have constructed 

viewpoints and perspectives on group work. They have done so, based on their own 

experiences and by interacting with others (e.g., group members and seminar tutors) in 

various contexts. Additionally, the participants have generated further ideas during the 

interviews with me, based on the context of the interviews. Overall, the participants built up 

their social reality, but my perceptions are subjective because of the unavoidable impact of 

my own views and experiences. 

This study aims to explore how university students engage in classroom activities and group 

work to make sense of their learning experiences. In order to capture the dynamics of the 

interactions in the learning process, a qualitative research design was adopted. Exploratory 

research has two fundamental features: 1) small sample size, and 2) in-depth analysed data 
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(Maxwell, 2012). I concentrated on small group samples to profoundly explore how students 

participate in collaborative learning, and what affects their participation; thus, by conducting 

one-semester classroom observations, five participants were selected from the Economics 

Department’s one-year MA programme to be involved in three phases of interviews (see 

Section 3.4.1). I have acknowledged that the findings in this study are limited to this particular 

research setting and are not generalizable to the student population at a larger scale (ibid). 

Additionally, the in-depth analysis evolved from several data collection methods. The 

combination of the data collection methods, including continued classroom observations and 

periodical semi-structured interviews, provided different and multiple perspectives on students’ 

participation and collaborative learning. The variety of data collection methods allowed me to 

gather rich information that, in effect, gave me an insight into the issues from various points of 

view. Lastly, a wide range of features should be analysed in explorative research (Richards, 

2003). 

I have worked on this study without restricting myself to any preconceived interpretation of the 

data. This boosted the openness and deepness of the study. I have captured the crucial data 

about students’ attitudes towards collaborative learning in UK higher education and the 

inevitable factors that potentially influence their participation in joint academic activities. In the 

data analysis stages, I took into consideration the contrasting problems that I found. The 

exploratory research design not only helped me to affiliate my interpretations of the data with 

participants’ viewpoints but also underlined points of merging and differences that could form 

the groundwork for further study. The exploratory design enabled me to get a better 

understanding of the participants’ learning experiences, behaviours and perspectives; it 

allowed an empirical, comprehensive and flexible approach which facilitated my investigation 

of the students’ collaborative learning experiences and helped me to understand the process 

of students’ learning experiences in relation to their participation in joint academic activities.  

Overall, these discussions have enhanced my understanding of the links between the 

interpretive approach and the qualitative methods used in this research. Based on the nature 

of the interpretive approach, this qualitative study was conducted through observations and 

interviews in a naturalistic setting, and the research questions were designed to explore and 

understand the contexts. 

 

3.3 Research Methods  

This section discusses the research methods adopted in the current study, including the 

research questions, data collection, coding and themes, and analysis of data. The study was 

conducted in the Economics Department at a UK university. The reason I focused on the 
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Economics Department was that I got my BA in Economics from the same university. As this 

study focuses on how students participate in group activities dialogically, it is crucial to look 

into their participation patters in acquiring academic knowledge and collaborative learning 

skills. The familiarity with economics theories and academic backgrounds gave me an insight 

into students’ problems and concerns while they are studying economics. Further, a large 

number of Chinese students doing the Economics programme and findings could inform how 

to support students learning practically.  

3.3.1 Research questions   

This study seeks to explore how the students who have enrolled in UK one-year MA 

programmes participate in joint academic activities for collaborative learning. In particular, it 

aims to answer the following questions:  

4) How do Chinese postgraduate students participate and interact in a classroom 

environment, for example during lectures and seminars?  

5) How do they perceive participation in seminars, and what influences students’ 

participation in seminars, from the students’ perspective?  

6) What factors facilitate or impede Chinese postgraduate students’ participation in group 

activities? 

3.3.2 Participants  

This research was conducted through observing the class of students and interviewing five 

selected participants. The number of students recorded during the seven-week period of 

lecture and seminar observations was between 5 to 18; also, the student’s participation 

behaviours were recorded. Five focal students volunteered to be participants; they were 

involved in both the classroom observations and, later, in the semi-structured interviews. 

Concerning the recruitment procedure, I obtained written permission to attend the module and 

make observations and video recordings via email from one of the lecturers. I attended the 

lecture class to recruit the focal participants for interviews. I was allowed to open a course 

blog online, in which I described the aim and purpose of this study as well as what I expected 

from the participants I was going to select. Everyone in the class were able to see my posting, 

and the students who were interested in this kind of research voluntarily contacted me via 

email. I also briefly explained my study in person during the lectures in the second week of 

the semester, and potential participants were given the opportunity to ask questions about the 

study as well as to express their concerns. Five Chinese postgraduate students were 

confirmed as voluntary participants for interviews, and I sent them a formal invitation letter via 

email. Participants agreed to provide me with a pseudonym and to have follow-up discussions 

about their participation before the data collection began. For confidential purposes, the 
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participants agreed to the use of pseudonyms in this study, and they themselves picked the 

English names to be used. Table 3.1. presents the participants information.  

Table 3.1 Information about the Participants 

Participant Economics-

relevant BA 

degree 

EMI 

educational 

experiences 

in China  

Working 

experiences  

Pre-

sessional 

English 

course 

Reasons for 

studying at UK 

university 

Sheldon  Yes No No Enrolled – 

four weeks 

Attracted by the 

UK one-year MA 

programme  

Zara Yes Yes – 

completed 

the BA 

degree 

through EMI 

programme 

at a Chinese 

university  

No Met the MA 

programme 

conditions, 

not enrolled in 

pre-sessional 

English 

course 

 Increase of 

future 

employability 

Huda Yes Yes 

(partially) – 

Some 

courses were 

taught in 

English at 

her Chinese 

university  

Yes – less 

than three 

years of 

working in a 

relevant 

department 

Met the MA 

programme 

conditions, 

not enrolled in 

pre-sessional 

English 

course 

Job promotion  

Wendy  Yes No No Enrolled – 

four weeks 

Further research 

degree (i.e., 

PhD) 

Claire Yes No No Met the MA 

programme 

conditions, 

not enrolled in 

pre-sessional 

English 

course 

Introduced by a 

relative who had 

experience of 

studying in UK 

higher education  
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3.3.3 Data Collection  

This study was conducted at the Economics Department at a UK university during the 

2018/2019 academic year. The students, who participated in my study, were enrolled in an 

MSc degree programme that offers students professional training in the main strands of 

economics, viz.  microeconomics, macroeconomics and econometrics, etc. Alongside the core 

topics, students can delve into fields like financial economics, growth theory and 

environmental economics. During the one-year study period, students need to complete ten 

modules in total plus writing a dissertation at the end of the academic year. In this programme, 

each module has a weekly lecture, and a seminar is organised every one or two weeks. 

Students are required to complete coursework for each module, either individual coursework 

or group coursework, as part of the course assessment; additionally, for each module in this 

programme, the students are required to pass a written exam for course completion.  

The data were collected in three settings of learning environments: 

1) Learning in lectures  

2) Learning seminars  

3) Learning in coursework  

Lectures: The lectures in the Economics Department at the selected university run for two 

hours every week for eleven weeks. According to the programme outline, the lecturer has 

target objectives to teach in each week of lectures.  

Seminars: Each module has a corresponding seminar class to provide extra academic help 

for students in addition to the lectures. The seminar runs one hour every week. The number 

of students in the seminar is smaller than in the lecture, and the seminar size in this study was 

approximately half the lecture size (around 25 students registered for the selected module). In 

the selected programme, there were two types of seminars organised by the tutors: tutor-led 

seminars and student-centred seminars. The tutor-led seminar was conducted in a teaching 

style similar to that of the lectures. In student-centred seminars, students were asked to 

practice their academic subject by using university computers (i.e., using economics 

models/equations to run data to solve economics problems). There was no teaching in 

student-centred seminars, and a tutor was in the seminar classroom to supervise the students’ 

work and provide academic support for students when asked. The seminars were observed 

and recorded for six weeks, from February to April 2019.  

Group Coursework: The coursework mentioned in this study was group coursework where 

students were allowed to seek help from classmates. The design of the group coursework can 

be project-based or question-based. The project-based coursework asks students to design a 
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project related to the subject, and students are required to form groups and solve the project 

issues themselves. In contrast, the questions of the question-based coursework are given by 

the lecturer of the module and are usually based on mathematical calculations and economic 

theories. Students are asked to answer the questions step by step; to explain the economic 

theory, the students need to clearly show the mathematical answers. Both for project-based 

coursework and question-based coursework, students were divided into groups and required 

to produce one piece of written report as a groupwork. The group size for the coursework 

depended on the different modules and was typically four to six students. The three learning 

settings were organised by the university as a “package” for students enrolled in the MA 

Economics programme.  

Data collection was conducted for a period of six months during the second semester of the 

2018/209 academic year. Two methods were used to collect data: classroom observation of 

an economics class for seven weeks, and three phases of semi-structured interviews with five 

focal participants. Table 3.2 presents an overview of the data collection schedule and timelines. 

Table 3.2 Data Collection Schedule 

Data Collection Schedule and Timelines 

2018/2019 Academic Year Lecture class 

observation 

Seminar class 

observation  

Semi-structured 

interviews  

October  1st Semester Preliminary 

observation for 

participant 

recruitment 

N/A N/A 

November 

December  N/A 

January  1st interviews with 

five participants 

February 2nd Semester 2 times  1 time 

March 3 times 4 times 2nd interview with 

five participants 

April 2 times 1 time 

May Examination Period 

June Dissertation 

Project Period 

N/A 3rd interview with 

five participants 
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July – 

September  

N/A 

 

Data collection 1: Classroom Observations 

Observational data were collected through lecture and seminar observations, and both were 

video recorded. The lecture observation was conducted from 11th February to 25th April, 

seven periods of observation, totalling 5 hours 27 minutes. The seminar observation was 

made from 25th February to 1st April, six periods of observation, totalling 4 hours 36 minutes. 

Table 3.3 indicates the combined details of the observations of the lecture and seminar 

classes. 

Table 3.3 Inventory of Lecture Observation and Seminar Observation 

Lecture class observation Total 

observation 

time 

Date 11th 

February  

25th 

February 

4th 

March 

11th 

March  

25th 

March 

8th 

April  

25th 

April  

5 hours 27 

minutes  

Time 45 mins 49 mins 45 mins 50 

mins 

49 

mins 

40 

mins 

49 

mins 

Seminar class observation  

Date  25th 

February  

11th 

March 

18th 

March 

20th 

March 

27th 

March 

1st 

April  

 4 hours 36 

minutes  

Time  45 mins 48 mins 39 mins 45 

mins 

48 

mins 

51 

mins 

 

 

During classroom observation, I occupied a non-participant observation position by seating in 

a corner of the classroom behind the students. Before the classroom observation, the students 

were told that they would be video-recorded or the purpose of research, and they were given 

the choice either to sit in the half of the classroom where they would be recorded or in the 

other half where the camera could not capture them. To ensure that the data I collected were 

authentic, the students were told to self-monitor their attendance; in other words, they were 

not required to attend the lectures and seminars that were being observed for this study. I 

believed that it would be interesting to explore their reasons for being absent, which can be 

treated as non-participation in class activities.   
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Data collection 2: Three phases of semi-structured interviews  

Interview procedures: The interviews were conducted from January to June 2019, and each 

participant was interviewed in three phases. The interviews were conducted in Mandarin. 

Table 3.4 below gives an overall picture of the interview organisation. All interviews were 

carried out on a one-to-one basis. The interview questions were designed to answer the 

research questions. The interview material, collected from the classroom observations, was 

used as a supporting resource to elicit information from the participants about their in-class or 

group activity engagements.  

Table 3.4 The Three Phases of Interviews 

Participants Phase 1: January 

2019 

Phase 2: March 2019 Phase 3: June 2019 

Sheldon 30:45 minutes 06:19 minutes  40:22 minutes  

Wendy 38:02 minutes  07:41 minutes  40:12 minutes  

Zara 33:57 minutes  10:02 minutes  36:05 minutes 

Huda 28:54 minutes  08:51 minutes 34:43 minutes  

Claire 29:59 minutes 06:56 minutes 35:43 minutes  

 

 Phase 1 interviews: The first round of interviews were conducted at the beginning of 

the second semester. By the time of the interviews, the participants had already completed 

one semester and had experience of collaborative learning. The first round of interviews were 

mainly focused on the participants’ educational and working experiences. The Phase 1 

interviews were divided into three sections. Table 3.5 presents sample questions that were 

asked in the Phase 1 interviews. 

Table 3.5 Structure and Content of the Phase 1 Interviews 

Tool of enquiry  Examples of interview questions  

Background 

questions 

Q1: What made you study in UK higher education? How do you feel about 

your English?  
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Q2: Can you tell me about your previous education and working experiences? 

In your undergraduate study, were you ever taught in English in any non-

English language subjects? 

Q3: Do you think studying in UK higher education is relatively different from 

studying in Chinese higher education? If so, can you elaborate? 

Retrospective 

questions 

Q1: You have already taken classes for one semester. What do you think 

about the design and content of subjects in UK higher education? 

Q2: After you have completed the seminars so far, could you please provide 

an example of seminar experiences that encouraged or discouraged your 

participation? What exactly happened, what were you asked to do in the 

seminar, and what are your comments on seminars?  

Q3: Can you tell me a good/bad experience of group coursework? What did 

you do, how were the members allocated, what was the coursework 

requirements, were you satisfied or not, and why? 

Q3: if you would get a chance to participate in that coursework again, is there 

anything that you would wish to change/keep in the group work? What and 

why. 

Expectations and 

remaining concerns 

Q1: Do you have any concerns or worries about the previous group 

coursework? Why?  

Q2: What are your expectations for the second semester? Is there anything 

you want to improve or change? 

Q3: How would you comment on your participation and collaboration skills at 

this stage? 

 

 Phase 2 interviews: After I had conducted the first round of interviews, I transcribed 

them and prepared any possible topics that were relevant to this research. Table 3.6 illustrates 

the structure and content of the Phase 2 interviews. 

Table 3.6 Structure and Content of the Phase 2 interviews 

Tool of enquiry  Examples of interview questions  

Follow-up questions Q1: You mentioned that the teacher’s accent significantly influences your 

learning. Could you please describe this in detail? What part of the teacher’s 

way of talking do you think of as an accent - pronunciation of vowels, speed 

of talking, or habits of pausing in a sentence?  
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Q2: How did you help yourself to get used to the teacher’s accent?  

Q3: Do Chinese teachers have an accent that make it difficult to understand? 

Can you understand their speech? And what are the possible reasons making 

you understand (or not understand)?  

Retrospective 

questions 

Q1: Could you explain how XXX factors [positive or negative factors that 

participants have mentioned in the first round of interviews] influenced your 

deeply? 

Q2: I noticed that you did not turn up for the seminar on (date). Could you 

please explain the reasons for that?  

Q3: I noticed that you tried to answer the lecturer’s questions in the lecture 

on (date), but you did not get any chance to express yourself; how did you 

feel about that? Do you think such experiences could potentially influence 

your future participation?  

Expectations and 

remaining concerns 

Q1: You mentioned in the Phase 1 interview that you should do more 

preparations before the lectures in this semester; how did you manage to 

achieve it?  

Q2: Are there any points you wish to improve or change in the following 

weeks of study?  

 

 Phase 3 interviews: The third round of interviews focused on students’ interpretations 

of their participation in seminars. By the time of the interviews, the participants had completed 

their academic study of the taught subjects, and they had started to do their dissertation 

projects in June. The students had thus had the full experience of participating in different 

formats of collaborative learning in UK higher education. The third phase of interviews could 

provide a comprehensive image of students’ participation and collaboration. In the meantime, 

I completed transcribing the observed of lectures and seminars and prepared several points 

that I hoped to have the participants’ view during the interviews.  

Table 3.7 Structure and Content of the Phase 3 interviews 

Tool of enquiry  Examples of interview questions 

Follow-up questions  Q1: Could you please provide a brief summary of your one-year study in UK 

higher education? Which parts were satisfactory, and which were not, and 

why? 
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Q2: You explained that you prefer individual (group) coursework, do you still 

have the same preference? Why?  

Q3: You mentioned that the learning materials can influence your participation 

in classroom and coursework. Could you explain in detail? (e.g., How did the 

PPT given by the lecturer promote your participation in the classroom? Did the 

study materials, such as the articles provided by the lecturer, motivate you to 

participate?) 

Retrospective 

questions 

Q1: I noticed that you have never tried to participate in classroom activities and 

did not attempt to answer the questions; could you please explain why?  

Q2: If you have some suggestions about how to improve the seminars, what 

would they be? 

Q3: How do teaching styles influence your classroom participation when 

studying in UK higher education for two semesters?  

Remaining issues Q1: Have you achieved what you intended, what did you do, and were you 

satisfied by your one-year study?  

Q2: How would you comment on your participation and collaboration skills so 

far?  

 

Through these three phases of interviews with the five participants, I have obtained a 

comprehensive picture of Chinese postgraduate students’ experiences of collaboration and 

participation in UK higher education. This made me well-prepared for the data analysis.  

 

3.4 Data Analysis   

3.4.1 Data transcription and translation  

The data were transcribed by me (see Appendix 2 for samples of interview transcripts). I 

transcribed the observational data partially by reviewing the classroom records and selecting 

the meaningful moments. The transcription covered all information that represents the 

students’ interactions in the classroom, including body movements and gestures.  

Further, all participants chose to be interviewed in Mandarin; hence all interview data were 

transcribed in Mandarin, initially for data analysis. For interview data, the transcripts 

concentrated on the portrayal of what was said during the interviews without incorporating any 

non-verbal interactions, gestures and contextual details. In order to keep the interpretations 

naturalistic and authentic, the data were translated into English after being analysed (see 

Appendix 4 for samples of translation). The selected transcripts, used as quotations from 
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participants, were translated into English in the results chapters. A professional translator also 

double-checked the translations to correct any initial misinterpretations. I have interpreted the 

contents of those quotes word by word to optimise data validity without insertions and 

omissions, in order to maintain the accuracy of the participants' accounts.  

3.4.2 Thematic Analysis  

A mixture of methods, processes and considerations for thematic analysis was conducted both 

in  data collection and interpretation (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The software, Nvivo, was used 

to highlight important and relevant information from the data. This enabled me to obtain a 

comprehensive picture of the collected data. Despite the differences in the settings of the 

observations and interviews, the data collected from the different learning environments were 

highlighted and coded holistically. This was done to investigate students’ participation in group 

activities and explore the skills they applied to collaborative learning; while the conditions of 

learning environments may have differed, the different learning behaviours in the two settings 

were not sought for comparison purposes.  

When conducting thematic analysis, I structured the initial coding based on three main 

categories: 1) students’ learning experiences in the classroom, 2) students learning 

experiences in seminars, and 3) students learning experience in group coursework. The data 

were codified for the purposes of categorising issues, related to classroom interaction, 

summarising the key concepts of observation and interview data, and stressing conflicting or 

incoherent comments made by students and focal participants, with marginal notes about how 

these comments should be perceived, and memos on any issue occurring during the data 

analysis. The codes were then integrated into categories and subcategories, defining 

similarities, disparities and relationships between them. The coding work was done in Nvivo 

(See Appendix 3).  

By free coding, the students’ participation pattern in the classroom, their responses to seminar 

and group learning as well as the elements mediating their participation behaviours and some 

of the factors influencing their overall participation and collaboration were found from the raw 

data and further analysed with an inductive approach. 

First, the codes related to students’ classroom participation were generated from observation 

data. Appendices 5 provides two photos of examples of my notes, made during   observations. 

The observations primarily focused on students’ participation patterns. For example, students 

presented either active or passive (or both) patterns with relation to classroom activities, such 

as answering questions, discussing with peers, taking notes, and nodding heads. The number 

of times students participated in classroom activities by, for example, raising hands and asking 

questions was counted (see Appendix 5). This allows me to see the frequency of different 
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patterns that appear in classroom activities. Those patterns (codes) are categorised into active 

participations and passive participations. It is further noticed that students use different 

resources to participate, such as discussing with peers, using a laptop and PowerPoint, etc. 

Students are also able to proactively mediate their participation patterns when situations 

change in the classroom (see Appendix 6). In addition, meaningful abstracts have been coded 

in order to investigate patterns of student-teacher interaction in the classroom, based on IRF 

theory. It has been taken out from recorded videos. For example, the initial moves from the 

lecturer are coded into closed questions and/or open questions, the responses from students 

are coded into silent or active responses, then the feedback from the lecturer is coded into 

follow-up or closed feedbacks. The category of classroom participation forms and IRF 

interactions are analysed under the theme of students’ classroom participation. The codes of 

students’ participating patterns in the classroom, and the dialogic interactions between 

students and lecturers were analysed by triangulating them with the justifications provided by 

participants during informal chats after lectures. Table 3.8 provides an example of how data 

were coded and generated into a theme regarding the first research question.  

Table 3.8 Examples of inductive thematic analysis, regarding the first RQ 

Raw data Coding Category Theme 

T: “what do you expect 

from X?” 

S: (silent) 

T: “the difference, 

right?” 

1. Lecturer initiates the 

interaction 

2. No responses offered 

by students 

3. Lecturer provides 

answer to close the 

question. 

An open question is 

asked, and a quiet 

response is received  

IRF Interaction  

S: “Is it an independent 

variable or not? I tried to 

get the answer from the 

equation, but I could 

not …” 

1. Student asks a 

question and indicates 

that he failed to get the 

answer from the equation  

2. Student initiates the 

interaction. 

Active participation  Patterns of 

classroom 

participation  

T: “anyone tried this 

model? Worked well?” 

S: (nodding his head) 

Most students use 

nodding their heads to 

show agreement with the 

lecturer.  

Passive participation  
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Student asks his peer a 

question about the 

lecturer’s handwriting on 

the whiteboard.  Peer 

passes his personal 

laptop to student.  

1. Student asks helps 

from peers 

2. Classmates use 

resources (i.e., laptop) to 

offer help.  

Use of resources  Categories of 

interaction  

 

Secondly, the codes related to students’ perception of learning in seminars focus on elements 

that influence the students’ learning behaviour in seminars. They were collected from all three 

phases of interviews. Three themes/aspects were emerged from the interview data on 

participants’ perceptions of their participation in seminars 1) cognitive aspect, which is related 

to participants’ cognition of seminar learning; 2) pedagogical aspect, which refers to how the 

design of a seminar can influence participants’ interaction. It is noticed that, under certain 

conditions, students are able to actively seek participation opportunities in student-centred 

seminars. These conditions are a)  small size of classroom, which allows students to receive 

more attention from the tutor, more opportunities to discuss with peers as well as chances for 

in-depth discussion  within the group; b) the well-designed student-centred learning 

environment, which allows students to modify their participating  behaviour and to proactively 

practice the academic knowledge accumulated from the lectures; and 3) affective aspect 

which is familiarity with the seminar tutor which influences students participation in seminar 

from both emotional and knowledge background perspectives. The codes include ‘increasing 

understanding’, ‘size of seminars’, ‘discussion opportunities with peers’, ‘motivated 

participation’ and ‘influence of participating in seminars’, etc. The synthesis of participants’ 

perceptions of learning in seminars and their accounts of the justification of the mediative 

factors that influence their seminar participation, were transformed into students’ perspectives 

about seminar learning in order to address the second research question. Table 3.9 presents 

examples of coding and generation of themes regarding the second RQ.  

Table 3.9 Examples of inductive thematic analysis, regarding second RQ 

Raw Data Coding Categorise  Theme  

In a seminar, the tutor can 

offer direct and clear 

responses to my questions, 

so that my problem is solved, 

and I gain a better 

understanding of the 

1. the tutor offers direct 

and clear responses 

2. gain a better 

understanding 

Increasing 

understanding  

Cognitive aspect  
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subject … (Claire, 24th June 

2019) 

I think the seminar offers me 

an opportunity to reflect on 

the academic stuff that I’ve 

learnt in the lectures. So, I 

don’t think oral interaction is 

the only way to assess my 

learning in seminars. Rather, 

the seminar is a place to 

provide deeper and broader 

learning opportunity (Zara, 

24th June 2019) 

1. seminar offers 

opportunity for reflection  

 

2. oral interaction is not 

the only way to 

participate 

 

3. seminar is a place for 

deep learning.  

Silence makes 

meaning  

I wish I could understand a 

bit more about English 

culture and the values of the 

universities in Western 

countries by engaging with 

others, participating in 

groups and interacting with 

professors … Participating in 

seminars, especially student-

centred seminars, helps me 

to understand more about 

English language and culture 

(Claire, 25th March 2019) 

1. personal motivation of 

studying in the UK 

 

2. to better understand 

Western countries and 

English language and 

culture 

Sense of 

belonging  

1. A small size (less than ten) 

of class would be a better 

learning environment, I think 

(Zara, 24th June 2019) 

2. A suitable size seminar 

should allow each student to 

interact with the tutor, … 

one-by-one, I mean. So, let’s 

say there are ten students, 

each one would have six 

minutes only. If everybody 

has a complicated question, 

1. less than ten students 

of a class is considered 

to be a small-size 

classroom. 

 

2. attention from tutor 

 

3. more opportunity to 

interact 

 

Size of seminar  Pedagogical 

aspect  
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that would not [be] enough 

time for each student. 

Therefore, ten students [are] 

really the upper limit for a 

one-hour seminar class 

(Wendy, 24th June 2019) 

4. to solve complicated 

questions  

I would prefer the seminars 

that allow students to 

practice by themselves. I can 

take the opportunity to check 

whether I fully understand 

what I have learnt from the 

lectures … theories and 

practices are different. 

Sometimes I just understand 

the theory, but I do not know 

how to apply it in real life. 

Student-centred seminars 

provide great opportunities 

for me to apply theoretical 

knowledge to real life 

situations (Wendy, 29th June 

2019) 

1. desire for a student-

centred seminar  

 

2. opportunity to check 

learnt subject, and 

reflect on it  

 

3. practice in real-life 

situations.  

Design of seminar   

… seminar tutors basically 

just focus on the problem set 

or coursework designed by 

the module lecturer; some 

tutors just copy the answers 

from lecturer’s notes and do 

not revise or study ahead of 

the seminars. So, 

sometimes, seminar tutors 

don't fully understand the 

questions, and when you 

have some complex issues 

to discuss with seminar 

tutors, they can't really 

answer (Sheldon, 24th June 

2019) 

1. diverse responsibility 

between lecturer and 

tutor 

 

2. lack of 

communications 

between lecturer and 

tutor  

 

3.tutor is not familiar 

with teaching materials.  

Knowledge 

background  

Affective aspect 
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…. we communicate a lot in 

private, at his office or on the 

road for a quick talk. So, 

during the seminar, more or 

less, I tend to have more eye 

contact with him and have 

more potential participation 

opportunities in classroom 

activities (Wendy, 25th June 

2019) 

Friendship with seminar 

tutor/ personal tutor 

Emotion 

perspective  

 

Thirdly, factors that mediate students’ collaboration and participation in joint activity were taken 

from group coursework that happened outside of the classroom. The codes focus mainly on 

the rationales the students provided for their being (non)motivated to participate in group 

coursework. These rationales were consistent with their understanding of learning and 

collaboration in different groups. The codes include ‘learning by myself’, ‘learning with others, 

‘types of coursework’, ‘roles in groups’ and ‘personal goals’, etc. The analysis of da ta under 

those codes was carried out to answer the third and last research question with regard to the 

methods that students adopt in collaborative learning and their perspectives on collaborative 

learning in UK higher education. Table 10 presents the codes and themes regarding the last 

question.  

Table 3.10 Examples of inductive thematic analysis, regarding to third RQ 

Raw data Coding  Categories  Themes 

1. The group size (of five) was 

good, I think. In a group of that 

size, the coursework is usually 

designed to be difficult and 

complicated … it is efficient for 

learning in group (Wendy, 24th 

June 2019) 

2. I think that group work (five 

members) focuses more on a 

comprehensive working ability. 

We have to understand each 

other, including members’ 

1. group size: four to 

six 

 

2. design to be 

complicated 

 

3. promote 

comprehensive 

learning skills.  

Size of group  Pedagogical 

aspect  
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working styles, strengths, and 

shortcomings (Sheldon, 24th 

June 2019) 

The group coursework 

(investigative project) is very 

practical … we needed to 

contact the local bank for 

currency information and data. 

Then we produced a written 

work that embodied our 

knowledge and experiences.... 

That was really interesting, and I 

felt very motivated. We had 

acquired the theoretical 

knowledge from the lectures, 

and we applied that knowledge 

to real life problems. I think to 

explore something in real life 

was an efficient way to learn 

(Huda, 24th June 2019) 

1. investigative 

project is practical 

 

2. related to real life 

situation; efficient 

way to learn 

 

3. being motivated to 

participate.  

 

 

Types of group  

I would like to work with [people] 

that I am familiar with. It would 

make group communication 

more efficient because we know 

each other’s working habits and 

learning style (Claire, 24th June 

2019) 

1. working with 

familiar people  

 

2. concerns of 

working habits and 

learning styles 

 

3. efficient 

communication. 

Selection of 

group members  

…if a group member knows 

more [about the academic 

subject] than me, I tend to 

participate more actively. It feels 

like someone is leading me and 

1. prefer to working 

with advanced 

learner  

Level of 

constructed 

knowledge   

Individual 

competence  
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guiding me through all the 

problems that I might have … I 

learnt more than I expected to 

learn in that group coursework. 

That group was well-organised; 

the learning was efficient. Not 

only [did] we complete the 

coursework, more importantly, I 

learnt a lot from him [the 

experienced student] (Zara, 24th 

June 2019) 

2. participate more 

actively  

 

3. learning is 

efficient – promote 

compressive skills. 

 

I initially invited group members 

to join a meeting and I was very 

active in group discussions. I 

also created an online 

discussion group, and we could 

discuss problems immediately. It 

was [up to] me to organise 

every group meeting … 

(Sheldon, 24th June 2019) 

1. initiation a 

meeting 

 

2. lead discussion 

 

3. role of leadership. 

Individual 

responsibility 

It seems like he does not really 

care about his grades, or maybe 

he [is aiming only] for a pass? 

But for me, this work is 

important; I am not sure if we 

could complete it in a short 

period of time. So I think we 

need more time to prepare, to 

review and to double check it . it 

is very disappointed about that 

experience (Zara, 25th June 

2019) 

1. diverse goals 

 

2. disappointed and 

non-motivated. 

Individual 

motivation and 

group goal  

1. We initially agreed on a 

deadline for each part of [the] 

work, but procrastination 

1. Lack of 

communication  

 

Social skills  Affective 

aspect  
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[occurred where] one group 

member personally extended 

his part of [the] work. So, we 

had to extend the deadline for 

the whole group and rushed to 

submit it at the end (Sheldon, 

29th January 2019) 

2. I am not good at English 

writing. Also, when I join group 

discussions in English, I am 

always afraid that my 

expressions confuse the others. 

It is hard to express myself in 

English sometimes (Claire, 24th 

June 2019) 

2. concerns of 

English language 

ability.   

1. Most of time, I understand 

more than others do in a group. 

So, naturally, I speak more and 

take more responsibilities in 

terms of leading the group, 

organising the team and 

managing deadlines, etc. But 

with regard to my academic 

knowledge constructing and 

building, I received the minimum 

benefits by working in a group 

(Sheldon, 24th June 2019) 

2. personally, I would not prefer 

to work in a group for a piece of 

coursework. I have my own 

pace of when and how to 

complete a piece of work 

(Wendy, 24th June 2019) 

3. I like to work with others. 

Especially when the coursework 

1. working with less 

advanced learners – 

receive minimum 

academic benefits 

 

2. work alone – 

participant’s own 

pace of learning – 

personality  

 

3. collaborative 

working – solve 

problems together – 

learn from others –   

active participation.  

Group diversity  
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is complicated and includes a 

huge amount of data … we can 

discuss the problems and 

solves issues together. My 

group participation is therefore 

relatively active (Claire, 24th 

June 2019) 

 

After codifying the data, I identified the 'latent' themes by selecting key codes and category 

elements. The emerging research topics enabled me to determine which data would be 

emphasised when presenting the findings and thus to answer the research questions. Finally, 

in total, nine themes were generated to answer three research questions (See Table 3.11) 

Table 3.11 Themes of the thesis 

Research Questions  Themes 

RQ 1 

How do Chinese postgraduate students participate 

and interact in a classroom environment, for 

example during lectures and seminars? 

1. IRF Interaction 

2. Pattern of participation (active and 

passive) 

3. Categories of participation  

RQ2 

How do Chinese postgraduate students perceive 

participation and interaction in seminars, and what 

factors influence their participation in the seminar 

classroom? 

1. Cognitive aspect  

2. Pedagogical aspect  

3. Affective aspect  

RQ3 

What factors facilitate or impede Chinese 

postgraduate students’ participation in group 

activities? 

1. Pedagogical aspect 

 

2. Individual competence  

 

3. Affective aspect 

 

3.4.3. Data Reporting  

Data is reported in three chapters each focusing on one of the research questions (see Table 

3.11). The chapters on the findings contain detailed explanations and interpretations of the 
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data, mostly explained through classroom interactions or interview quotations and with a short 

reference to the context in which such interactions took place. In the presentation of quotes 

from the data, I use a pseudonym or the term to indicate different people who were involved 

in this study. For example, I use pseudonyms to present the interviewed participants (viz., 

Sheldon, Claire, Zara, Huda and Wendy). The pseudonym ‘Lee’ is used to indicate the lecturer 

who was involved in classroom observations, and the ‘tutor’, in this research, is representative 

for the person who was responsible for seminar teaching, which is usually not the same person 

as the one who is teaching in lectures. In the analysis of extracts, ‘S’ is short for the students 

who were involved in classroom observations.  

The technique of narrative analysis is adopted to present the findings. Comprehensive 

explanations and interpretations of the data are given in the results chapter and illustrated by 

quotes from the interviews as well as from the observed conversational and nonverbal 

interactions between the students, tutors and lecturers. In each finding chapter, the research 

context and the methods applied to collect the data are briefly described again to remind the 

reader of the context of this study. 

 

3.5 Trustworthiness   

At the outset of this thesis, I presented the literature and theories that pertain to this study. 

The credibility and rigour have been discussed from multiple perspectives in the literature 

review and the factors that ensure credibility complete the data collection. I am following 

Guba’s model, which contains four requirements that qualitative scientists must meet to make 

their research trustworthy: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Guba, 

1981). In this section, I clarify how I tried to optimise the trustworthiness of the current study.  

Credibility 

Two types of efforts were made to enhance the credibility of this study. Firstly, credibility 

requires that results are clearly linked to facts. In other words, the findings must be valid 

(Golafshani, 2003). In this study, I built a natural, safe and non-threatening atmosphere for the 

participants. I established a social friendship with them to minimise my influence on the 

classroom observations. The participants gradually showed me trust, and they behaved in a 

relaxed and natural way when the classroom sessions were recorded. The participants were 

allowed to choose an interview venue and a time that was convenient for them. The interview 

questions were used to establish a rapport with the interviewees. I used different methods to 

collect data to ensure the validity of the findings and to check whether the results from each 

source were similar. In the data analysis, triangulation of all data sources was used to increase 
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the efficiency of the research results and reduce the risk of illogical argumentation. The 

number of participants was also sufficient to ensure the accuracy of my conclusions.  

Transferability  

The transferability of this study is presented to confirm that it is context-relevant and subject 

to non-comparability (Guba, 1981). This study took place at a UK university. The selection of 

participations was purposive in that they were recruited from Chinese overseas students who 

were enrolled in an Economics MA programme in the 2018/2019 academic year. The contexts 

and conditions of the programme provided sufficiency and importance for this study. Adequate 

qualitative details are given in this Chapter, for example about the selection of participants, 

the number of participants, the tools used, and the data collection period. This information 

allows the study to be considered as transferable to other studies, based on the mutual 

character of the research contexts (Erlandson et al., 1993).  

Dependability  

I ensured the stability of the findings (Guba, 1981) by defining the data collection and analysis 

methods as precisely as possible to increase the dependability of this study (see Section 3.3). 

This will allow the reader to understand the data collection procedures and data analysis 

techniques comprehensively, thereby establishing the effectiveness of the research. Every 

attempt has been made to analyse participants’ interpretations in their own words, which 

maximises the accuracy of the research conclusions. The participants who were involved in 

this study can access the data, saved on database devices, and can decide for themselves 

whether the data are efficient and conducive to answering the research questions.  

Confirmability 

To enhance confirmability and to avoid personal bias, the methods of collecting data were 

taken from a variety of sources with different perspectives on this research (Guba, 1981). In 

Section 3.3, the methods of triangulation, used to collect data, are discussed in detail. I 

acknowledge the potential effects of my bias due to personal learning and life experiences, 

and multiple tools to reduce this bias are discussed in Section 3.2. Overall, this study meets 

the features of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability regarding its 

triangulated data collection methods, multiple data analysis procedures and comprehensive 

and careful arguments.  

 

3.6 Ethical Issues  

This study follows the ethical guidelines published by the British Education Research 

Association in 2011 (BERA, 2011). In this study, the most important concern was to avoid 
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harm to the participants, especially when they were involved in observations and interviews. 

Protecting the participants’ anonymity and privacy, securing their informed consent and not 

deceiving them were of paramount importance (Orb, Eisenhauer and Wynaden, 2001). 

Participants were given an information sheet before data collection (see Appendix 1), and the 

right to withdraw from this research was explained on the information sheet. My supervisors’ 

information was given, and the participants could contact them for any enquiries. Furthermore, 

the participants were informed of the purpose and method of this research before the data 

collection began; the observation and interviews started on the condition that the participants 

completely understood the aims, methods and processes of this research. The participants 

were allowed to have breaks whenever they requested to. Furthermore, the participants were 

assured of their right to confidentiality and anonymity in this study (ibid). The participants 

provided me with a pseudonym each to reduce their identifiability to a minimum. I obtained 

permission from the lecturers and tutors and explained the purpose and methods of this study 

to the whole class before classroom observations began and told those who might be involved 

but did not want to be seated in the area captured by the video-recording equipment that they 

were free to sit elsewhere in the classroom. I ensured that every piece of evidence presented 

in this thesis received permission by the participants to be shown, and I blurred the pictures 

where needed to disguise the participants' identity. I also guaranteed the lecturer and the tutor, 

in both verbal and written form, that I would not share any teaching information or content or 

any characteristics that could identify them. The lecturer and the tutor were given an 

information sheet and signed a consent form before the data collection began. Lastly, the 

copyrights and literature recourses were accurately imported through Endnote and Zotero in 

the Bibliography Section.  

 

Chapter Summary  

This chapter presents the methodology and methods adopted in the study. Social 

constructivism is the predominant theory underpinning the study. The stance of relativism and 

subjectivism, constructed through my personal experiences and beliefs, is explained. This 

study aims to unpack and uncover the perspectives on and experiences of collaborative 

learning of Chinese postgraduate students studying in UK higher education. This study is 

designed to be interpretive, qualitative and exploratory. Data collection includes continued 

classroom observations and alternating semi-structured interviews. The qualitative data were 

obtained from five Chinese students who were enrolled in a one-year Economics MA 

programme at a UK university in the 2018/2019 academic year. In total, there were seven 

lecture observations, six seminar observations and three formal interviews for each participant. 

Thematic analysis of the data was primarily applied. The following three chapters present the 
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data that are used to answer the three research questions (viz., Chapter 4 answers the first 

research question; pa presents analysis regarding to the second research question; Chapter 

6 discusses gathered data to answer the third research question) and further enable the key 

argument of this study to be established. 
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 : The Dynamics of Students’ Participation in Lectures and Seminars 

 

Chapter Overview  

By analysing data from classroom observations, this chapter aims to answer the following 

research question:  

 RQ1: How do Chinese postgraduate students participate and interact in a classroom 

 environment, for example during lectures and seminars? 

The data used in this chapter were collected from classroom observation recorded during 

lectures and seminars. All students’ participation in each lecture and seminar was observed 

and recorded in order to develop an overall picture of student participation in UK higher 

education. Extracts were taken to support the themes emerging from the data. This chapter 

investigates how Chinese postgraduate students participate in classroom activities, including 

the patterns of IRF, patterns of participation, and categories of different patterns. The chapter 

ends with a discussion of the merged data from observations of the whole class and from 

interviews with selected participants.  

 

4.1 IRF Patterns 

As mentioned in the literature review, dialogic exchange between teachers and students 

usually occurs in three moves: the initiation, often in the form of the teacher asking a question; 

a response, which is generally the student’s attempt to answer the question; and a follow up, 

where the teacher provides some form of feedback or expansion on the student’s answer 

(Alkan et al., 2019). Those steps are referred to as IRF in this study. This section analyses the 

moves, patterns, and functions of IRF based on the classroom observations. I used additional 

interpretive data from the individual interviews which allowed me to see how students interact 

and respond to their teacher’s questions. It is worth pointing out, however, that as this study 

seeks to explore Chinese students’ learning experiences, no attempt was made to evaluate 

the teaching itself in any way. The analysis focuses on students’ participation as a response 

to teachers’ questions and evaluation; teaching behaviour is considered merely as 

complementary data in this study.  

With regard to initiation moves, this study has found that there are four types of moves that 

appear in the observed classroom, viz. asking closed questions, asking for confirmation, 

asking for clarification by applying a repetition dialogue technique, and using technique to 

motivate students’ participation. According to classroom observation, the initiation moves that 

mostly started when the lecturer asks non-academic questions, such as: “can everyone hear 

clearly?” The following selected extracts point to those categories of initiation moves in details.  
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Initiation moves:  

Based on classroom observations: the lecturer, Lee, used more closed than open questions. 

These closed questions elicited the correct answers, which were known to Lee, and thus 

functioned as test questions, testing the students’ understanding of the subject. For example, 

in Extract 1, which happened in the lecture class, Lee was demonstrating how to apply an 

economics equation in a practical situation by placing numbers into the equation.  

 Extract 1. (11th February 2019) 

 1 Lee: Should this number be positive or negative?  

 2 S: Positive. 

 3 Lee: Positive, yes that is right. Can this be a negative number? 

It is typical closed questions, which require simple binary answers – positive or negative and 

yes or no. Lee attempted to test the students’ understanding of this equation. The findings 

from the classroom observations indicate that many closed questions are linked to academic 

tasks, the aim being to examine students’ ability to give the correct answers.  

The open questions in this research were mainly used to ask for confirmation that what had 

been said was widely understood, with common phrases such as “Anymore?” and “Who else?” 

Extract 2 illustrates how Lee asked for confirmation from other students to ascertain that they 

also were able to answer the original question. In this lecture, the original question was linked 

to the running of a mathematical model, and students were asked to use various economics 

approaches (input and output) to test whether or not the model worked well from an economics 

perspective. 

 Extract 2. (4th March 2019)  

 1 Lee: Anyone tried this model?  

 2 S: Yes, (I used) input and output. 

 3 Lee: Worked well? Any problems?  

 4 S: Worked well.  

 5 Lee: Good. Anyone else tried? 

 6 (a student put hands up) 

 7 Lee: Good. 

Extract 2 is an example of Lee asking for confirmation that students have absorbed the 

relevant knowledge; it shows the beginning of a conversation between Lee and students, as 

it is an open question, asking students whether or not the module worked well. Lee also sought 
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confirmation from the students that they had tried the model, and he asked “anyone else tried 

(this model)” to confirm that the students had learnt this module as they were supposed to.  

Sometimes, Lee also used a repetition technique to ask for clarification. Extract 3 shows how 

Lee used repetition to initiate students’ dialogue participation. This conversation focused on 

factors that might influence people’s spending in a given situation; the students had been 

requested to calculate how much people might tend to spend in a certain period of time.  

 Extract 3. (11th March 2019) 

 1 Lee: What else might influence this outcome (of an equation)?  

 2 S: Expectation.  

 3 Lee: Expectation. About what?  

 4 S: About future income.  

 5 Lee: Future income. Very good. What else?  

 6 S: Current income. 

 7 Lee: Yes, current income. You managed to get the right answer, right?  

Extract 3 is an example of Lee using repetition to check students’ understanding or to confirm 

a response. It features open questions, though most are re-initiations, whereby the same 

original question recurs. Lee thus elicited multiple students’ answers for clarification purposes. 

The pattern in this section of conversation is defined by the listing of several short answers to 

the same question, such as “expectation” or “current income”. Although this approach allows 

many students to participate in classroom activities, allowing them to share their information 

and knowledge, these responses are not fully established, and students have no opportunity 

to further develop them, potentially leading to fragmented interactions.  

Data from the classroom observations also show that Lee checks frequently, which is regarded 

as a way to motivate students’ dialogic interaction. He often checked whether students could 

hear him (“can everyone hear me clearly?”) or whether students understood what he taught 

them (“make sense?”; “any questions?”). Usually, these checks happened when Lee was 

clarifying something or at the end of the lecture. The observations also showed that Lee 

seemed more intent on controlling the classroom when students appeared disengaged or 

remained quiet. Extract 4 is an example of Lee prompting student participation after asking a 

question about independent and dependent variables.  

 Extract 4. (11th March 2019) 

 1 Lee: Anyone know the variables?  
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 2 (no responses from students) 

 3 Lee: Independent or dependent?  

 4 (no responses from students) 

 5 Lee: Can be both, right? So, all clear, or all asleep?  

Extract 4 shows an example of the use of jokes to stimulate student participation; Lee wanted 

students to participate and interact with him and attempted to attract attention by making the 

joke “all clear or all asleep?” to promote classroom discourse. Students’ responses, however, 

were rare throughout the interaction.  

According to class observations, the initiation moves provide an unequalled opportunity to 

promote conversations in the classroom, yet the evidence shows that it often results in brief 

responses or silence from students, as addressed in the next section; such questions also 

remove students’ access to alternative dialogue opportunities. The response from students is 

either passive/simple or active/elaborate in different situations.  

Response moves:  

The responses from students to the questions asked by Lee were quantified in terms of the 

length of the exchange. Brief answers from students were described as “short sentences”, 

usually less than ten words; “elaborate responses”, by comparison, were long and 

comprehensive answers, usually more than eleven words (Hardman, 2016). As the majority 

of Lee’s questions were closed, as Extracts 1, 2, and 3 show, students often provided only 

brief answers as they attempted to answer Lee’s questions in brief sentences. In Extract 5, 

the objective of this class was to understand an economics equation. Lee tried to encourage 

students to participate further; the response, however, remained subdued.  

 Extract 5. (11th February 2019)  

 1 Lee: What is wrong with this equation?  

 2 (quiet) 

 3 Lee: Ok, so why it is important?  

 4 (quiet) 

 5 Lee: Because of this number, here right? (points to a number within an equation 

written on the white board) 

Extract 5 is an example of quiet responses from students. It means that, in this interaction, 

neither dialogue nor non-verbal responses occurred; hence students’ responses were null. 

When Lee received a quiet response from the students to the first question, he tried to change 
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the question to stimulate the students’ thinking in order to get a response. This second attempt 

to motivate participation failed in that it triggered only another quiet response. Lee, therefore, 

had to answer the question himself and did so with the phrase “Because…right?” This shows 

another attempt by Lee to get responses from students, by placing “right?” at the end of his 

sentence. However, the discussion was moved on to another topic when Lee did not receive 

any response despite three attempts. Whether or not students understood what was wrong 

with the economics equation, and why it was important, remains unsolved in this interaction 

(Extract 5).  

Only a few comprehensive student responses were collected during the classroom 

observation for this study. An example of one such answer is shown in Extract 6. This occurred 

when the students were asked to guess a number between 0 and 100, which Lee had written 

on a piece of paper where no one could see it; the student whose guess was closest to the 

number written by Lee would win a box of chocolate.  

 Extract 6. (25th March 2019) 

 1 Lee: Please write a number between 0 and 100 … (Lee explained how this 

activity is connected with Game Theory). I will give you five minutes; let me know if you don’t 

understand. Show me your number when you finish.  

 2 S: Has it to be an integer? Or is a number with a fraction fine? 

 3 Lee: Any number. Do you have ideas?  

 4 S: Well, I am thinking about what we have learnt, and I guess a number that [is] 

linked with our topic might be the one that you wrote down?  

 5 Lee: (smiles) Sounds [like] a good idea, try your luck.  

Extract 6 is an example of an elaborate response that shows Lee successfully stimulating the 

students’ thinking and motivating the students to participate in classroom activities. The 

responses from the student illustrated that the student had started to consider Lee’s question 

in depth, attempting to determine what might influence Lee’s choice of a certain number, and 

whether it was more likely to be a random number or a number linked to an academic topic. It 

can be argued, however, that the possibility to extend the student’s response was missed in 

this dialogue. When the student answered: “I guess a number that [is] linked with our topic 

might be the one that you wrote down”, Lee gave a short and closed response, missing an 

opportunity to encourage students’ further thinking.  

The overall picture of dialogue exchanges, as discussed in the previous section, indicates that 

Lee asked mostly closed and short questions; the functions of those questions were mainly to 

check students’ understanding of the acquired knowledge. As the above discussion shows, 
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students respond with brief answers to this kind of questions. Lee may be considered to have 

an accepted “expert” role above and beyond knowledge of the subject; he initiated the 

questions, to which he knew the answer, after setting criteria for the right response within the 

learning context.  

Follow-up moves:  

With regard to the follow-up moves, the data in the current study shows that the most common 

follow-up response from Lee is an acknowledgement of students’ responses. Lee appeared 

to acknowledge students’ responses with affirmations, such as “ok” and “yes”, or repeated 

their responses, as seen in Extract 7. This class was a revision session which aimed to ensure 

that students were well-prepared for their final exams. The class consisted of two parts: 

students were first invited to participate in a mock exam; then, after they had finished, Lee 

explained the answers to them. The exchange discourses in this classroom were used as low-

level assessment, affirming that replies were correct in the learning context and completing 

the associated IRF exchange. Only occasionally was a student’s answer negated by Lee.  

The following dialogue referred to the analysis of a number from an economics equation 

calculated by the students. 

 Extract 7. (15th April 2019) 

 1 Lee: Should this number be positive or negative?  

 2 S: Positive. 

 3 Lee: Positive, yes that is right. Can this be a negative number? 

 4 S: Yes? 

 5 Lee: Well, no, it can’t be negative. Let’s have a look at this (equation) again.  

Extract 7 is an example of how Lee provides an acknowledge, deny and repeat response. An 

acknowledge response is Lee agreed with students’ response, a deny response is that Lee 

object students’ response, and a repeat response is Lee providing feedback by repeating 

students’ response. Having received a correct answer, Lee offered a comment, “Positive, yes, 

this is right”, that acknowledged the student’s response. He then further asked about the 

possibility of getting an alternative outcome from the equation. On receiving the wrong answer 

from the student, Lee denied the response by saying: “Well, no … let’s have a look at this 

again”. This research argues that the follow-up moves in Extract 7 show a relatively low level 

of exchange discourse, with the lecturer providing simple and closed comments in reaction to 

the student responses, such as “yes, that is right” and “well, no”. Although Lee stimulated 

student engagement by asking them to look at the equation again, the authority of learning 
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remained with Lee, and a possible opportunity to promote the students’ learning ability was 

missed.   

The findings from the classroom observations suggest that Lee sometime use uptake 

questions to stimulate students’ thinking and further encourage interaction. According to 

Nystrand et al. (2003), the uptake question is when the teacher reinforces the importance of 

a student's answer by asking a question and allowing it to alter or modify the direction of the 

discussion in a way that weaves the student into the context of an ongoing conversation 

(Nystrand et al., 2003). The most common uptake questions asked by the lecturers during the 

current observation period were: “anything else?”, “what if…?”, and “about what…?” questions.  

Extract 3 (11th March 2019), which has been discussed earlier, provides an example of an 

uptake question in a follow-up move. That was a conversation discussing possible influences 

on people’s spending habits in a given situation. In Extract 3, Lee tried to direct students’ 

thinking by asking: “about what?” This is a typical uptake question used to stimulate students 

to think further by themselves. This phrase was commonly used along with other uptake 

questions, such as “what else” and “anyone else?” But this kind of uptake response seems to 

lack ability to maximise opportunities to engage with students in the details of the learning 

context.  

Extract 8 shows an example of a “what if” question, also categorised as an uptake question, 

that worked to stimulate students’ thinking; this continued a conversation about people’s 

current and future spending with regard to their income levels.  

 Extract 8. (11th March 2019) 

 1 Lee: What if people expect a big drop for their future income? Or a financial 

crisis?  

 2 S: People save  

 3 Lee: Save for what? 

 4 S: For the future.  

 5 Lee: Great. So, have you got [an] answer for this equation?  

By asking a what-if question, and providing a for-what response, Lee encouraged the students 

to extend their thoughts and to co-create new knowledge, promoting the development of ideas 

and solutions, and thus facilitating new and better understanding. However, a possible 

opportunity for more in-depth engagement was once again missed, as Lee simply accepted 

the student’s answer by providing praise before switching the conversation towards whether 

or not the students could get the right answer from the equation. This highlights that the Lee 
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was mainly focused on ensuring the student’s ability to get the right answer, rather than 

checking students’ deeper understanding of the learning materials.  

Extract 9 occurred when Lee was talking about Game Theory; this theory is used to research 

the strategic decisions made by rational people. It attempts to account for the relationship 

between players and their behaviours in order to identify the behaviour taken by a player that 

mathematically and logically maximises that player’s chance of success. 

 Extract 9. (25th March 2019) 

 1 Lee: Have you thought about this? Can you explain the difference (between 

two behaviours) with an example?  

 2 S: (student provided a complicated and long example, which the audio 

equipment was not able to capture clearly) 

 3 Lee: That is interesting. Can you explain … the difference? And in which type 

of project you should go for [it]?  

Extract 9 illustrates a conversation in which the student was encouraged actively to dialogically 

participate and engage with Lee. The open and explorative type of questions stimulated the 

student’s self-learning ability by eliciting an example offered by the student based on the Game 

Theory discussed in class. The follow-up moves from Lee, with “can you explain…” and “in 

which…” questions, further promoted a deeper level of thinking. The student was not only able 

to provide an example, but also encouraged to explain the theory underlying that example. 

Extract 9 shows an efficient dialogue exchange between the lecturer and the student. In this 

case, Lee attempted to transfer the power of classroom speech to the student, and the 

student’s level of thinking and learning ability was then stimulated, as expected.  

The analysis of the classroom discourse highlights the fact that, in interactions with students, 

the lecturer tends to underutilise moves to maximise student participation in classroom 

dialogue. This is unfortunate because, judged from the limited evidence available, such moves 

promote in-depth interactions, extend engagements, and activate participation; when used, 

the result is more thematic coherence in classroom discourse. In this thesis, thematic 

coherence means that classroom discourse and interaction are based on a set of targets within 

the teaching objectives. In my study, the situations in which students were naturally motivated 

to interact in the classroom remained at a minimum.   

 

4.2 Pictures of Classroom Participation  

This section presents an overview of students’ participation in lectures and seminars, based 

on observational data. The data showed two patterns of participation behaviour: active 
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participation and passive participation. Active participation refers to students actively seeking 

out opportunities to participate in classroom activities, such as asking questions, giving 

opinions, providing answers, and discussing related topics with peers. Passive participation, 

in this study, is defined as students’ passive reception of the information provided in the class, 

with no contribution to classroom discussion unless they are called on: such actions include 

listening quietly, writing notes, using a personal laptop, practicing on a campus computer, or 

performing unrelated tasks. In the following, different categories of active and passive 

participation are discussed.   

4.2.1 Pattern of classroom participation  

Figures 4.1 and 4.2 present the number of students who passively or actively participated in 

lectures and seminars.   

Figure 4.1 Students’ participation pattern in lectures 

 

As can been seen from above figure, in the lecture classroom, most students interact passively. 

Interestingly, in week 5 of Lee’s classroom, most of the students participated actively in 

academic activities. Revision of the recorded data showed that the lecture in week 5 differed 

significantly from the other weeks. In week 5, Lee created a game for the students that required 

them to be involved. The game was that students should guess a number between zero to 

one hundred, which Lee had written on a piece of paper and concealed. The student who 

guessed the number nearest to Lee’s hidden number won a box of chocolate. The participation 

of students increased dramatically during this game, with 32 students actively participating, 

compared with only 6 students actively participating in the week 1 lecture and just ten students 
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in the week 4 lecture. The figure also shows that there were 14 students who actively 

participated in the week 7 lecture, slightly more than in most of the previous weeks. The 

recorded data indicate that week 7 was revision week, where Lee helped students to 

overcome any academic difficulties. The students were thus given more opportunities to ask 

questions, to raise concerns, and to discuss problem with the lecturer.  

By comparison, Figure 4.2 presents students’ active and passive participation pattern in 

seminar classroom. In week 5 of the seminar, the number of active participants was slightly 

reduced, and revision of the recorded data made it clear that, in the week 5 seminars, the 

seminar tutor provided a revision session for students and took on a dialogic role in the 

classroom; the tutor thus did more of the talking in the week 5 seminars. Although the students 

still had opportunities to ask questions, as compared with those sessions where they were 

able to practice by themselves, the students had fewer chances to discover problems, and 

thus raised fewer issues.  

Figure 4.2 Students’ participation pattern in seminars 
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participation or passive participation. Figures 4.3 and 4.4 present different acts of students’ 

active participation in lectures (Figure 4.3) and seminars (Figure 4.4), as identified in this work. 

Generally, students were quite active in discussing learning with their peers in both lectures 

and seminars. Throughout the seven weeks, the average number of students who participated 

in discussion with peers was six students in lectures and five students in seminars. However, 

they were more confident in terms of asking questions in seminars. Specifically, less than five 

students on average actively asked questions in lectures, while more than seven students 

participated by asking questions in seminars. This suggests that only few students were 

involved in giving answers in lectures, except during week 5, when the “game week” occurred 

that encouraged others to participate. In the seminars, as the seminar tutor was not purposely 

teaching, students were more involved in asking questions than giving answers.   

Figure 4.3 Types of active participation in lectures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4 Types of active participation in seminars 
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In the seminar classroom (see Figure 4.4), most students present full integration, regularly 

participating and discussing what they have learnt with their peers, asking questions, 

discovering what they want to say and what they do not need to say. Class participation is 

random and natural in such circumstances. Compared with lectures, fewer students were 

engaged in participation and, generally, participated only when called on by the lecturer Lee 

or their peers. Their participation also tends to be influenced by the classroom learning 

environments. For example, a participant said (during an interview), that in the student-centred 

seminars they were able to ask questions at any time they wanted because they were 

expected to do so; in lectures, there was not always an appropriate time to interrupt the lecturer.    

Across most lectures, many students remained involved in marginal interaction and 

participation by listening to Lee, making notes, or using laptops. This group of students tend 

to listen quietly and to take notes rather than engage in classroom conversations. Figures 4.5 

and 4.6 present the types of passive participation observed in lectures and seminars. It shows 

that most students who are passively involved in classroom activities are listening, taking 

notes, and using computers. The act of making notes was also particularly common in the 

lecture in week 7 and the seminar in week 6, probably because those weeks were revision 

weeks, where Lee and the seminar tutor helped students to revise and solve academic 

difficulties. The students responded to this prompting by writing more notes.  

Figure 4.5 Types of passive participation in lectures 
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Figure 4.6 Types of passive participation in seminars 
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Overall, during this observation period, students’ participation in lectures and seminars was 

explored, and the findings from the observations gave some interesting results. Based on 

observations from seven weeks of lecture classes, the most common type of classroom 

attended by students in this study, students do not participate actively in this environment of 

learning. Students were more likely to listen and make notes, with few becoming involved in 

active participation by asking questions or giving opinions.  

Evidence from the classroom observations indicates that the students presented a higher level 

of participation when they were involved in playing a game, and a core feature of “playing 

games” in that particular lecture classroom was that the learning environment was conducive 

to participation. Such a game might be designed and led by the lecturer, yet it will be 

specifically designed to stimulate students’ willingness to participate. It can be concluded that 

such classes promote student involvement, stimulate excitement and the desire to learn. A 

participatory classroom atmosphere encourages students’ participation, especially promotes 

their dialogic interaction.  

Further, the evidence indicates that, although students demonstrated passive participation 

when practicing economics models on university computers in seminars, the number of 

students asking questions is meaningfully higher in seminars than in lectures. In lectures, most 

students passively build knowledge from the lecturer, while in seminars, the students take 

advantage of opportunities to practice what they have learnt, to think about it and to discover 

any difficulties by themselves. By reflecting on the learning experience, the students promote 

their learning ability. Hence, identifying the appropriate learning environment for each stage 

of learning is vital for success and appropriate participation.  

The observations further explored different categories of active and passive participation, as 

discussed below.    

4.2.3 Categories of active and passive participation  

This analysis in this section is based on the five participants who were involved in classroom 

observations and, later, in the individual interviews. All of these participants attended the 

seven-week course of lectures, though they had some absences from the seminars. The 

analysis thus combines the evidence from the observations with that from the interviews, when 

it is supportive. 

• Categories of active participation 

The observations of and interviews with the selected participants suggest that various ways 

were adopted to embed active participation in classroom interaction, including active 

participation through oral responses and/or action responses.  
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In lecture week 4, Wendy asked Sheldon if he would share his PPT (on his laptop) with her, 

and Sheldon answered by passing the laptop to Wendy. The following conversation between 

Wendy and Sheldon is shown in Extract 11. 

 Extract 10 (25th April 2019) 

 1 Wendy: which page? 

 2 Sheldon: (pointing to the learning page on PPT) 

Extract 11 shows that students have adopted combined techniques of interaction. After Wendy 

asked, “which page”, Sheldon, instead of offering a dialogic response, offered an action 

response by pointing to the PPT page in order to answer Wendy’s questions. Students 

responses in interaction are, however, influenced by both learning environments and social 

contexts. Wendy asked for Sheldon’s help in a circumstance in which she found herself 

struggling to find the learning materials; her learning and participation behaviour were thus 

constructed by the situation. By offering either oral response or action response, students 

demonstrate their category of active participation.  

From the observational data, it can be seen that oral responses remain the main response 

category for students to interact, especially when they are asking for clarification. In lectures, 

when participants required clarification, they preferred to ask their peers rather than the 

lecturer or tutor. For example, in lecture week 5: 

 Extract 11 (8th April 2019) 

 1 Zara: “What it that? Z?” (pointing to the white board) 

 2 Peer A: “[it is] ” 

Such questions can be regarded as seeking clarification rather than asking an academic-

related question because they are asking for short factual answers, unlike complicated 

questions, which often require responses to be long and more complex. The evidence from 

the lecture observations suggests that “What” is the most common form of query for 

clarification requests, with this kind of clarification primarily reflecting unclear questions; the 

item presented for clarification may either be confirmed or not, as in the example shown above.  

Zara noted in her interview that small questions can be solved by peers and do not need to 

interrupt the lectures (interview with Zara, 25th Match 2019). She additionally claimed that she 

rarely asks long questions during lectures, and the reason for this is that: “asking long and 

complicated questions after lectures is seen as more efficient” (interview with Zara, 25th March 

2019). Lectures offer limited time and space for students to raise questions, and Zara felt 

stressed when they considered interrupting the lecturer’s work to ask a complicated question. 
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Hence, the oral responses in lectures are often short and simple, as students mainly seek to 

give clear answers to questions from peers. As illustrated in Extract 11, Zara used the “what” 

request to seek transparent explanations of unclear items, and the responses from peers 

usually consist of a repetition or a simple clarification. This indicates that students’ oral 

participation in the classroom is focused more on clarification and confirmation conversations. 

However, oral participation in seminars is different, based on the observations. Rather than 

discussing items with their peers in seminars, the students more commonly ask the seminar 

tutor complicated questions. In seminar interactions, the participants presented full integration 

by actively and naturally asking questions of and giving opinions to their tutors. In full 

integration, participants regularly participate in discussions; they learn what they want to learn, 

and they speak out freely.  

Claire claims to be an introvert; in her own words, she prefers not to answer the lecturer’s 

questions during class (interview with Claire, 24th June 2019). However, the observations 

showed different results regarding Claire’s behaviour in the seminars. Although Claire showed 

marginal participation in Lee’s lectures, she presented almost full participation in the observed 

seminars, by frequently asking the seminar tutor questions and joining in discussions with 

peers. When discussing the observed results with Claire, she mentioned that “student-centred 

seminars allow me to learn comfortably” (interview with Claire, 24th June 2019). Rather than 

having to ask and answer questions when she is called on, Claire in seminars tend to have 

more freedom to choose when to interact with others, and what about. That caused Claire to 

feel less pressure, which gave her the space to confidently seek academic help from her 

seminar tutor. Additionally, Claire explained that because she knows the seminar tutor is not 

“in a rush to finish the teaching materials”, she can easily ask for help in more detail, which 

makes her more willing to participate (interview with Claire, 24th June 2019). The questions 

raised in seminars are more complex and comprehensive than those discussed in lectures, 

and the data suggests that offering several learning environments result in students’ 

developing different dynamics and forms of participation in classes. 

• Categories of passive participation 

Silent engagement includes physical agreement and the use of course materials and 

technology. Participants taking this approach might be overlooked, as sitting quietly although 

attentive in classes is seen as being less active. As these patterns of participation are 

anonymous, students do not risk attracting attention or publicly revealing their problems or 

uncertainties. However, the observed data indicate that students’ regular use of technology 

can build understanding of the underlying subject. Physical actions and using resources are 

two core categories of passive participation in this study.  
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Nodding the head is a common form of physical participation seen in the classroom 

observations (see Figure 4.5). The figures above presented the numbers of students nodding 

head as showing a form of passive participation. The evidence from the video recording and 

field notes shows that participants frequently nod their heads to show agreement with the 

lecturer. For example, when Lee suggested students use X module to run economics data, 

Wendy nodded her head repeatedly in agreement (lecture observation, 11th February 2019). 

Further, after Lee answered a question raised by another student, Wendy nodded her head to 

show she understood the answer (lecture observation, 11th February 2019). Most commonly, 

students nod their heads when Lee asks, “Does that make sense?” or “Is that clear?”. In this 

study, nodding heads are thus interpreted as expressing either understanding of the subject 

matter or agreement with a statement.  

There is also evidence of participants using other gestures to interact with their peers or to 

answer lecturer’ questions. For instance, when Lee asked: “What is the answer to this 

equation?”, Sheldon answer “1” by raising a finger on his right hand; Lee responded: “yes, 

one”, acknowledging the communication (lecture observation, 15th April 2019). It is also likely 

that, in fact, students tend to use more gestures to demonstrate their participation in classes 

than this research was able to capture, as the camera was set at the back of the classroom to 

protect students’ privacy. Such physical participation should be noticed by the lecturers, 

however, as students face them. These quiet physical acts offer a passive but distinct way for 

students to demonstrate that they are listening and understanding. 

In all classroom observations, both of lectures and seminars, most students responded by 

using course materials to enhance class learning, discussions, and explanations; related 

actions included writing notes, highlighting segments of documents, using laptops, or using 

devices to record important announcements. These are all classified as silent forms of 

participation. In the interview, Sheldon explained that: “I like to use [my] personal laptop to 

make comments on the lecturer’s PPT. It is easier for me to follow what the lecturer’s talking 

[about] because it is faster than handwriting” (interview with Sheldon, 25th March 2019). Zara 

also noted that: “I make notes when it is necessary; it does not need to be a long sentence…a 

few key words are sufficient for me to revise” (interview with Zara, 25th March 2019). The 

participants also clarified how participation in the classroom included more than just listening 

in class. One tool for demonstrating adherence to the pursuit of academic knowledge was the 

use of course materials. In particular, almost all students made notes, either on personal 

laptops or notebooks when the lecturer mentioned and explained assignments. The data from 

classroom observation show that most of the students in the observed classes have personal 

laptops, though some use iPads or tablets, and smartphones are occasionally applied for 

checking or translating words. Using technology is thus a common form of silent participation.  
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During the seminar observations, almost every student used the campus computers to 

develop their understanding of the subject matter by running economics data and building 

suitable modules. Use of the computer is categorised as passive participation in this study, as 

students are not dialogically interacting during such behaviour. There is an argument to be 

made, however, that, although such learning behaviour is silent, students are in fact actively 

practicing on their computers during seminars. During the seminar observations, few students 

used the computers for things not at least tangentially related to their academic learning. 

Wendy commented that the seminars offered a space for her to check her understanding of 

the academic knowledge she had acquired by practicing under supervision by a tutor 

(interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019). Thus, while participation by using computers is seen 

as silent and passive, the learning behaviours displayed in student-centred seminars are 

dynamic and active.  

Overall, the findings indicate that students use oral response or action response, or both, to 

demonstrate their participation in the classroom. Most students present circumstantial 

participation and marginal interaction in lectures; a small number of students demonstrate 

silence during lectures, in that they do not refuse to participate in discussions, but only 

participate when they are called on. It is interesting to see that more students present full 

integration during student-centred seminars, suggesting that these allow them to learn 

dynamically and engage actively in dialogic participation. These results support the idea that 

learning environments, personal preferences, and individual willingness to participate are 

fundamental factors regarding students’ classroom participation. 

 

4.3 The connection between observation data and interview data  

It is interesting to note that the data from the observations are inconsistent with the data from 

the interviews. An example of this is Claire’s participation behaviour. During the interviews, 

Claire described herself as a “shy person” who prefers not to participate orally in classroom 

activities unless necessary. In the observations, such participation is categorised as marginal 

interaction, or silent participation, depending on the response in particular situations. However, 

Claire shows another pattern of participation in certain circumstances, by moving towards 

almost full integration in the seminar classroom. Claire explained that this occurs because she 

felt more comfortable in seminars; additionally, she also expressed that a prompt response 

from the tutor make her more confident, encouraging her to talk more in seminars (interview 

with Claire, 24th June 2019). 

Wendy frequently responded to lecturers or tutors by nodding her head in classroom 

observation; in the interview, Wendy explained that: “I would like to participate when I need 
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helps” (interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019). Although she appeared never to speak up or 

orally answer the lecturer’ questions, even when called on, the observations show that she 

was happy to discuss questions with her peers. When asked why her words and her behaviour 

did not match, Wendy explained that: “well, everybody knows the answer, so I do not need to 

answer it” (interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019). 

In contrast, Sheldon is very confident about his academic knowledge, based on both the 

classroom observations and the interview. In the observed classes, Sheldon participated with 

almost full integration in both lectures and seminars. In the interview, however, Sheldon 

indicated that “I would prefer to work alone, if possible; … collaborative learning did not really 

help me to learn (interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019) 

The inconsistency between ‘observed data’ and ‘interviewed data’ indicates that the  learning 

structure could be an essential factor in students’ participation. For example, as Claire said, 

she is too shy to speak in public and presented marginal participation in lectures while the 

‘observed data’ indicate that she moved towards almost full participation in seminars. Although 

Wendy is happy to speak in public and participated actively in seminars, she never spoke up 

during lectures. This indicates that different learning environments can result in different 

participation patterns. The learning structure and teaching curriculum of seminars emphasise 

the development of students’ comprehensive learning abilities by allowing students to learn 

and practice by themselves; such learning environments provide students with room to study 

and to demonstrate the forms of participation they prefer. Hence, students are encouraged in 

seminars to participate more actively.  

The lecture sessions focused on the building, reception, and accumulation of knowledge; 

students were thus offered few chances to dialogically participate in classroom activities in 

these lectures. Nevertheless, they performed silent forms of participation to demonstrate their 

engagement in the lectures. Lave and Wenger's (1991) Legitimate Peripheral Participation 

theory, according to which individuals who are new to a specific group initially engage in simple, 

low-risk activities as they get to know the culture, provides an explanation of the students’ 

preferences for low-risk participation. Silent participation, based on technology use and 

physical actions, offers the students a way to respond without risking public acknowledgement 

that they have gotten something wrong. Within the theory of situated learning (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991) it makes sense that students are conscious of the social dimensions of 

becoming part of a community of practice; thus, in terms of  forms of participation, the timing 

and extent of the move from silent observation to full integration greatly depends on students’ 

comfort with and confidence in their participation behaviours. The analysis of Sheldon’s 

learning behaviour indicates that students’ willingness to participate influences their 

participation pattern in the classroom. This emphasises the importance of students’ feeling 
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comfortable and confident in their learning environment in order to promote engagement in 

dialogic participation (See Chapter 5).  

Apart from the inconsistency, the data collected from observations and interviews also have 

some connections. While all participants asked questions and explained terminology without 

hesitation when interacting with peers, they were not always comfortable to acknowledge 

queries or concerns publicly, or even to display their knowledge. Although this meant that the 

lecturer’s questions were not always directly answered, several participants frequently used 

silent means of interaction. For example, Lee frequently asked if matters were “all clear?” or if 

it “all makes sense?” during the middle of a lecture, and while a few students responded by 

asking one or two questions, most of the students responded non-verbally by nodding their 

heads. Zara explained this in her interview by saying: “shaking or nodding the head is the way 

to answer the questions” (interview with Zara, 24th June 2019). The lecturer or seminar tutor 

may be expected to explain an item again if most of the students shake their heads, while a 

majority of nodding heads means everything is clear enough for the lecturer to move on to the 

next section. The response from Zara demonstrates that she believed that shaking her head 

is an appropriate way to respond and that silent participation demonstrates that she is 

committed to the class. Another example of this was given by Wendy; during the observations, 

Wendy was seen to prefer to keep answers to herself in the classroom, and during her 

interview, Wendy explained that she did not want to share her answers because wrong 

answers might be embarrassing in public (interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019). Thus, 

various forms of silent participation were adopted as suitable ways to lower the risk of 

embarrassment while still demonstrating interaction in classes.  

This chapter demonstrates how students participated in a variety of behaviours and activities 

in a master’s level economics course in a UK higher education setting. These behaviours can 

be classified as active or passive participation and tend to vary in accordance with the 

classroom setting. Students performed dialogic participation more commonly when they were 

in a seminar learning environment. Within the more open and encouraging learning 

environment, students readily displayed active and dialogic participation patterns by sharing 

information and asking questions to keep the seminar moving. The use of various tools, such 

as textbooks and laptops, also helped students to solve problems together. These various 

forms of participation demonstrate students’ willingness to and interest in participating and 

engaging in classroom activities.  
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter attempted to answer the research question with regard to how Chinese 

postgraduate students participate and interact in a classroom environment. Overall, students’ 

participation in lecture classrooms remained at a relatively low level; most of the time, students 

participated in passive ways. Students were, however, highly motivated in the seminar 

classrooms, where the level of participation was comparatively higher and in which students 

often participate in active ways. The extracts illustrate that the IRF structures developed 

between the lecturer and students were mostly dominated by the lecturer, which leads to a 

limitation of the opportunities for students to facilitate their deep learning. There were several 

techniques that the lecturer occasionally applies to motivate students’ dialogic participation; of 

these, shifting the authority in the classroom is the most effective.  

As an initial result, this chapter argues that the learning structure and students’ willingness to 

participate influenced students’ participation in the classroom significantly. In order to show 

those factors that may be influential, and to explore in more depth students’ participation in 

the classroom when they were given the opportunity to interact with the lecturer or tutor, the 

next chapter examines how students perceive participation and interaction in seminars and 

group activities.  
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 : Chinese Postgraduate Students’ Perception of Participation and 

Interaction in Seminars  

 

Chapter Overview  

The previous chapter provided an overall picture of the dynamics of a class of Chinese 

postgraduate students’ participation in lectures and seminars. The current chapter, focusing 

on five selected interviewees, zooms in on how they perceive their participation and interaction 

in seminars, where students are usually given more opportunity to participate in classroom 

activities. This chapter analyses data collected from in-depth interviews and presents the 

results related to the second research question of this study:  

RQ2: How do Chinese postgraduate students perceive participation and interaction in 

seminars, and what factors influence their participation in the seminar classroom? 

The findings are organised according to three major themes, emerged from the interview data 

about students’ perceptions of seminar participation. Those three themes are: the cognitive 

aspect, the pedagogical aspect, and the affective aspect. A graphic representation of the 

thematic findings generated from the data is presented in Figure 5.1. 

Figure 5.1 Aspects of perception of seminar participation and interaction  
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5.1 Cognitive Aspect  

In this chapter, the cognitive aspect is related to students’ perception of participation and 

interaction in seminars, and to their motivation to participate in seminar. The participants view 

the interaction in seminars from three perspectives: 1) participation in seminars help them to 

increase their understanding of academic contents, acquired in lectures. In other words, any 

kind of classroom activities that could help them to understand the subject better would 

motivate them to participate, especially oral interactions. 2) Being silent in classroom does not 

mean lack of engagement. Although the participants in the current study acknowledge the 

importance of oral participation, they deny that being silent equals lack of participating as they 

identify silent participation as a meaningful pattern of participation. 3) The setting of student-

centred seminars in UK higher education helps to build a sense of belonging for those 

international students.  

5.1.1 Increasing Academic Understanding  

Claire is a shy person, according to her own words during the interviews. Classroom 

observations showed that she rarely participated in lecture activities; it was, however, 

interesting to see her participate actively in seminars. When asked about the reason why her 

behaviour differed from one classroom to the other, she said:  

Original quote Translation  

seminar是一个让我可以更好的去理解所学过的

知识，就是在 lecture里学的那些(知识)。上

lecture的话，如果是我有不懂的地方，很难可以

和老师有一个很详细的和及时的交流。但是上

seminar的话，情况就不一样。我有问题的话，

seminar tutor会给很及时的反馈，和很清晰的解

释。我就可以更好的去理解这个东西。 

… The seminar is a place for me to better 

understand the academic content that I 

absorbed in the lectures. When I have academic 

difficulties, it is often very hard to get an 

immediate response during a lecture because of 

the size of the class. In a seminar, it is very 

different. The seminar tutor can offer direct and 

clear responses to my questions so that my 

problem is solved, and I gain a better 

understanding of the subject 

Interview with Claire, 24th June 2019 

 

In Claire’s opinion, the student-centred seminars provide an efficient learning environment for 

her to receive a better understanding of the academic subject. During the interviews, Claire 

explained that, although the lecturer attempted to explain every question as clearly as possible, 

the interaction with the lecturer to solve difficult academic problems remained limited in the 
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lecture classroom (interview with Claire, 24th June 2019). The student-centred seminar, 

however, was different. It is a place for her to attempt to answer difficult questions during one-

to-one interaction with the seminar tutor. As a consequence, participation and interaction in 

seminars helped her to understand the academic subject better.  

Further, Claire pointed out that although her academic knowledge background and English 

ability restricted her interaction with lecturers in the lecture classroom, it rather motivated her 

to interact more actively in seminars.  

Original quote Translation  

上 lecture大课的话有时候其实我很有压力的。

因为可能是我之前并不是学 economics的，然后

我英文口语也没有说可以特别流利的去交流。所

有很多时候我并不想去在大课上问一些简单的问

题，也很打扰别的学生。Seminar的话就相对小

一些，你和老师的对话会更私密一些，我提问的

时候就会更放松，没有那么大压力。所以上

seminar的时候，只要我有问题我都会去问，不

管是复杂的问题还是简单的问题。我希望可以问

清楚，所以我有很多(很多)的问题。然后这种和

seminar tutor交流的话，我觉得也提高了我的英

文口语。 

Concentrating during lectures is sometimes 

stressful for me, maybe I am not very 

professional in this [economics] field, and my 

English is not proficient enough to interact 

fluently with the lecturer. So, I would not want to 

bother others by asking simple questions … But 

the seminar is relatively private, and I’m relaxed 

when I talk with the tutor. So, in seminar 

learning, I work hard and ask more questions, 

many (many) questions, no matter whether they 

are simple or complex questions. It helps to 

improve my English speaking and listening skills 

as well 

Interview with Claire, 24th June 2019 

 

Claire used “many, many questions” to describe her way of asking questions in seminars. It is 

interesting to see that Claire’s awareness of her weakness in English and limited academic 

knowledge motivates her to be more active in seminars to overcome her insufficient 

background knowledge in the discipline and her linguistic deficiency. This contradicts  the 

findings in many other studies,  that Asian students’ lack of classroom participation is due to 

their lack of English communication ability (Liu, 2001; Li and Campbell, 2008). From Claire’s 

perspective, her limited academic understanding and inadequate English ability served as a 

trigger to motivate her to interact with the tutor as much as possible, increasing her academic 

understanding while, at the same time, practicing her English.   

Checking the recorded videos of Claire’s participation in the classroom, I found that Claire had 

only limited interactions with the lecturer in the lecture classroom, unless she was called on; 

however, she presented a high level of participation with the tutor in the seminars. One 
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seminar session was particular in that the tutor introduced the topics during the first ten 

minutes and then handed over the session to the students by asking them to practice the 

economics data on their computers.  Claire was leading the discussion with the seminar tutor. 

Although Claire’s voice was not clearly recorded, it can be seen that Claire tried hard to solve 

a problem with the help of the seminar tutor. A five-minute informal interview was carried out 

straight after the session. Claire confirmed that she had a good grasp of the topic which was 

delivered in lectures; the interaction with the tutor also helped her to understand the English 

terminology of related subjects.  

Therefore, Claire perceives her participation in seminars as a way to increase her 

understanding of an academic subject; the oral interaction with the seminar tutor helps to 

improve her English speaking and listening skills and, especially, to familiarise her with the 

terminology related to her study.  

5.1.2 Silence does not mean lack of engagement   

This section presents three perspectives on what participants consider as meaningful, silence 

in seminars: silent participation in seminars offers deeper and broader learning; participants 

can learn at their own pace in seminars; and participants need quiet time to concentrate and 

reflect on their study. 

Although the importance of oral interaction in promoting learning in the classroom has been 

widely recognised, three out of five participants in this study stated that being silent during 

seminar activities does not mean lacking participation. When asked why she rarely 

participated in the oral interactions, Zara provided the following statement:  

Original quote  Translation 

因为我们是自己学，和在电脑上做练习。我就可

以自己尝试去搞明白这个东西。和 tutor的交流

我觉得你需要的时候可以有，但不是必须要和他

交流的。Seminar更多的是提供给我们一个自我

学习的机会，就是思考那些我们在 lecture上学

过的东西, reflect on it。所以我不觉得在 seminar

你一定要去交流，更重要的是通过在电脑上做练

习，能更深入的了解你所学过的知识。 

because I am practicing and learning by myself 

[on the university computer]. I can understand 

[the learning materials] by myself, so interaction 

with the tutor is not necessary in that case. I 

think the seminar offers me an opportunity to 

reflect on the academic stuff that I’ve learnt in 

the lectures. So, I don’t think oral interaction is 

the only way to assess my learning in seminars. 

Rather, the seminar is a place to provide deeper 

and broader learning opportunity 

Interview with Zara, 24th June 2019 
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Rather than a place for oral interaction, Zara considered the seminar to be a place to reflect 

on learning by practicing on the computer by herself. This suggests that silence is referred to 

as meditation or a moment to ponder about the importance of classroom learning and offers 

Zara a chance to sit and recall material and learn about more issues without distraction. When 

given the opportunity to reflect on learning materials, the participants would tend to think 

broadly and deeply, not purely focus on how to obtain a degree. Therefore, according to Zara’s 

interpretation, a seminar provides a chance to reflect on learning, and oral interaction should 

be resorted to only when necessary.  

Wendy indicated that learning at her own speed is essential for her in seminar learning. 

Whether she wanted to orally interact with her tutor by asking questions or she wanted to 

silently participate by practicing on the computer by herself should be decided by herself.  

Original quote  Translation 

Seminars和 lectures不同, 上 lecture的话是老师

主要在讲课，在控制课堂节奏。但 seminar的话

不同，因为我们上的 seminar就是让我们自己来

学习，自己来掌控自己的学习节奏。比如说，在

seminar上我可以有疑问可以随时问问题； 如果

没有问题，我就自己在电脑上练习，看课件。我

认为通过上 seminar，最主要的目的是我们更深

入的，扩展性的去了解所学知识。在这个基础

上，口头上的交流和安静的学习都是很重要的，

也应该被允许的 … 不过最关键的还是要适合我

自己的学习节奏。 

Unlike learning in lectures, where it is mainly the 

lecturer who controls the classroom, both 

talking, and the process of learning are different 

in a seminar because it is designed to be a 

place where students themselves can control 

their learning speed.  For example, I can ask 

questions anytime when I have problems, or I 

can practice by myself when I understand the 

academic material. I think that the main purpose 

of attending seminars is to learn deeply and to 

build broad knowledge. Oral participation and 

silent participation are both important and 

acceptable in learning … but they must fit my 

own speed and way of learning 

Interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019 

 

Wendy emphasized the difference between learning in lectures and learning in seminars. In 

lectures, students need to follow a certain pace, at certain times with faster or slower speed 

than their own perfect tempo, to follow their lecturer or the curriculum. In contrast, 

contemplative time in seminars allows students to catch up and process at their own speed. 

Seminar learning, especially student-centred learning in this study, offers opportunities and 

spaces for students’ inquiries and reflection. The academic tasks in seminars can be complex 

questions, for which the tutor’s help is needed or simple problems which students can solve 

by themselves. Hence participants have full control of their learning pace. Dialogue and silent 
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participation happen naturally and collaborate as a learning process. As explained by Wendy, 

silent participation in seminar learning helps her by allowing profound thinking and in-depth 

study.  

The last point regarding silent participation was raised by Sheldon during the last interview 

with him: 

Original quote Translation  

和老师口头上的那种交流也是时刻必要的。有时

候可能我需要 focus在我自己的思考，那就是安

静的一种状态。当你学习新的知识或者课程时，

你就是需要思考和复习一下你学了些什么。我们

需要听别人的想法，也需要关注自己的想法。这

样可以更好的解决不清楚的问题，也可以更好的

为下一节课做准备。口头交流也是为了帮助你更

好的去学习。所以当我不需要用交流来帮助我学

习的时候，我就不用非要和老师去交流。所以我

觉得交流，或者不交流，都是同等重要的。 

Oral participation in seminar learning is not 

always necessary …  Being quiet and silent 

helps me to focus on thinking, which is an 

important step in learning. When studying a 

subject, you need to think about and reflect on 

what you have learnt. You need to listen to 

others and you also need time to concentrate by 

yourself [in order] to figure out what is unclear 

for you, where you need to improve and what 

you should prepare for the next lecture. Oral 

interaction is needed when it helps you to learn; 

but I don’t think I need to force myself to interact 

orally when I don’t need dialogue … In my view 

dialogue and silence are both important and 

helpful 

Interview with Sheldon. 24th June 2019 

 

Sheldon claimed that silence in seminar learning offers an opportunity for him to listen to 

others and reflect on himself. In other words, taking time to listen to others’ questions or 

viewpoints helps Sheldon to learn. Instead of speaking, concentrating on self-learning in a 

silent way allows Sheldon to monitor himself. Silence supports his reflective mode of learning 

in a seminar.  

As stated in Chapter 2, many researchers emphasize the benefits of classroom dialogue and 

oral interaction. It is often believed that silence means that students are withdrawing 

themselves from classroom participation (Abdullah, Bakar and Mahbob, 2012b; Frymier and 

Houser, 2016). The current study, however, shows that silence can be meaningful in 

classroom learning. Silence can provide participants with a chance to develop in-depth 

thinking and careful reflection. Sheldon had a silent moment, offered by the lecturer: in one 

lecture, students were asked to write down five points that were related to a certain model of 

microeconomics. He considered the process of “writing down” as a silent moment for students 
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to think (interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019). Sheldon argued that this is a moment when 

silent participation was offered by the lecturer; in many other cases he needed to find a quiet 

moment by himself during the busy pace of lecture learning, which could be stressful. The 

seminar, therefore, provides freedom for participants to choose their ways of learning, either 

by oral interaction with the tutor or by silent participation, practicing on the computer, or both.  

5.1.3 Sense of belonging   

As discussed in Chapter 2, the theory of LPP and CL states that participation in a group can 

help to build students’ sense of belonging. This chapter discovers a consistent consequence 

of those theoretical frameworks. Participation and collaboration, especially in a small-sized 

classroom, help participants to identify group outcomes, university values, and personal 

behavioural components, pertaining to participation in classroom activities. Those are the 

perspectives that help to build participants’ sense of belonging.  

In the current study, the size of a seminar is relatively small; compared with a lecture hall, the 

seminar class is usually quite small, consisting of only 10-15 students. The participants, 

involved in three phases of the interviews, have attended two forms of seminars: tutor-led 

seminars (the tutor teaches the students) and student-centred seminars (students are required 

to practice by themselves under the supervision of a tutor). When asked about their learning 

experiences in the seminars, Claire provided the following statement:  

Original quote  Translation  

这是我第一年在英国学习嘛，一方面我觉得我想

要提高我的英文；另一方面我想要更了解西方文

件，和西方高校的这种理念。这就需要和其他人

交流，比如说同学和老师。像我们这个

seminar，尤其是这种以学生自学为主的

seminar，可以帮助我更好的去提高英语和更好

的理解英国的文化。 

This is the first year that I am studying at a UK 

university. On the one hand, I aim to improve 

my English language skills; on the other hand, I 

wish I could understand a bit more about 

English culture and the values of the universities 

in Western countries by engaging with others, 

participating in groups and interacting with 

professors … Participating in seminars, 

especially student-centred seminars, helps me 

to understand more about English language and 

culture 

interview with Claire, 25th Match 2019 

 

Claire stated that participation helps her to understand British language and culture; 

participating in seminars gives her an understanding of the culture. Understanding local culture 

is considered necessary for Claire to feel a connection with other students and the local 
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university. Liu has argued that culture recognition helps students to participate in the 

classroom because students then have an identified common value (Liu, 2001). The theory of 

Collaborative Learning indicates that it is important for those who work collaboratively to create 

common values and beliefs; it helps group members to feel being accepted (Dobao, 2012). In 

CoP, a shared repertoire refers to  ways of learning and participating that, once the member 

is accepted by the group,  include ways of communication and acceptance of personal identity 

and group culture (Wenger, 2011). In the current chapter, Claire considers participation in 

seminars as a way to understand English language and university values, which are regarded 

as important to understand British culture. Understanding the local culture helps Claire to build 

connections and increase engagements with the group (learning in seminar), and this could 

further promote her interaction and participation in seminars. Therefore, according to Claire, 

seminar participation is a way to understand university values, the English language and the 

local culture.  

Huda (interview on 25th March 2019) raised a point that the design of student-centred seminars 

makes her feel welcome and accepted in the campus community.  

Original quote  Translation  

我们其实是被划分为国际学生的，我们交学费更

多，有专门国际学生部来负责我们生活学习上的

问题。这些都会让我觉得我和那些本地学生不

同。但是在 seminar当中，尤其是这种 student-

centred seminar当中，我会感觉到作为学生的身

份来说，我们是被同等对待的。我们学习一样的

东西，面对类似的学术问题，也有同等的机会去

和老师交流提问。即便是可能我的英文不像英国

学生说得好，但是我觉得在这种学习环境下，我

是被接受的。seminar 老师不会拒绝任何问题，

即便是可能会听起来比较傻的那种问题。所以我

会觉得说，我是属于这个集体的，和这个集体相

处我也是很舒服的。在一定程度上，我觉得这种

感觉帮助了我去更好的学习。 

… we are categorised as international students, 

we pay higher tuition fees than others and we 

use the international students’ support 

services … so all that makes me feel that I am 

different, compared with domestic students. But 

in student-centred seminars, I can feel that 

everyone is treated the same, as a student. We 

learn the same subject, face the same or similar 

problems, and all students have equal 

opportunities to interact with the tutor. Even 

though my English is not as good as an English 

native speaker’s, I feel I am accepted as who I 

am, and the seminar tutor usually welcomes any 

type of questions in seminars, even very silly 

questions. So, I feel I belong to this community 

and am comfortable to participate. I also believe 

this feeling helps me to improve my academic 

achievement to some extent. 

Interview with Huda, 25th March 2019 
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Huda raises three points in this interview. Firstly, participating in student-centred seminars 

makes her feel accepted and welcome. Considering the complexities and the difficulties facing 

international students while studying in the UK, their personal feelings about being accepted 

and being engaged are addressed. Although categorised as ‘an international student’, Huda 

feels that the interaction in student-centred seminars makes her accepted and welcome as ‘a 

student’. Secondly, Huda feels she ‘belongs to this community’ which makes her feel 

comfortable to participate and interact. Building a sense of belonging helps Huda to participate 

and interact positively with the tutor. Finally, Huda pointed out that the feeling of being 

accepted motivated her positively to achieve better academic results. Hence, it can be 

concluded that a sense of belonging as well as social and cultural engagement is critical for 

Huda’s academic success.  

Sense of belonging is a considerable part in participation. Participation is seen as a willingness 

to be engaged and to collaborate with the community; it is demonstrated by the feelings of 

participants that they belong to the community, and by their interest in the classroom activities. 

This is consistent with CoP theory (Hoadley, 2012), that students learn by doing and by 

participating; it is in the process of communicating and interacting with others that students 

acquire the common and accepted values, identities and beliefs which give them a sense of 

belonging.  

Overall, this section analyses three cognitive perspectives on how participants in this study 

perceive their participation in seminars. Firstly, a seminar provides opportunities for 

participants to gain in-depth understanding of an academic subject; secondly, by self-study 

and self-practice in seminars, it allows participants to think both deeply and broadly. Silent 

participation is argued to be significant in this kind of learning process; thirdly, interacting in a 

seminar helps participants to build a sense of belonging, which is considered to have a positive 

impact on their academic achievement. As it is important to investigate the influence of 

student’s participation in seminars from a practical viewpoint, the next section discusses the 

pedagogical factors that influence student’s seminar participation and interaction.  

 

5.2 Pedagogical Aspect  

The pedagogical aspect, in the current chapter, is the core factor that influences students' 

interaction in seminars. The participants in this study see the influence of seminar pedagogy 

on their participation and interaction from two perspectives:  the size of seminar, and the 

design of seminar.  
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5.2.1 Size of seminar  

The data suggest that the size of seminar classes is one of the most important factors 

influencing students’ participation. In particular, the findings indicate that 1) approximately ten 

students in a seminar class is considered a small seminar cohort; and that 2) a small seminar 

class can enhance students’ participation in various ways, including attention from tutors, 

interactions with peers, and opportunities to participate.  

Four of the five participants interviewed indicated that about ten students in a seminar was the 

most suitable size to ensure an efficient learning environment. Asked for her opinion about the 

size of seminar groups, Zara gave the following response:  

Original quote Translation  

我认为十个或者十个以下就属于一个小 size的

class了。通常我们的大课会有四十到五十个学

生，就是还蛮[多的]。我觉得人数少一点的话会

是一个相对较好的学习环境。 

I think ten students or less than ten is a small-

size seminar class. Our lectures usually contain 

40 to 50 students, which is [a lot]. A relatively 

small size of class would be a better learning 

environment, I think 

Interview with Zara, 24th June 2019 

 

Zara indicated that about ten students in the seminar should be seen as a small class. Jaarsma 

defined seminars as learning sessions facilitated by a content expert during which a group of 

some 25 students might discuss questions and issues (Jaarsma et al., 2008). The evidence 

from the current study, however, indicates that few opportunities for discussion and interaction 

arise in seminars with more than 20 students.  

Original quote Translation 

当一个课堂超过 20个人的话，我可能就会比较

少去参与到课堂互动去了。感觉着更像一个大

课，就是 lecture，只是叫了个 seminar的名字而

已。 

I tend to participate less when there are more 

than 20 students in a class. It would just be a 

lecture but with a different name 

Interview with Zara, 24th June 2019 

 

Zara further explained that a classroom with more than 20 students does not feel different 

from a lecture: the lecturer or tutor dominates the class for the most part, and students have 

few opportunities to participate. Additionally, Zara indicated that she would feel ashamed or 

embarrassed to disturb the tutor with any questions if there were more than 20 students in the 
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class. As Zara noted, the learning environment in seminars with more than 20 students is more 

like that in a lecture classroom. The tutors focus more on teaching students than on interacting 

with them, and as the tutors dominate the class teaching, the students have few opportunities 

to participate.  

In the Economics department at the selected UK university, the size of seminars varies 

between ten and 25 students; the size may be decided by the method of teaching or the 

subject or the particular learning activities used.  

Original quote Translation 

现在学校招生越来越多了嘛，所以每门课上的人

数越来越多倒是可以理解的。不过我的经验里面

的话，超过 20个学生的 seminar来说就算人数

太多了。 

It is understandable that the number of students 

at each seminar class rises due to the 

increasing number of enrolled students, but from 

my experience, 20 students are really too many 

for a seminar classroom 

Interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019 

 

Sheldon further explained that, in his opinion, seminars are supposed to serve another 

purpose than lectures, but when the number of students in a seminar reaches the upper limit 

of 20 people, it becomes a “small” lecture class. Sheldon also confirmed that around ten 

students in a class is best, and for a seminar to be effective, an upper limit should be about 

15 students; he suggested that any classes with more than 15 students should become lecture 

classes.  

When asked how many students should be in a seminar in order to facilitate full participation 

for each student, Wendy provided the following answer:   

Original quote Translation 

我们每周都有 seminar，也就是 60分钟。我觉得

一个合理的 seminar应该让每个学生都有时间和

tutor交流，就是那种一对一的交流。比如说我们

有 10个学生，在一堂 seminar里，每个学生也

就只有 6分种的时间(和 tutor交流)。那如何过每

个人都有那种很复杂的问题，那其余的学生就不

会有足够的时间。这样想的话，其实 10个学生

基本属于 seminar可以容纳的上线了。 

We have seminars one hour each week … 60 

minutes. A suitable size seminar should allow 

each student to interact with the tutor, … one-

by-one, I mean. So, let’s say there are ten 

students, each one would have six minutes only. 

If everybody has a complicated question, that 

would not [be] enough time for each student. 

Therefore, ten students [are] really the upper 

limit for a one-hour seminar class 

Interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019 
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Wendy explained her viewpoint by adopting a mathematical example. A satisfactory seminar 

class should provide time for each student to ask and discuss questions with the tutor.  A 

larger size of seminar cannot provide enough opportunities for students to participate. Wendy 

also used the term “only” to describe the idea of “six minutes for each student”, suggesting 

that even allocating six minutes to engage with the tutor for each student is considered to be 

“unsatisfactory” in her view. As a consequence, Wendy strongly advises that the number of 

students in a seminar class should not exceed ten.  

During the in-depth interviews, the participants were asked to explain their reasoning behind 

keeping seminar sizes small to encourage students’ participation. The students provided 

viewpoints that included the following statements: 1) each student will get more attention from 

the tutor in small seminars; 2) each student has additional opportunities to interact with their 

peers in smaller groups; and 3) each student gets extra chances to participate.  

• Attention from tutors 

The evidence suggests that tutors can pay more attention to each student when the seminar 

size is small; they are also less likely to miss anyone’s questions when there are fewer 

students, and everybody tends to be cared for more effectively. Additionally, tutors can spend 

more time on each question, thus allowing all students to gain a better understanding of the 

subject. Wendy explained that, in a small seminar, tutors can pay more attention to each 

student. 

Original quote Translation 

当 seminar只有几个学生的时候，tutor会对每个

学生都会有关注。比如说可能有更多的眼神交

流。就是当 seminar tutor提问的时候，[你]不太

可以回避他因为他就看着你。而且 tutor可能还

会记得你名字，然后他就会叫你的名字，你就必

须要回答他的问题。 

When there are few students in a seminar class, 

the tutor pays more attention to every single 

student. For example, we might have more eye 

contact; when the tutor asks [you] to answer the 

question, you cannot really avoid it because he 

is looking at you.  The tutor can probably 

remember your name as well; when he is calling 

you, you have to answer. 

Interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019 

 

During the interview with Wendy, she noted that she felt “pushed” to participate in seminar 

activities when the seminar class was small, as the tutor was then able to pay attention to 

every student by looking at each student. This clearly offers not only the power to control the 

classroom, but also an efficient technique to motivate students’ participation and to make them 
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respond to the tutors’ questions. Research also shows that there is a strong link between the 

amount of eye contact people receive and their degree of participation in communication. It 

can be inferred that eye contact allows students to talk ‘actively’, as teachers can invite 

answers through the eye (Zeki, 2009).  

In addition, Claire expressed the idea that in small seminar classes, the tutor can better explain 

and answer the questions raised by students.  

Original quote Translation 

我觉得当教室里人少的时候，seminar老师会更

好的回答我的问题。他们有足够的时间去很详细

的解释给我听，而且[当我不懂的时候]我还可以

问那种追加的问题。这个对我的学习有非常大的

帮助。 

I think tutors can better answer my questions 

when there are not many students in the 

seminar. They have time to answer my 

questions in detail, and I also have [an] 

opportunity to ask additional questions if I [don’t 

understand] it. It really helps my academic 

learning 

Interview with Claire, 24th June 2019 

 

The data from Claire’s interview suggests that both the quality and the quantity of participation 

are boosted by small seminars. In small seminars, each student receives more time to ask 

questions, and each question can be fully answered by the tutor. Within small groups, the 

capacity for teaching is enhanced by the provision of sufficient free time to solve any academic 

difficulties. Students are also able to discuss the academic agenda in more depth, which 

allows them to deal with any particular problems within the curriculum or with their 

assignments, thus enabling their engagement in rigorous academic discourse.  

• Interactions with peers  

In small seminars (i.e., ten or fewer students), it is possible for the participants to have “quick 

discussions” with their peers. Claire indicated that she was able to seek quick clarification from 

her peers when the seminar size was relatively small. These short discussions helped her to 

understand the academic subject better. Claire offered an example:  

Original quote Translation 

就是当时我对一个经济学的公式很纠结，也搞不

懂，然后老师当时正在帮助别的同学。我就问我

旁边的同学[关于这个经济学公式]，结果发现我

算不出来是因为键盘上的大写字母被 lock了。就

I was struggling to calculate an equation on the 

computer for the economics data [and] the 

seminar tutor was helping another student at the 

same time. I asked my friend for help, and it 

turned out that the caps lock was on. It is a tiny 
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是这种很小的问题，其实不需要劳烦老师专门来

帮我。所以其实自己能解决的还是蛮好的，至少

下次我就知道是什么问题了。但是如果是 lecture

或者是大课的话，其实这种检查细小错误的机会

很少。可能就是你纠结一个问题，然后实在解决

不了，就放那儿不管了。 

issue that does not really require help from the 

tutor. It is great that I can solve the problem by 

myself so that next time I would know what to 

do. However, in lectures or big size seminars, 

you would not have time to check what the 

problem is; you struggle and then leave it. 

Interview with Claire, 24th June 2019 

 

It is interesting to note that seeking help from peers is treated as an independent problem-

solving skill. In Claire’s example, the “tiny issue” was not seen as a sufficient excuse to bother 

the seminar tutor, but the help received from her peers was essential. Claire also presented 

the idea that help from her peers helped her develop her own skills of problem solving and 

further motivated her learning in the future. In the literature on CL, peer-learning and peer 

interactions are generally deemed to improve learners’ comprehensive learning skills, 

including their communication skills and problem-solving skills, thus generating better exam 

results (Bouwmeester, De Kleijn and Van Rijen, 2016). The current study supports this idea 

that peer interaction can build up participants’ confidence in their problem-solving skills.  

Claire explained that by asking for help from her peers, she felt more able to solve problems 

by herself the next time. She recognised her own learning ability by interacting with peers, 

which is less likely to happen if she asked for help from the tutor. This may be due to the 

authority of the classroom causing participants to have great respect for the tutors and 

lecturers. Any academic questions to them are therefore regarded as “mistakes” by the 

participants. However, when interacting with peers, academic questions were treated as a part 

of the process of learning. This idea was presented by Sheldon: 

Original quote Translation 

如果我对方程式或者数学有问题，找同伴寻求帮

助的话会是一个讨论的过程。但是如果和老师寻

求帮助的话，更像是一个纠正错误的过程，至少

我这么感觉。即使我知道我的知识，或者一些[算

数]技巧之类的都没有错，但是和同伴[讨论]就更

放松。所以对于这种小的问题，不懂的[地方]，

我会想先问一下同学。然后如果没有办法解决的

… if I have doubt about an equation or 

mathematic problem, asking [for] help from 

peers would be a process of discussion with 

others, while asking [for] help from the tutor or 

lecturer would be a process of correcting myself, 

I feel. Even though I know there is nothing 

wrong with my knowledge and skills, the feeling 

of [discussing issues] with peers [is] more 

relaxing.  So, for small issues or questions, I 

would try to discuss them with my peers first, 
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话，可能会想说再问老师。和老师的话，适合[讨

论]更专业的问题。 

then seek support from the tutor if we could not 

deal with it.  It would be a big question [worth 

asking] a professional person 

Interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019 

 

The articulation suggests that interacting with the tutor is considered expert scaffolding to help 

participants solve problems they cannot overcome on their own; while interacting with peers 

allows participants to gain the ability of solving problems themselves. Such an ability is a 

milestone for participants as they move from being newcomers in the learning process to being 

advanced learners in the community. Small seminars offer opportunities for participants to 

dynamically unravel problems by participating in peer discussions, and students are 

encouraged to participate actively in order to develop the proper answers themselves, to 

understand the subject better, and to present their results during plenary interactions. 

• Potential for opportunities to participate  

The data collected from the interviews indicate that small seminars can increase the number 

of opportunities for participation for students. In this chapter, an “opportunity to participate” 

refers to those situations in which students may be willing to participate but where they will not 

be called on to participate in classroom (interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019). Wendy talked 

about her experiences of attending seminar classes:  

Original quote Translation 

如果 seminar的是个小班的话，我觉得我会有更

多的机会去参与到课堂互动当中。我会更多的回

答老师的问题，也许是个小问题，不过就是（回

答问题的）机会很多。而且，在这种小班的话，

我们通常是那种“被迫”去学习。听课的话会更认

真，然后也会互动更多。因为毕竟班里没多少人

嘛。 

If the seminar class is small, I feel like I have 

more opportunities to participate. I answer the 

tutors’ questions more frequently; it might be a 

very easy question, but the chances [are] that I 

interact with tutors more. In addition to that, I 

feel like, in a small-sized seminar classroom, I 

was kind of ‘forced’ to listen more carefully and 

participate more actively because there were 

fewer students. 

Interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019 

 

When the group is small, participation is possible for each student. Wendy used the term 

“forced” to describe her participation experience; as the seminar is small, every student is 

under the tutor’s eye. Sometimes, in larger sessions, when students raised their hands to 

speak, two or three others also raised their hands at the same time, and only one would be 
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picked, so the others lose the opportunity to participate. In a small seminar, it is unlikely for 

students to talk at the same time; hence, participants are potentially more likely to interact with 

tutors.  

Overall, the evidence suggests that in a smaller class, students have more chances to answer 

questions about, or to try to explain, their point of view, allowing tutors to better understand 

the level of students' knowledge so that they can more effectively help students’ learn ing and 

develop students’ academic skills. The large seminar classes might prevent students from 

focusing, and participation remains at a minimum, while a smaller size of seminar can increase 

the chances that students’ voices are heard and facilitate their participation.  

The forms of seminar vary due to different content and teaching materials, and the data 

collected from the interviews also show that students present different participation behaviours 

in tutor-led seminars and student-centred seminars, even when the seminar sizes remain the 

same. The next section discusses how participants perceive their participation in tutor-led and 

student-centred seminars.  

5.2.2 Design of Seminars  

In this study, the interviewed participants had attended two forms of seminars, namely, tutor-

led seminars and student-centred seminars. In the tutor-led seminar the tutor was responsible 

for classroom dialogue and in charge of all class activities. The student-centred seminar, in 

contrast, allowed students to learn by themselves during the seminar, and the tutors provided 

academic help when students asked for it. In this study, in particular, the participants in 

student-centred seminars were allowed to run economics data on the campus computer, in 

order to understand how the economics module works. Those economics data can either be 

collected by students themselves or provided by the tutor, when necessary.  

• Tutor-led seminars  

The setting of tutor-led seminar classes is more like a lecture classroom but for a smaller class. 

The tutors either use PowerPoint or write on white boards to facilitate their teaching in these 

seminar classes, as tutors have teaching objectives for these seminars; consequently, tutors 

do most of the talking and lead the dialogue in tutor-led seminars.  

The participants indicated that these tutor-led seminars fulfilled a function similar to that of 

lectures, and that students tended to have few opportunities to participate. It was also 

observed that the participants chose to skip some of these seminar classes; when asked the 

reason for her absence from these seminars, Zara explained: 

Original quote Translation 
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在那个 [老师讲课为主的] seminar里，我觉得就

和上 lecture没有太多区别。Seminar tutor就只

是在白板上写上全部的答案，然后我们就只需要

抄下来。而且有时候那个老师连解释都不解释一

下。我感觉这种 seminar就和 lecture没区别。 

… in the [tutor-led] seminars, it was exactly like 

in the lectures. The seminar tutor just wrote 

everything on the white board and all we 

needed to do was to copy from the white board. 

The tutor sometimes even did not explain 

anything to us. In my view, this kind of seminar 

is just like a lecture.  

Interview with Zara, 24th June, 2019 

 

Zara explained that, in seminars, she expected to “solve any questions left over from the 

lectures, and to expand her academic knowledge to a deeper level”. However, some seminars 

“neither help provide answers to difficult questions nor help [my] understanding” (interview 

with Zara, 24th June 2019). Therefore, Zara chooses to attend every lecture while skipping 

some of the seminars.  

Huda provided a similar viewpoint, saying: 

Original quote Translation 

其中有一个 seminar我当时决定不去，因为那个

tutor就只是重复我们在 lecture上学过的东西。

他就是一直讲一直讲一直讲，而且也没有回答同

学提出的问题。我会觉得上这种 seminar的话确

实是有点儿浪费时间。这种的话，就是只上

lecture就可以学到知识了，其余的我自己都可以

在巩固学习。 

There was one seminar that I decided not to 

attend because the tutor was just repeating 

what we had said in the lectures, He (the tutor) 

was talking and talking and talking and did not 

really answer our questions. I sometimes had to 

ask the lecturer for the answers. I feel it wasted 

my time attending seminars. Only attending 

lectures would be enough to acquire knowledge, 

and I can learn the rest by myself 

Interview with Huda, 24th June 2019 

 

Both Huda and Zara indicated that they expected the seminar tutors to deal with any 

unresolved questions left over from the lectures. The participants also chose not to participate 

in seminars in which the tutor does not, or is unable to, explain the academic subject in more 

depth or which present limited opportunities for students to acquire knowledge at richer levels. 

Huda further explained that writing the answers on the white board is a way to “show” answers, 

but the most important part is to explain these orally (interview with Huda, 24th June 2019). 

Huda revealed that talking with tutors was a more efficient way for her to get a clear 

understanding of academic problem because dialogical interaction offered more dynamic 
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information than just listening. Dynamic information could, for example, compensate in cases 

where she did not hear clearly, misread the concepts or lacked background knowledge (Huda, 

third-round interview, 24th June 2019); some information is hard to access without interaction. 

As mentioned before, chances to raise questions, followed by prompt responses from a tutor, 

facilitates participants’ learning. As tutor-led seminars facilitated instruction rather than 

explanation, and thus provided few opportunities for participants to have a dialogue with a 

tutor or with other students, the participants felt they received minimal academic support in 

tutor-led seminars.  

Moreover, Zara further indicated that the interaction between students and tutors in seminar 

“needed to be “鼓励性的”(motivative) and “有明确目的的” (purposive); random interaction 

does not facilitate students’ participation at all” (interview with Zara, 24th June 2019). Zara 

described a case of a tutor actively interacting with students, but knowledge construction 

remained minimal.  

Original quote Translation 

（Seminar tutor）他特别的友好，而且特别喜欢

和我们互动。他经常会问我说你好吗，你今天开

心吗这类的问题 … 我会觉得他是一个很有好的

老师，但是从专业知识上来说，他没有办法帮助

到我们更好的学习。 

… (seminar tutor) he is so friendly and likes to 

actively interact with students. He frequently 

asks students ‘are you happy today”’. ‘have you 

enjoyed your day?’ … I would describe him as a 

friendly tutor, but he did not motivate us in terms 

of academic learning … 

Interview with Zara, 24th June 2019 

 

Zara used the terms “purposive” and “motivative” to explain how she believes “efficient 

participation” should be. Participation needs to be purposive to facilitate students’ academic 

learning, and social greetings between tutors and students do not help with students’ learning, 

and thus do not be counted as efficient participation in classroom activities, from Zara’s 

perspective. Zara explained further that she felt that the tutor who likes to socialise with 

students is friendly but may not be very professional.  

Further, for efficient participation to occur, students’ interactions with tutors, and the responses 

obtained from them, need to be motivative. For example, a patient teaching style may be used 

to encourage students’ further participation, while the application of proper conversational 

skills in classroom dialogue can motivate students’ participation and dialogue to a higher 

extent.  The data suggest that efficient participation motivates students to think beyond the 

basic acquired knowledge and allows them to develop a deeper understanding of the 

academic concepts.  
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The evidence from this chapter demonstrates that the form of tutor-led seminars is not the 

core reason for students frequently being absent from these seminars; the key issue is 

whether or not the tutor can explain issues clearly, and whether or not the opportunities for 

interaction are sufficient for students to want to participate. However, despite participants’ 

general satisfaction with tutors’ teaching styles, the data collected from the interviews suggest 

that student-centred seminars provide more opportunities for efficient participation in terms of 

students interacting with one another, which further promotes students’ learning.  

While tutor-led seminars do provide opportunities for a group of students to gather on a 

controllable scale and discuss specific topics with more attention from tutors than offered in 

lectures, this kind of seminar generally fails to provide sufficiently effective participation 

opportunities for students. According to the data collected from the interviews, students 

believe that tutor-led seminars are not sufficiently different from large-scale lectures in nature; 

lectures are led and controlled by the lecturers, while tutor-led seminars are led and controlled 

by the tutors. In tutor-led seminars, it is often the tutors who come up with the topic to discuss, 

set the agenda, and control how the seminars go. In such seminars, the students tend to show 

minimal participation in either the topic or the procedures of the seminars. As a result, the 

students do not feel much than when they are in such seminars; to them, this kind of seminar 

is just another form of lecture and all they are going to do is to listen to the tutor.   

Further, the design of tutor-led seminars is relatively simple: the tutor chooses the topic, and 

the students attend the seminars. They discuss a specific topic or solve a problem, and if they 

have any questions, they can ask the tutor for help. If they do not raise questions, the tutor 

questions them instead to assess how well the students understand and reflect on the topic. 

In this situation, the students’ creativity is rarely triggered. The questions they are asked, or 

that they ask, are constrained within a certain scope, and the seminars basically follow a set 

routine, with little creativity or innovation involved.   

• Student-centred seminars  

Unlike for tutor-led seminars, there is no specific teaching objectives for student-centred 

seminars. Students are required to run data and to practice an economics module on 

computers. The tutor in the student-centred classrooms usually walks around the classroom 

and provides academic help when students need it. 

When asked about her personal preferences with regard to attending tutor-led seminars and 

student-centred seminars, Wendy responded as follows:  

Original quote Translation 
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我更喜欢上那种可以让我们自己学习的

seminar。这样我就有机会去检查，我是否完全

理解了 lecture 上学到的东西 … 很多时候理论和

实践是不一样的。有时候我只是懂了理论，但是

我不懂如何运用这个东西到实践当中。这种以学

生为主的 seminar 就给我一个很好的机会，去做

这种实践性的练习。 

I would prefer the student-centred seminars that 

allow students to practice by themselves. I can 

take the opportunity to check whether I fully 

understand what I have learnt from the 

lectures … theories and practices are different. 

Sometimes I just understand the theory, but I do 

not know how to apply it in real life. Student-

centred seminars provide great opportunities for 

me to apply theoretical knowledge to real life 

situations 

Interview with Wendy, 29th January 2019 

 

Wendy explained that she can take the opportunity to check whether she has understood 

something fully by running the economics data using the given models. The tutor can provide 

help immediately when she needs it in these sessions, which is efficient, as questions can be 

answered straight away. As each such seminar is small, each student will also potentially have 

more time with the tutor to seek explanations and ask questions. As communication is initiated 

by the students, the discussion will be more interactive. The data present a result that is 

consistent with the classroom dialogue theory, reviewed in Chapter 2 (according to which the 

teacher in the traditional learning classroom dominates the talking in class which is believed 

to pose barriers for students to develop their self-learning ability (Waring, 2009; Suratno, 

2019)), by defining that when the students just follow the teacher's steps and complete the 

activities, the discussion cannot achieve true equality. The value of the discussion is based 

on the relationship between individual learning performance and collective knowledge 

innovation (Alkan et al., 2019). 

Further, Sheldon suggested in the third-round interview: 

Original quote Translation 

当我(在 seminar上)可以自己练习，然后同时在

需要的时候得到 tutor的帮助，我觉得我会在经

济学这个领域会更专业；然后在小组活动中的

话，我也更有能力去处理比较复杂问题。因为我

自己有机会在 seminar中先练习，我就会更清楚

的知道自己可能存在的问题。所以去上这种以我

们自学为主的 seminar课的话，我可以和老师有

When practicing by myself in seminars and 

receiving prompt academic help from the tutor, I 

feel I have become more professional in this 

Econometrics field and able to deal with 

complex issues in future group activities. 

Because I have practiced it by myself first, I was 

able to see the problems that I possibly have. 

Attending this student-centred seminar allows 

me to solve the problems face-to-face with the 
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那种一对一交流的机会，这种是可以在后续更帮

助我去做 coursework的。 

tutor, it helps me to do better in later 

coursework. 

Interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019 

 

The data suggests that through self-directed and interactive learning, encouraged by student-

centred seminars, participants gradually form an understanding of their own roles in 

collaborative learning situations. As indicated by Sheldon, such participation in student-

centred seminars helps him to learn the subject and build skills for later collaborative group 

work. This is considered to be an important consequence of classroom participation.  

In addition, student-centred seminars change the form of learning, generally making it more 

effective. Sheldon noted that student-centred seminars were used as supplementary learning 

sessions for students (Sheldon, third-round interviews, 24th June 2019), and explained that 

while it is important to acquire the basic and fundamental theory of the subject in lectures, 

many students need a chance to apply this knowledge to authentic data before they can 

absorb it. Thus, Sheldon believes that the combination of lectures and student-centred 

seminars is the most efficient way to ensure learning and further motivate students’ 

participation in classroom activities.  

Finally, student-centred seminars provide opportunities for participants to discuss their 

questions with different groups of students, which enriches their learning. Claire noted that 

student-centred seminars can provide more opportunities for students to interact with a range 

of other students, allowing them access to wider aspects of what they have learnt. 

Original quote Translation 

那个 seminar给我很多和不同人交流的机会。我

觉得我眼界就放宽了，思维也拓展了。然后对于

我所学到的知识来说，我能有一个更深入的了

解。 

That seminar (student-centred seminar) gave 

me opportunities to talk with different people. I 

feel my eyes were opened and I received a 

deeper understanding of the academic subject 

Interview with Claire, 24th June 2019 

 

Clare showed that student-centred seminars can develop advanced thinking. Seminars are 

supposed to be the meeting point of university teaching and research, thus promoting the 

development of higher-order thinking among students. Unlike lectures in large classes, small 

class seminars offer a relaxed teaching environment, which means that, instead of the 

traditional classroom teaching, mainly based on knowledge transfer from teacher to students 
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as objects, the students become the subjects of learning. Through teacher-student interaction 

and teacher guidance, students-centred seminars can therefore promote students' critical 

thinking. 

Overall, this section presents participants’ perceptions of tutor-led vs. student-centred 

seminars. According to the interviews with five participants, students consider tutor-led 

seminars as not much different from learning in lectures as it does not involve much efficient 

participation in the classroom. In student-centred seminars, however, the situation is vastly 

different. Participants develop their own data according to economics model, search for 

information at their own pace, and start discussions with their teammates in ways that make 

them feel comfortable. There is no authoritative figure (i.e., the lecturer) monitor and guide 

them each step of the way, allowing their own initiatives to play out fully. The seminar tutor 

student-centred seminars helps them when requested, thus still offering guidance, but in the 

sense of acting as a pointer to direction or detail and offering equal opportunities to talk in 

dialogue. In student-centred seminars, students have enough freedom to study in the way and 

at the pace they are most comfortable with while also feeling they are part of a learning 

community, and that they do not need to worry about lagging behind, as there are no 

compulsory requirements that require them to be at any particular level.  

This section offers convincing evidence that students are more willing to participate in student-

centred seminars than in tutor-led seminars; this is consistent with what has been observed 

in observational data (See Chapter 4). Students participated more actively in seminars and 

more passively in lectures. Student-centred seminars have various advantages in terms of 

motivating students’ participation, including environment, identity creation, learning styles, and 

learning content. More importantly, this kind of seminar provides spaces for students to work 

at their own pace, as well as permitting time and energy for self-reflection, making them feel 

they are in control of their own learning, which greatly motivates them to attend these seminars.  

 

5.3 Affective Aspect  

The affective aspect, in this chapter, is defined as participants’ willingness to participate in 

seminar learning. In particular, the affective aspect is related to participants’ familiarity with 

the tutor, and their expectations of and satisfaction with seminar learning.  

5.3.1 Familiarity with tutor 

In this study, lecturers are responsible for all teaching in lectures, including designing the 

course modules, setting problems, and developing coursework. Most of the seminars, 

attended by the selected participants, were organised by the relevant tutors, who might be a 

Ph.D. student or a teaching fellow in a specific research area. The lecturer usually had a brief 
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discussion with the seminar tutor before each seminar, and the teaching materials and 

teaching mission used in the associated lecture were given to each tutor during this 

transmission ahead of the seminars. In a few cases, one lecturer was responsible for the whole 

module, including both teaching in lectures and seminar supervision.  

The findings from the data indicate that this singular responsibility for the whole module 

motivates student participation in classroom activities more effectively. This is because 1) the 

lecturer is more familiar with the teaching materials than anyone else, and thus can better 

identify and understand students’ academic difficulties, and 2) from an emotional perspective, 

students are actively motivated to participate in classroom activities where they are more 

familiar with the lecturer or perceive him or her as their personal tutor.  

In terms of content learning, two of the five participants expressed the opinion that the person 

who is responsible for supervision in seminars should be the one organising the lecture 

teaching, as tutors sometimes lack knowledge about the teaching materials used by students. 

Such seminar tutors are often the Ph.D. students in relevant fields who neither have 

experience of teaching nor any responsibility for the module design. These tutors are told what 

to do by the lecturer. When asked about her opinions of seminars, Zara gave the following 

response:  

Original quote Translation 

（那节课）的 seminar和 lecture是不同的老

师。Seminar tutor根本就不清楚我们我们在

lecture上学了什么,然后 lecture老师也不知道我

们在 seminar上干什么。有时候 lecture老师会

留作业，然后希望 seminar老师会给我们讲题；

但是 seminar tutor会以为我们这个题在 lecture

上讲过了。然后结果就是我们只能自己解决问

题。 

(for the module in which I enrolled) The seminar 

tutor and the lecture teacher are not the same 

person. The seminar tutor does not know 

exactly what we have been taught in lectures, 

while the lecturer does not know what we [do] in 

the seminars. Sometimes the lecturer expects 

the tutor to explain a specific point clearly to 

students while the tutor [believes this] point has 

been clarified already in lectures…. we have to 

study by ourselves to solve it 

Interview with Zara, 25th Match 2019 

 

It is understandable that miscommunications may occur when lecturers transfer learning 

materials to tutors; however, this negatively affects students’ learning. As explained by Zara, 

participants expected academic questions to be clearly resolved for them, either in lectures or 

seminars. However, a lack of communication between seminar tutors and lecturers sometimes 
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resulted in such questions remaining unresolved. Sheldon further stressed the importance of 

having only one person responsible for the whole module’s teaching:  

Original quote Translation 

…很多时候代课老师和主要课程老师虽然都是经

济系的，但是他们可能研究的不同领域。比如说

课程老师是教数学经济，而代课老师是研究微观

经济的 … 这样就是为什么大课老师会更了解这

种教学资料。但是大多数情况下，seminar tutor

只是 focus在大课老师给的作业，problem set。

这些作业通常都是 lecturer来设计的。甚至有一

些 seminar tutor只是把 lecture的答案抄过来，

都不提前看一下。可能他们根本也不完全理解这

些问题。所以当你想和 seminar tutor讨论一些比

较有深度，比较复杂的问题的时候，他们并不能

很好的回答。所以我觉得最好的还是一个人负责

一整个 module的教学，包括 lecture和 seminar

的教学。 

Although the seminar tutor and the lecturer are 

from the same department, the tutor are not 

really researching the same field as the module 

lecturers. The lecturer is a professional of 

econometrics while the tutor is conducting 

research int microeconomics …This is why 

lecturers understand the teaching materials 

much better. But seminar tutors basically just 

focus on the problem set designed by the 

module lecturer; some tutors just copy the 

answers from lecturer’s notes and do not revise 

or study ahead of the seminars. So, sometimes, 

seminar tutors don't fully understand the 

questions, and when you have some complex 

issues to discuss with seminar tutors, they can't 

really answer. Therefore, I think it is best that 

one person [takes responsibility] for the whole 

module teaching, including lectures and 

seminars. 

Interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019 

 

The interview findings show that the participants prefer their own lecturers to be their tutors 

for seminars, so that they are very familiar with the content of the lectures and there will be no 

gaps between the lectures and the seminars. When someone else is the tutor for the seminar, 

it often turns out that he or she has very limited understanding of the course content, creating 

a huge gap between the lecture and the seminar. According to the interviewees, tutors who 

are not also the lecturers for the course often miss key points, stressed by the lecturers, and 

they often take for granted other points and, rather than explaining them, assume that the 

lecturer has already covered them. Similarly, the lecturers often assume that the tutors will fill 

the gaps, helping students to overcome any difficult points not covered in the lectures. These 

misunderstandings and mismatches of expectations between the lecturer and the tutor often 

take a toll on student understanding as they strive to grasp important information and learn, 

but occasionally fail to get the really important points. What is more, a lack of communication 

between the lecturer and the tutor makes it more difficult for students to meet the academic 
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requirements, as tutors’ clarifications and explanations often fail to bridge the knowledge gap 

that is the main barrier to students’ achievement. These major problems lead a significant 

number of students to prefer their tutor and lecturer to be the same person.  

Further, the evidence from this research indicates that the ’friendship’ between students and 

tutors/lecturers can motivate students’ participation in seminars, as students are more willing 

to participate if they are familiar with and like their seminar tutors; this friendship orientation 

can lead to high participation in classroom activities. Wendy is enjoying her study experience 

in UK higher education and provides the following explanation:  

Original quote Translation 

我喜欢上那个 seminar是因为那个 seminar

老师是我的 personal tutor。我们私下经常交

流，在他办公室或者那种路上遇到了就简单

聊天。所以在上他 seminar 的时候，多多少

少都会和他有一些眼神交流。这种情况下，

就是他 seminar 的课堂活动，我的参与度就

会高一些。 

I like the seminars very much, because the 

seminar tutor is my personal tutor. We 

communicate a lot in private, at his office or 

on the road for a quick talk. So, during the 

seminar, more or less, I tend to have more 

eye contact with him and have more 

potential participation opportunities in 

classroom activities. 

Interview with Wendy, 25th March 2019 

 

Sheldon expressed a similar viewpoint:  

Original quote Translation 

有一节 seminar我就特别喜欢，因为那个 lecture

老师是负责全部教学任务的，也就是 seminar和

lecture他都带我们。然后我比较熟悉这个老师，

因为 lecture后我经常和他交流。这个老师知道

我擅长的地方，和我不太清楚的地方。所以他的

seminar我去的就很多，每次都去。就是感觉在

他 seminar上学习会更有效率一点。 

There is one seminar that I particularly like.  The 

lecturer is responsible for the whole module 

teaching, including lectures and seminars. I 

know him, because we talk often after lectures; 

we discuss a lot, we communicate frequently. 

He knows my strengths and weakness. That is 

why I tend to participate more in his seminars, 

[and] the learning process in his class tends to 

be more efficient 

Interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019 

 

Participants tend to be more motivated in classroom activities when they are more familiar 

with the seminar tutor, which highlights the importance of tutors understanding their students; 
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participants also said that they are more likely to interact positively with academics with whom 

they become acquainted. As tutors tend to focus on helping students academically rather than 

with their personal development, it is beneficial for tutors to consider the academic progress 

of their students when acting as leaders of seminars. Wendy noted how her personal tutor has 

strengthened her motivation to learn by facilitating meetings and ensuring that she had 

sufficient assistance; it was also incredibly important for her to be able interact more efficiently 

and actively with the tutor in classes. The collected data generally underline the importance of 

students’ familiarity with tutors in promoting their success in postgraduate study. An additional 

important point is that the students' responses reflect this in terms of their pleasure and 

happiness. As Wendy expressed it, “I felt confident to answer his questions even [if I] might 

be wrong” (interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019); Sheldon also indicated that “…the 

conversations went smoothly, we were like friends and I learnt a lot by discussing with him” 

(interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019). The evidence thus suggests that students’ positive 

emotional processes, as developed by personal tutoring, encourage students to be more 

active in classroom activities and result in less withdrawal from the learning environments.  

’Familiarity’ is the word most often used by participants, and here, familiarity refers to the close 

and positive relationship between the tutor and the students. The students’ preference for a 

positive and close relationship with a tutor is natural in the context as this is believed to 

encourage student classroom participation. A close and positive tutor-student relationship 

leads to a positive psychological state of mind in the students, and when students are in a 

good teacher-student relationship, it is easier for them to maintain a healthy psychological 

state and develop sufficient self-esteem and self-confidence to face any learning problems 

with a positive attitude. At the same time, such mutual engagement between students and the 

tutor allows students to feel safe and more focused on their activities in the seminars. Tutor-

student relationships should offer psychological support to the student, and if both the tutor 

and the student can meet each other's social needs, a positive emotional experience will 

develop for both of them. In any case, the tutor-student relationships are mediated by emotions: 

a close and positive tutor-student relationship increases students’ motivation to participate and 

to interact in seminars.  

5.3.2 Participants’ opinions about seminars in the UK  

When asked about his opinions of or suggestions for seminars, Sheldon recognised the 

importance of interaction and participation. He further claims that his priority when studying in 

the UK is to acquire academic knowledge as broad and deep and complete as possible 

(interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019). Sheldon considers the ‘participation and interaction’ 

as a technique to facilitate his learning. In other words, Sheldon chooses to participate or 

interact in seminars when he considers such technique is necessary and engaging for his 
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learning. The interviews with Sheldon explain the reason why participants show 100% 

attendance in lectures and are absent from some seminars.  The participants in the current 

study consider acquisition of academic knowledge as their priority when studying in the UK. 

In the last interview with Wendy, she states that concentrating on lecture learning preliminary 

helps her to acquire new knowledge; participating in student-centred seminars promotes her 

learning most of the time. But there are cases when seminars do not facilitate her learning 

(see Section 5.2 and 5.3.1 in the current chapter) (interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019). 

Therefore, according to Sheldon and Wendy’s interpretations, participants consider acquiring 

academic knowledge as a priority for them when studying in the UK; whether they prefer silent 

participation or oral interaction depends on whether or not they can construct knowledge 

efficiently in the classroom.  

Secondly, the participants claimed that seminars offer students a space to participate, but not 

a place forcing them to interact. As Huda and Zara indicated in interviews, sometimes they 

feel pressured by ‘being forced to participate’ which impedes their learning (interview with 

Huda, 24th June 2019; interview with Zara, 24th June 2019). In other words, seminars are 

considered to be a conformable place for participants to learn, rather than a place for 

compulsory interaction. This is related to CL theory: how to motivate learners to participate in 

group work. It has been argued that the learning is efficient when learners are intrinsically 

motivated rather than externally forced (Srinivas, 2011). The external factors can promote 

students’ participation and increase interaction frequency but do not always lead to a positive 

result regarding their learning. Therefore, based on this study, it can be stated that the purpose 

of organising seminar classes is to provide freedom and opportunity for students to choose 

between concentrating on self-study or interacting with tutors when academic help is needed.   

Lastly, Sheldon stated that effective learning results from ‘doing’ in real life situations, rather 

than from focusing on participation in the classroom (interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019). 

This means that Sheldon considers both lectures and seminars as places to acquire and build 

knowledge while students are physically present in the same room. The techniques that 

students used to learn could be listening to tutors or interacting with tutors or participating in 

classroom activities.  In other words, Sheldon regards any learning that happens in a 

classroom as a help for him to construct knowledge: the ‘real learning’ that benefits him his 

entire lifetime happens outside the classroom, usually in real life situations. The CoP argues 

that students need to learn by doing for efficient learning to take place. The argumentation in 

the current chapter adds the point that efficient learning that brings lifetime benefits is the 

result of doing in real life situations. The following chapter (Chapter 6) will discuss how 

participants perceive their learning in group work which usually takes place outside the 

classroom.  



 117 

 

Chapter Conclusion  

This chapter analyses the three aspects that emerge from interview data about how 

participants perceive their participation and interaction in seminars: the cognitive aspect, the 

pedagogical aspect, and the affective aspect. In particular, the participants consider 

participation in seminars as helping them to gain a deep understanding of academic subjects; 

silence in seminars does not mean lack of participating, rather it is a time for participants to 

concentrate and reflect; participation in seminars facilitates building a sense of belonging, 

which is considered to have positive consequences for their engagement with UK higher 

education. Further, the size and design of seminars are regarded as main factors, influencing 

participants’ interaction in the seminar classroom.  Specifically, a student-centred seminar with 

less than ten students is believed to efficiently promote participants’ classroom interaction. 

Lastly, from the affective perspective, participants prefer to study with those they are familiar 

with. A ‘friendship’ between the seminar tutor and students is stated to have promotive effects 

in participants’ classroom learning. The next chapter looks into the factors that influence 

Chinese students’ participation and collaboration in group work outside the classroom.  
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 : Students’ Collaborative Learning in Group Activities 

 

Chapter Overview  

This chapter aims to present research findings pertaining to the third research question of the 

study:  

 RQ3: What factors facilitate or impede Chinese postgraduate students’ participation in 

group activities? 

The chapter is arranged in three sections, based on three factors (themes) that facilitate or 

impede students’ participation in group activities. The evidence supporting these factors is 

taken from the interviews with the same five participants that were involved in the last chapter. 

The themes that emerged from the interview data present three aspects on the factors that  

influence students’ group work participation: 1) the pedagogical aspect, 2) the individual 

competence aspect, and 3) the affective aspect. An overview of the themes and categories 

generated from the data analysis is presented in Figure 6.1.  

Figure 6.1 Factors influencing students’ participation in group activities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.1 Pedagogical Aspect  

The design of group work is one of the most important factors influencing students’ 

participation. The analysis of the extent to which the design influences students’ collaboration 

can be divided into size of group, type of groupwork, and selection of group members.  

6.1.1 Size of group  

The participants in this study had experience of both working in pairs and working in groups. 

During the interviews, the participants were therefore asked to compare and contrast working 
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2) Group diversity 

3) Students' opinions 
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in pairs with working in groups. Their answers indicate that working in a group of four to six 

provides more opportunities to work collaboratively and efficiently. Wendy gave the following 

response:  

Original quote Translation 

那个组的人数就刚好我觉得。我参加过的 4到 6

人组的那种作业都会相对难一点，也复杂一点。

对于这种复杂的作业，这种人数就刚好(4到 6

人)。我们就需要合作（去完成），因为可能大组

的话就会有什么交流啊，组织 meeting之类的问

题。所以我们需要去和组员很经常的沟通和交

流。很多时候我不能只解决自己的问题， 因为这

是一个合作的作业，如果想要很好的完成，组员

也需要对别人的问题有所了解。才能让整个作业

看起来是通顺的。 

The group size (of five) was good, I think. In a 

group of that size, the coursework is usually 

designed to be difficult and complicated. For a 

complicated group coursework, a size of four to 

six is the most suitable. Because we need to 

coordinate work in the group, a larger group size 

might result in difficulties with communication 

and meeting arrangements, etc. Thus, we need 

to communicate and interact more often with 

group members. I can’t just solve my own 

problems but, more importantly, for collaboration 

to succeed, the group members need to 

understand everybody’s problems. Otherwise 

the coursework won’t look smooth.  

Interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019 

 

Wendy believed that a group with four to six members can offer efficient collaborative learning. 

Communication and cooperation can be challenging, but the group size is still efficient for 

learning (interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019). Wendy also mentioned that a larger group, 

with more than six members, could create situations in which some members were eclipsed 

by others in the group, so that they would not be able to participate fully (interview with Wendy, 

24th June 2019).  

Sheldon also indicated that large groups may not provide opportunities for all members to 

participate and thus may not improve their learning. Sheldon offered this opinion about the 

size of groups:  

Original quote Translation 

如果可以选择的话我会选择一个小组去合作，就

是人少一点的那种。我觉得做这种 group 

coursework是对我们综合能力的一种培养。就是

组员之间需要了解彼此，包括个人的做事风格，

I would prefer to work with fewer people if I 

could choose. I think that group work focuses 

more on a comprehensive working ability. We 

have to understand each other, including 

members’ working styles, strengths, and 
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和不同人的短处。如果一个组太大的话，比如说

大过 6个人，我们的工作量就会太重。 

shortcomings. If the group size is larger than six, 

it would be too much work for us. 

Interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019 

 

Sheldon and Wendy both expressed the opinion that working in a group of four to six is most 

efficient for group coursework. Sheldon believes that a group requires individuals to have 

comprehensive working skills, making it beneficial for individual learning. Everyone brings new 

ideas to the group, and members’ learning can be improved multiplicatively ( interview with 

Sheldon, 24th June 2019). The data also show that participants prefer not to work in groups 

that have more than six members, as they might need to overwork in such a large group 

(interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019).  

This finding is consistent with Miflin’s study. She stated that a group cannot function well 

beyond eight members, and that the ideal number of members for group work is five or six 

(Miflin, 2004). The All participants confirmed that a group should not have excess students. 

This is because a group size that just reaches the point where enough information and 

viewpoints are available to solve the problems (Lohman and Finkelstein, 2000), to balance the 

discussion (Moust et al., 2005), and to promote individual learning (McLean et al., 2006) is 

thus preferable. The findings in this study indicate that most participants were satisfied to work 

in groups of four to six. While students had higher levels of participation in pair work, they had 

lower levels of satisfaction, but most students presented a high level of participation with high 

levels of satisfaction when working in groups with four to six members.  

In response to a question on pair work experiences, Claire noted: 

Original quote Translation 

我和我最好的朋友就决定一起做那个小组作业

嘛。但是讲真的，我并不喜欢这种二人组的作

业。确实我们之间的交流可能会很多，也会经常

的交换意见，（所以）在一起做（coursework）

就会方便很多。但是像一些分工啊，小组角色上

来说，我觉得和那种独立完成的作业差不多。就

是她做哪部分，我做哪部分，我们分工太明确

了。 

My best friend and I agreed to work together in 

the pair coursework but, to be honest, I do not 

prefer to work in pairs. It is true that we had 

more chances to communicate and to exchange 

ideas, [so] it was more convenient than working 

individually. But the roles we played within the 

pair work were much too different. Since we had 

a very clear division of responsibility, it made me 

feel like [it was] individual work. 

Interview with Claire, 24th June 2019 
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Claire indicated clearly that she found pair work little different from individual work. The 

interview data that pair work can benefit students’ learning, for example by increasing 

communication opportunities: the more opportunities that students have to interact and the 

higher the level of participation in the group activities, the better they learn. To some extent, 

pair work can encourage participants’ independence within a cooperative learning 

environment. Wendy indicated that, when she worked in pair, they divided their responsibilities 

very clearly. Wendy and her co-worker completed their individual segments, and then put them 

together as a piece of group work.   

This chapter also suggests that pair work creates a situation in which participants can co-work 

without practicing actual collaborative learning. Participants tend to be more relaxed in pair 

work, because it is easier for them to manage their time and negotiate with only one other 

person. However, with regard to participation and satisfaction with pair work, some participants 

in this study mentioned that they would rather complete individual work than do pair work.  

The pair work presented greater disadvantages than advantages. Zara explained that, for 

“group coursework”, she expected a collaborative working experience ( interview with Zara, 

24th June 2019). However, the pair work discussed in this study does not provide a fully 

collaborative working environment. The participants tended to talk in their first language with 

their partner, which offered more opportunities to communicate; however, they tended to talk 

about other topics rather than the coursework itself (interview with Zara, 24th June 2019). 

Wendy also pointed out (24th June 2019) that, because they were allowed to choose their own 

partners, students tend to pick their partners for emotional reasons: as Wendy mentioned 

during the interview, she and her best friend worked as a pair. In a properly collaborative 

learning environment, participants would be expected to bring multiple viewpoints to the work 

which usually results from working with someone they do not know (Laal and Laal, 2012), 

while working with someone familiar can limit individuals’ thinking (Hill, 2000), potentially 

reducing the quality of their work (Dobao, 2012); in other words, pair work does not facilitate 

individuals’ learning.  

Based on interviews with participants, groups with four to six members appear to encourage 

students’ learning and participation most efficiently. There is little evidence in the current study 

to show that pair work can facilitate students’ learning; there is, however, valid evidence that 

pair work functions much like individual work and therefore does not provide opportunities for 

efficient collaborative learning.   

6.1.2 Types of group coursework 

The participants selected for this study had experienced two different types of group 

coursework: question-based coursework, and project-based coursework. Question-based 
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coursework requires students solve question-based problems. In the current study, those 

questions were related to issues of economics. The question-based coursework was based 

on the theory and principles of economics, and the questions tested the students’ 

mathematical calculation skills and their understanding of the theory. Appendix 7 shows a part 

of the participants’ question-based coursework, indicating the general requirements of a 

question-based coursework. Basically, students were asked to work out a correct answer 

according to equations and principles of economics in question-based coursework.   

In contrast, project-based coursework requires participants to design their own project based 

on the principles of economics and to collect their own data, using real life situations to address 

various questions (see appendix 8). For example, in Huda’s group project, they contacted 

local banks to access information and data about the value of domestic and foreign currency. 

This type of project can therefore be defined as an “investigative project”, as the participants 

need to use scientific principles and methods to solve problems that arise in real life. Instead 

of asking students to answer closed questions, the investigative project assesses students’ 

understanding of academic knowledge in conjunction with their problem-solving skills.  

The evidence shows that the participants were more motivated to participate in group activities 

associated with project-based coursework than in question-based coursework. When asked 

to compare and contrast the two types of coursework and their efficiency, Huda provided the 

following response:  

Original quote Translation 

那个 coursework是非常实操的我觉得。我们是

四个人一组去完成作业的，然后我们需要联系当

地的银行去搜集数据，就是关于那种 currency的

一些信息。最后我们需要交一个 written work，

就需要涵盖我们学到的知识和这个(联系银行的)

经历 .. 我觉得这个 coursework还是蛮有趣的，

然后我也很有动力去主动的学习。感觉就是我们 

The group coursework is very practical, I think. 

There were four students in the group, and we 

needed to contact the local bank for currency 

information and data. Then we produced a 

written work that embodied our knowledge and 

experiences (of contacting the bank). That was 

really interesting, and I felt very motivated. We 

had acquired the theoretical knowledge from the 

lectures, and we applied that knowledge to real 

life problems. I think to explore something in real 

life was an efficient way to learn. Because 

sometimes I could not fully understand the 

theories until I experience them.  I like such 

types of group work. Everybody was actively 

participating, and we learnt a lot from that 

project. 
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Interview with Huda, 24th June 2019 

 

The evidence from Huda’s interview raises four points regarding how the type of group 

coursework influences students’ learning and participation. First, she acknowledged the 

investigative project as an efficient way to test whether she fully understood the theoretical 

academic content (interview with Huda, 24th June 2019). By contacting banks and collecting 

data, Huda was able to more deeply understand how currency valuation works in real life while 

gaining the opportunity to apply economics theory to a practical task; this experience enabled 

her to fully investigate an authentic situation and to develop her problem-solving skills. This 

suggests that project-based learning stimulates students by showing how academic and 

technical content is applied in the real world. Huda explained that the project-based 

coursework allowed the students to explore issues in depth; by doing this project-based 

coursework, the participants developed skills in gathering, organising, analysing, interpreting, 

and evaluating data (interview with Huda, 24th June 2019).  

Secondly, the project-based coursework, in this study, contains the feature of authenticity, 

which is very important in learning. As discussed above, Huda’s project was designed to 

address a real-life situation. The participants had the opportunity to experience first-hand what 

they had learnt in the classroom. In project-based coursework, Huda moved from a classroom 

community to a workplace community, and the authenticity of this coursework recreated the 

context of a real-life community and practice, consolidating her academic knowledge.  

As explained in Situated Learning (Wenger, 1999) (see Chapter 2), higher standards of logical 

thinking and problem-solving skills help transfer students’ practices from the academic field to 

the technical field. In the current study, project-based coursework not only requires students 

to understand academic ideas but also provides opportunities for them to gain social 

communication skills. In Huda’s project, the group needed to contact the local banks in order 

to gather data. During this process, the participants needed to persuade the banks to provide 

data and information, overcoming any challenges and difficulties during the conversational 

process. This is also an example of how students’ social communication skills can be improved 

(see Section 6.3 in the current chapter)  

Thirdly, project-based coursework has also the features of exploration and investigation. In 

Huda’s interviews, she mentioned that exploring is an efficient way of learning (interview with 

Huda, 24th June 2019). This supports the idea that when projects extend beyond the 

classroom to involve work-based learning and community-based activities, students can 

explore aspects that cannot be found in the classroom. The feature of investigation in project-

based coursework also potentially facilitates students’ life-long learning ability. Consequently, 
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based on Huda’s interviews, experiencing a real-life situation is an efficient means of learning. 

Participating in project-based coursework related to real-life situations allows students to 

experience authentic life situations in a safe manner and enhances students’ learning skills.  

Fourthly, with regard to students’ participation in group work, Huda mentioned that students 

showed a higher level of participation in project-based coursework (interview with Huda, 24th 

June 2019). Project-based coursework can help students develop a range of skills that are 

important in the real world, and students have to be ready to participate in such real-life 

problems. As Caruso and Williams (2008) stated, a good project must be properly structured 

for completion, reinforcing learners’ skills relevant to both group and individual work. In 

particular, the project-based coursework in the current study breaks complex tasks into various 

parts and steps. In Huda’s project, the priority was to access economic and mathematical data 

from local banks. This step may appear irrelevant to academic competence, yet it was 

incredibly important for project completion, requiring selection of local banks, contact with 

those banks, and negotiation with the banks; this involved Huda’s group in real-life 

participation from multiple perspectives. Huda was also involved in time planning and 

management for the project, “preparation” activities that potentially provide opportunities for 

each member in the group to participate. Participants were able to develop stronger 

communication skills by negotiating with the banks and explaining approaches to other group 

members, allowing newcomers to become advanced learners in a community. In project-

based coursework, students tend to solve more complex issues than they could on their own, 

and any collaborative skills that students develop are seen as participation in the terms of this 

research. Thus, project-based coursework provides more opportunities for students to 

participate in group activities, and students tend to present higher levels of participation in 

group activities in project-based coursework, which further facilitates learning.  

Although it is controversial to state that students receive minimum benefits from question-

based group work, this study offers valid evidence for the benefits of project-based group 

coursework. The project-based group coursework can develop students’ problem-solving 

skills, their understanding of complex relationships, and their decision-making abilities. The 

findings of this chapter suggest that prior classroom learning is necessary for students to 

acquire theoretical and fundamental knowledge, while project-based coursework enhances 

students understanding of this knowledge and shows them how to apply it in authentic 

situations.  

6.1.3 Selection of group members 

In the current study, all participants have attended group activities in which the group members 

were either allocated by the module lecturer or self-selected.  Pedagogically, how members 

are selected is a key to influencing group cooperation and collaboration. The evidence of this 
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study indicates that students are more satisfied and show higher levels of participation in 

groups if groups were self-selected. Sheldon expressed that he would prefer to choose his 

group members based on their individual knowledge, competence and learning ability:  

Original quote Translation 

如果可以选择的话，我会选择和我（知识）水平

差不多的人。如果不可以选择的话，我情愿自己

工作。 

If I can, I would like to work with those who have 

a knowledge level similar to mine. If I cannot 

choose, I would rather work alone. 

Interview with Sheldon, 29th January 2019 

 

Sheldon would prefer to work with those with a similar academic knowledge level. He said that 

he expected to have reciprocal knowledge exchange when working with others. It means that 

working with group members who have similar levels of constructed knowledge, and especially, 

working with advanced students, provides opportunities for Sheldon to benefit academically.   

From a different perspective, Claire expressed the benefits of working with someone she 

personally preferred:  

Original quote Translation 

我喜欢和我熟悉的（人）一起完成作业。因为这

样的话交流就会更有效一点，因为我们都知道彼

此，包括个人习惯，和学习风格之类的。 

I would like to work with [people] that I am 

familiar with. It would make group 

communication more efficient because we know 

each other’s working habits and  learning style 

Interview with Claire, 24th June 2019 

 

Sheldon and Claire both indicated that selecting group members by themselves would allow 

them to work more efficiently and thus might potentially motivate them to participate in group 

activities. Claire explained that working with friends can be relaxing, although she also 

admitted that working with friends in pair work can be problematic as they may be too familiar 

with each other and therefore unlikely to solve problem for each other (See Section 6.1.1). 

When such a group faces difficulties in group coursework, they could struggle and become 

frustrated.   

There is no doubt that, in terms of students’ group participation, working with ‘friends’ (i.e., 

group members selected by participants themselves) allow them to be more satisfied with their 

learning experiences and to present higher level of participation; however, in terms of 

improving academic results, there is no evidence in the current study indicating that working 
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with friends can improve participants’ academic achievement. But, based on Sheldon’s words, 

working with someone who has a similar or higher knowledge level allows efficient interaction 

in collaboration. This result adds practical understanding of CoP, as CoP claims that 

newcomers in a group receive benefits by learning from advanced learners (Hoadley, 2012). 

This study further suggests, for efficient learning to take place, there should not be a large gap 

between newcomers and advanced learners in terms of individual knowledge levels. This is 

consistent with the theory of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), proposed by Lev Vygotsky, 

who argued that a more experienced learner can facilitate the newcomers’ learning by 

challenging them marginally above their level of ability; one must, however, consider the 

newcomers’ individual learning capacity by identifying the area the newcomers can do by 

themselves, the area the newcomers can learn better with guidance, and the area the 

newcomers cannot achieve, even with help (refer to Tudge, 1992). In the current study, 

Sheldon is a postgraduate student who is relatively more knowledgeable than his peers in the 

same class. Rather than working with beginners, he prefers to work with someone who is more 

advanced than himself. This is believed, by Sheldon, to be efficient collaboration regarding his 

academic learning.  

Therefore, the current study predicts, although there is no clear statement from any of the 

participants to that effect, that by working with advanced learners, participants will interact 

more efficiently and learn from one another (so-called reciprocal knowledge exchange). As a 

result, academic achievement can be predicted.  The instance of Sheldon also partially reflects 

the view, from CoP (Lave and Wenger, 1991), that learning tends to be efficient when group 

members can learn from more experienced participants. As explained in the ZPD theory, the 

knowledge gap between advanced learners and beginners offers space for group members 

to enhance their learning (Eun, 2019). Working with self-selected group members seems to 

promote students’ participation and learning ability from multiple perspectives.  

 

6.2 Individual Competence Aspect  

By interviewing five participants, the current study found that individual competence is 

considered to be an essential aspect influencing students’ participation in group activities; 

individual competence includes individual knowledge level, accountability, and motivation. The 

factors that influence students’ collaboration are related to the issue of whether participants 

can have reciprocal knowledge exchange in group activities, whether each member in the 

group can have a unique role and responsibility, and whether group members can agree on 

the same group goal.   
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6.2.1 Reciprocal Knowledge Exchange  

The reciprocal exchange of knowledge (See Section 6.1) is fundamentally related to individual 

academic knowledge levels. Academic knowledge level, in this study, refers to how much a 

participant knows about the subject: those with only basic knowledge of the subject are 

described as having a low academic knowledge level, while those who have profound insight 

into and a thorough understanding of the subject are regarded as having a high level of 

academic knowledge.  

Participants’ levels of academic knowledge were self-defined during the interviews. When 

asked about his academic knowledge level in comparison with other group members, Sheldon 

responded defining himself as an advanced learner in comparison with other members in the 

same group. 

Original quote Translation 

关于那个的话（Game Theory）,我觉得我是懂得

比其他人多的。 

I think I know much more about this (Game 

Theory in Economics) field than others in the 

group 

Interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019 

 

Claire, in contrast, said that she needed to follow others’ guidance in group activities, and 

claimed only a basic knowledge of the field of economics (interview with Claire, 24th June 

2019). Hence, Claire was defined as a beginner. Huda said she had working experience in 

the field, but that she was not confident about her theoretical knowledge; consequently, Huda 

was considered to be an advanced learner in terms of group coursework.  

Individuals’ academic knowledge levels may, alternately, be defined by others in the same 

group. For example, Zara described one of the group members as the advanced learner 

because she felt “he knows much more than I do” (interview with Zara, 24th June 2019). This 

implies that their definition of individual academic knowledge level is dynamic and changing 

as they work with different people. As Sheldon explained, most of the time he was considered 

an advanced learner, but he would be a beginner when working with someone who was an 

“expert” (interview with Sheldon, 29th January 2019). Students’ academic knowledge levels 

are dynamic when they work in different groups; this is, however, a cross-sectional study, and 

each participant is therefore analysed within a single group coursework situation; multipolar 

perspectives across different groups are not considered in this study.  

When asked about her experiences of working with different people with different academic 

knowledge levels, Zara gave the following description:  
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Original quote Translation 

如果一个组员知道的比我多的话，我觉得我会更

积极的参与进去。这个感觉就是有个人在带着

我，领着我学习，去解决我学习中的一些可能存

在的问题。比如说之前有一个 coursework，我就

被分到和一个超级牛的人一起学习。他学习超级

牛，过往经历也很丰富。感觉他就是知道全部的

东西。我到后面其实和他学到很多，就不只是关

于那些 coursework的东西。然后那个小组作业

也是特别有组织的高效完成了。我们不光是完成

了作业，更重要的是，我和这个人在一起学到了

很多。 

…if a group member knows more [about the 

academic subject] than me, I tend to participate 

more actively. It feels like someone is leading 

me and guiding me through all the problems that 

I might have. For example, there was one group 

coursework that I joined with an advanced 

learner who is extremely accomplished and 

experienced. He is super knowledgeable, and 

he knows everything about the questions. At the 

end I learnt more than I expected to learn in that 

group coursework. That group was well-

organised; the learning was efficient. Not only 

[did] we complete the coursework, more 

importantly, I learnt a lot from him [the 

experienced student] 

Interview with Zara, 24th June 2019 

 

Zara described her group learning as “efficient”; she further explained that the group was well-

organised in terms of work structure and time management. Zara noted that she was 

motivated to participate in group activities and worked productively because she was able to 

learn the material in greater depth in that group. Such collaborative learning experiences 

facilitated her learning and helped her to reach a higher level. This reflects on the theory of 

CoP where  experts can guide apprentices or advanced learners can guide beginners through 

the difficulties of learning, gradually bringing them into the centre of the community (Wenger, 

2011). The theory of CL also indicates that learners can increase their understanding of a 

subject by engaging in interactions and communications with others in the group (Laal and 

Laal, 2012).  

Zara emphasised that she has learnt a lot from the experienced student; the support of her 

peers highly motivated Zara to participate in group activities. The evidence from Zara’s 

interviews supports the idea of members learning from one another, not only in terms of 

academic knowledge but also with regard to collaborative skills. Claire presented a similar 

idea about dynamic learning in group activities:  

Original quote Translation 
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我之前和一个超级厉害的人一起做小组作业。他

就是那种大牛，又 open minded，然后又对小组

作业本身特别有帮助。所以每次我和他讨论问题

的时候，我就觉得我可以学习到更多。他总能告

诉我一些新的理解，或者新的信息。我觉得和他

一起学习就很有效，对我帮助很大。 

I had the experience of working with an 

advanced learner. He is open-minded and really 

helpful [with] group coursework. When I am 

discussing problems with him, he can always 

bring understanding and richer information [to] 

the problems. It is helpful and beneficial for my 

learning. 

Interview with Claire, 24th June 2019 

Claire used the terms “helpful” and “beneficial” to describe her learning experiences with group 

coursework; clearly, those who prefer to work with an experienced student wish to learn 

something throughout the learning process. Based on Zara and Claire’s interviews, efficient 

learning can be described from two perspectives. In efficient learning, the group is well-

organised in terms of structural organisation, time management, and academic grade 

expectations (interview with Zara; interview with Claire, 24th June 2019). The results also 

suggest that an experienced student helps guide the team to be well-organised in this manner. 

Participants receive a broader view of the subject by working with an experienced student, 

which supports the concept of group coursework as beneficial, providing opportunities for 

participants to exchange ideas and being helpful for those who seek to learn beyond the basic 

subject matter.  

It is understandable that participants prefer to work together with those who know more than 

they do. However, this leaves the question of what happens to those who are described as 

experienced students or advanced learners: what do they receive from group coursework? 

When asked about his preferred choice of group, Sheldon responded: 

Original quote Translation 

如果我能选择话，我会选择那些比我懂的多的

人。如果组员的知识水平有限的话，我就请愿自

己做。我倒是不在意别人来问我问题，不过就是

实际上来说，我给别人解决问题并不会对我的学

习有什么提升。但是你也没办法保证你组里的每

个人都是知识水平差不多的。这种情况下，我就

宁愿自己完成任务了。 

If I could, I would choose to work with those who 

know more than I do. But if others in the group 

have limited academic knowledge, I would 

rather work alone, because working alone might 

be more efficient for me. I don’t mind others 

asking me questions about the coursework but, 

practically, I did not learn much from just solving 

others’ problems. You cannot guarantee that 

everyone in the group [has a] similar level of 

academic knowledge, [and] in that case, I’d 

rather work by myself. 

Interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019 
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The instance of Sheldon’s group learning experiences raises an issue that has not been fully 

discussed in CoP and CL. The CL theory indicates that people learn by participating with, and 

teaching others (Laal, Geranpaye, and Daemi, 2013). However, the evidence from Sheldon’s 

interviews shows a divergent viewpoint. Sheldon clearly indicated that he would prefer not to 

work with others if he ends up just solving others’ problems. One possible reason for this  is 

that there might be a relatively large gap between Sheldon’s academic knowledge level and 

that of the other group members.   

Sheldon was asked to give an example of a group work that helped him learn more efficiently. 

Sheldon described a “group discussion” where he went to the lecturer’s office and they 

discussed a question that Sheldon did not understand. Sheldon explained that the lecturer 

was professional and academically knew more than him in that particular academic field, and 

the discussion between Sheldon and the lecturer was efficient; Sheldon said that not only was 

his problem solved, but he also gained a deeper understanding of the subject (Sheldon, 29th 

Jan 2019; 24th June 2019). The evidence indicates that while participants tend to prefer to 

work with advanced learners, for satisfactory group coursework to emerge, members need to 

reciprocate in terms of knowledge exchange.  

Many participants prefer to work with advanced learners because they benefit from their 

knowledge; Sheldon does not like to work with others because he receives few reciprocal 

academic benefits and little knowledge exchange from solving problems for others; this is 

highlighted by Sheldon’s describing a “discussion with a subject lecturer” as an efficient 

learning experience, because in that case, he benefited from working with the lecturer who 

was the  more experienced and knowledgeable person.  

It is consistent with Hansen’s study that for high quality group work to be produced, it is 

necessary for all group members to make contributions (Hansen, 2006). The current study 

further claims that such contributions should include participants’ knowledge resources. 

Participants need to contribute fairly in terms of knowledge resources, and those who make 

few contributions of academic knowledge to group coursework should be considered as 

“taking a free ride”. It is fair to argue that when participants work with advanced students, they 

potentially take a free ride with regard to knowledge resources; for the advanced student, the 

learning experience tends to be inefficient and non-beneficial. To develop successful and 

satisfactory group coursework, every member needs to receive benefits from sharing 

knowledge with others; thus, in order to motivate students’ participation in group activities, 

there should not be a big gap in knowledge levels among group members. As it has been 



 131 

discussed in CL theory (see Chapter 2), promotive interaction tends to exist naturally when 

members reciprocate by sharing knowledge.  

The data in this section shows that higher levels of similarity in individual academic knowledge 

increase the level of reciprocal knowledge exchange within groups, and thus encourage 

participation in group activities. When academic knowledge levels are discrepant within a 

group, students with high levels of knowledge tend not to benefit from the group coursework. 

Although those students still show high levels of participation in group activities, they tend to 

have inefficient learning experiences. Further, beginners prefer to work with advanced 

learners, while advanced learners prefer to work with those who are even more advanced; the 

most experienced students, at least in the current study (i.e., Sheldon), prefer to work alone. 

Hence, the evidence indicates that more learners can participate efficiently and work 

productively when members of a group have similar levels of academic knowledge.   

6.2.2 Accountability and Responsibility  

The evidence taken from interviews indicate that group members need to be role-

interdependent to successfully complete a group coursework or, in other words, each member 

in a group must be accountable and take responsibility for a certain aspect of the work. This 

study shows that participants function most effectively when members have designated roles, 

though in this study, all participants set roles by themselves rather than having these assigned 

by a lecturer. The analysis of the interview data found that there are four main roles in each 

group activity: facilitator, recorder, harmoniser, and work checker. 

a) Facilitator/Leader 

According to evidence from the interviews, the facilitator is the one who has a leadership role, 

moderating team discussions, keeping the work on track, and potentially distributing other 

functional roles. When asked about the roles taken on in group coursework, Sheldon 

responded: 

Original quote Translation 

我就是组织大家 meeting么，然后我也很积极的

去参与各种小组讨论。比如说在网上建立一个讨

论组。我们就通过 online即使的交流和讨论。就

基本上这类组织的事儿都是我吧，反正就一直是

我。 

I initially invited group members to join a 

meeting and I was very active in group 

discussions. I also created an online discussion 

group, and we could discuss problems 

immediately. It was [up to] me to organise every 

group meeting, and it is…yes, always me 

Interview with Sheldon, 29th January 2019 
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Sheldon expressed the idea that he voluntarily took on a leadership role in group coursework. 

He believes that a well-organised group is the key to successful group work, while also 

promoting personal learning and social ability (Sheldon, first-round interview, 29th January 

2019). Sheldon further explained that, as the group is expected to receive a common grade, 

he felt that it was his responsibility to be a driving power in terms of organisation, time 

management, and role allocation. Sheldon said that his social and communicative skills were 

significantly improved by his taking on the role of facilitator (Sheldon, second-round interview, 

25th March 2019). This reflects consistently with the idea of collaborative learning  that each 

individual group member is assessed based on what the group does; the purpose of such 

learning environment is to encourage working together as a team, which also makes each 

individual stronger (Laal, Geranpaye, and Daemi, 2013). Sheldon believes that a well-

organised group can work more efficiently and thus he tends to take on the role of leader in 

any group coursework.  

Further, Zara suggested that working with someone else who would take on leadership 

responsibility made her feel more relaxed and motivated.   

Original quote Translation 

我的一个小组成员在前期的时候就给我们做了很

多准备性工作。比如说他就指导我们的大框架，

包括 expect的内容，需求，以及最后需要的出什

么结论。我基本上就是根据他这个框架去填空，

补充信息。对于这个小组作业来说，我是还蛮

enjoy的。就是这个组员他组织 meeting啊，安

排时间地址，然后以及每一个 meeting我们需要

做的事情。而且他还会定期和我们 follow up我们

做的事情，和完成度。总体来说我觉得他这个角

色是蛮重要的，我也是特别感谢他的责任感和他

对组里的贡献。 

One of my group members did lots of 

preparation for that coursework. He gave us an 

overall framework and guide to the work, 

including what to expect, what was required and 

what we needed to find out at the end. I just 

needed to fill in the information and I enjoyed 

the learning experience a lot. I think leadership 

is important for group work and we can easily 

get lost without a facilitator. He organised 

meetings for us, arranged the time, place, and 

what we needed to do in a particular meeting…. 

more important is that he actually followed up 

with us about the work process. Generally, I 

think his role was important and I [am thankful] 

for his contributions and responsibility 

Interview with Zara, 29th January 2019 

 

Zara’s account emphasises the importance of leadership. A leader motivates learners to 

develop efficient interpersonal connections which help them to a greater degree of success. 

This is an essential management feature which contributes to optimising productivity and 



 133 

achieving corporate goals. As CoP describes, an advanced learner can efficiently guide and 

teach newcomers in a learning process; however, the CoP does not address the importance 

of diverse roles and responsibility in a community. The theory of CL notes that where group  

members are linked together in such a way that they succeed or fail together, each group 

member’s efforts are required for the success of the group (Laal and Laal, 2012).  CL does 

not, however, address the importance of leadership in a group. The current study offers 

evidence that a facilitator plays a core role in group work; such a facilitator does not necessarily 

need to be an advanced learner but will need strong social skills to facilitate meeting 

arrangements, the organisation of work, and delegation of roles. From a personality viewpoint, 

such a person needs to be strategic and well-organised. The data from the interviews suggests 

that a good facilitator in group coursework can create a relaxed learning environment for other 

group members that can potentially promote individual learning and participation in group 

activities. The facilitator is officially responsible for work organisation; however, the recorder 

can also help keep tasks on track and thus keep members participating efficiently in group 

activities.  

b) Recorder  

A recorder, in the current study, is the person responsible for taking notes at each group 

meeting and for sending memos to other members after each meeting. The evidence from the 

interviews indicates that keeping such records helps keep group work on track and can be 

helpful when group members review their work.  

When asked what her role was in group coursework, Claire said that because she is good at 

taking notes and writing summaries, her role in group coursework was generally as recorder 

(interview with Claire, 29th January 2019). In particular, Claire made notes of the conclusions 

reached at each meeting and reported these to the others at the next meeting. Group 

members could then generate new ideas based on her reports. Claire believes that taking 

notes and producing regular reports are essential for group coursework (interview with Claire, 

29th January 2019), because, based on the memos of each meeting, group members can 

develop their overall ideas about the process, structures, and expectations of the group 

coursework. The evidence from the interviews also suggests that a recorder must have strong 

note-taking and logical-thinking skills. A good recorder can also motivate students’ 

participation in group activities, because when students have a better overall picture of the 

necessary tasks as well as a good understanding of the expectations and outcomes of those 

tasks, they are more likely to participate efficiently. The recorder is responsible for providing a 

clear picture of the work for members. However, when clarity is insufficient, and conflicts and 

struggles occur, a harmoniser is important to moderate the relationships between group 

members. 
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c) Harmoniser  

The participants in this study indicated that a positive learning atmosphere in a team is 

beneficial for group coursework; all participants tended to be more motivated, easily activated, 

and willing to participate in harmonious learning situations. This implies that, for group 

coursework to succeed, a harmoniser is necessary. Huda expressed the importance of a 

harmoniser in group coursework in this way:  

Original quote Translation 

我就相当于是个传话，或者调节的这样一种角色

吧。第一次小组见面的时候我们也不是特别熟悉

彼此，然后我们也不知道小组作业具体要做什

么。我们就是很盲目的坐在一起讨论，但是结果

就不是很好。然后我就试着去私下和每个组员去

交流，然后帮助大家交换想法。我发现其实还蛮

管用的。在之后的 meeting中，大家开始交流，

也会说自己的不同想法 … 在这个组里有一个说

的是广东话，其他四个人说的普通话。然后其实

挺搞笑的，因为我们几个英文都不是很好。我可

能是唯一一个同时会说普通话和广东话的。所以

我就在一开始做了很多翻译的那种工作。 我觉得

我做的还是挺有帮助的，也挺重要的。因为至少

组员们开始熟悉彼此了，也愿意在组里去交流，

去讨论了。 

I acted as a mediator in this group coursework. 

The first time we met, we did not really know 

each other, and we did not have ideas about the 

coursework either. We joined together to 

discuss [this] but the outcome was not good. I 

[then] tried to talk with group members 

individually after meetings and exchanged ideas 

with others in the next meeting. It worked well; 

members began to communicate about different 

ideas during the next meetings…. [in the] group, 

four students speak Mandarin, and one speaks 

Cantonese. It was funny when we 

communicated in English because none of us 

were good at English communication. I am the 

only person who can speak both Mandarin and 

Cantonese in that group, so I did lots of 

interpretation work in the beginning. I think what 

I did is helpful and important because group 

members started to be active and to participate 

in group discussions 

Interview with Huda, 29th January 2019 

 

The data suggest that the role of harmoniser involves transferring ideas between members 

and scaffolding to overcome difficulties. The responsibility of a harmoniser can also change at 

different stages of the group coursework. Huda explained that, at the beginning of the 

coursework, she was responsible for transferring ideas from one person to another during the 

period in which group members did not know each other well. A harmoniser can help members 

to get to know each other by sharing ideas with them outside of meetings. 
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The second responsibility of a harmoniser, highlighted in this study, is to minimise language 

barriers between group members. Huda translated members’ ideas between Mandarin and 

Cantonese, reducing the impact of language issues on the group. Huda further explained that 

these language barriers only existed at the first meetings; once the members knew each other 

as a group, they could exchange ideas and communicate by gestures, by using their basic 

English skills, and in other common-sense ways (interview with Huda, 29th January 2019). 

Many researchers have defined the role of harmoniser in terms of mitigating conflicts within 

the group (Behfar et al., 2008; Picton, Kahu and Nelson, 2017; Buckley et al., 2019); however, 

this study finds that sometimes a conflict is not overt, and that there does not necessarily need 

to be open disagreement between group members for issues to arise. When group members 

are not familiar with each other, potential conflicts can emerge based on a lack of 

understanding, particularly with regard to language difficulties that can lead to conflicts 

between group members. A harmoniser, in the current research, can notice such “unseen” 

issues and address them before true difficulties arise and may in this way create a positive 

learning environment. According to Huda’s description of her work, the group members are 

more motivated and participate more actively in group activities under such learning conditions. 

Consequently, this study posits that a positive learning environment encourages students’ 

engagement and participation in group activities, and that the role of harmoniser is highly 

significant in group coursework. After issues are resolved, participants also need to check their 

work before they submit it; therefore, a work checker is required to ensure that the final work 

is satisfactory to every member of the group.  

d) Work Checker 

All five participants indicated that the final step of any group coursework is the final check of 

the work. The responsibility of work checkers can be divided into two parts: content checking 

and language checking. After being asked about the importance of making final checks on 

group work, Sheldon noted: 

Original quote Translation 

我是希望最后会有多一点的时间去做 final check

的。你可能会发现细小的错误，或者会有新的想

法。在交之前 double check一下总是好的。 

I wish I had more time for a final check. You 

might find minor errors or new ideas have come 

up. It is always good to have a double check 

before submitting. 

 Interview with Sheldon, 29th January 2019 

 

Sheldon offered two reason for a final check, to correct minor errors and to update ideas. 

When he was asked what exactly needs to be checked, he said: 
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Original quote Translation 

（在那个组里）我是负责做作业的，比如说算数

据，写报告这类的。另一个人的话他英文好嘛，

他是本地人，他就来检查英文语法拼写这类的。 

I checked the contents of [the] coursework and 

another group member contributed with 

checking the language…he is an English native 

speaker so he can check the spelling, writing, 

and grammar. 

Interview with Sheldon, 29th January 2019 

 

Claire expressed a similar idea, that usually an English native speaker will check the language 

features (i.e., grammar, spelling, and syntax) of the work (interview with Claire, 29th January 

2019). Although the participants all believed that a work checker is necessary in group 

coursework, none of them commented on whether this role has an influence on students’ 

participation. This study supports the idea that a work checker is needed in group coursework 

to enhance participants’ engagement in collaboration.  

The theory of CL indicates that collaboration requires promotive interaction where learners 

“need” each other to succeed in group work (Laal, Geranpaye and Daemi, 2013). The above 

discussion unpacks the “needs” of members in terms individual knowledge level and 

accountabilities. The acknowledgement that they “need each other” is a fundamental element 

in the completion of group work; however, for efficient and satisfactory group work to be 

created, members should also be able to learn from each other. In terms of such knowledge 

exchange and the associated responsibilities, learners are thus expected to reciprocate with 

one another. The current study further finds that for many participants to collaborate 

successfully, an agreed group goal is necessary.    

6.2.3 Individual motivation and group goal  

The participants were motivated to be part of a group for various reasons. Those personal 

motivations can reflect a high level of group participation.  

When asked what the purpose of studying for a selected module was, Sheldon responded: 

Original quote Translation 

（上个学期我拿了 84.5）我个人还是比较满意

的。下个学期的话，我想至少保持这个成绩，或

者更好。所以我每一份作业都很认真。 

[I received 84.5 in the last semester] I am 

satisfied with that, but I want to keep up with it 

or receive better results in this semester. That is 

why I need to work hard for each coursework. 

Interview with Sheldon, 25th March 2019 

 



 137 

Sheldon was motivated because he wanted good academic results, and completing the 

coursework was seen as a good pathway to graduation. The search for academic benefits 

motivated Sheldon to work hard when doing coursework. Sheldon further explained that he 

was motivated to make progress with group coursework, including taking on work planning, 

arranging meetings, and solving problems.  

With regard to the goal of studying, Wendy expressed a similar viewpoint: 

Original quote Translation 

最终的话我想要拿到 70分以上的成绩，然后我

觉得我一直也还蛮努力的。现在的话我是有 78

点几分，我是需要更努力一点成绩会更好，就是

想要 distinction。 

I want to achieve 70+ at the end of the 

programme and I have been working hard for 

that. Now I’ve got 78+. I need to make more 

effort, [as I want to] get a distinction. 

Interview with Wendy, 25th March 2019 

 

Wendy was also motivated by the desire to receive better academic results. Wendy further 

explained that she frequently communicates with group members either face-to-face or online, 

and she claimed that this communication gave her the opportunity to exchange ideas and 

solve problems efficiently. Hence she was highly motivated to “talk with the others” (interview 

with Wendy, 25th March 2019) 

When asked what her personal motivations in group activities were, Claire responded: 

Original quote Translation 

我更多的是想要成绩好一点。Distinction是最好

了，但是以我现在的成绩来说，还是有点距离

的。所以我得更努力一点。 

I just wish to receive a better grade. [a] 

distinction would be the best but now I am a bit 

far away from there. I need to work harder for a 

distinction 

interview with Claire, 25th March 2019 

 

The data suggests that receiving a better academic result is a common reason for many 

participants to complete their group coursework, because a satisfactory result is the pathway 

to graduation. Consequently, participants joined together for a common purpose, as 

suggested in CoP, and each participant worked hard to achieve that purpose. Although 

receiving a “satisfactory” academic result can be defined differently for each individual in the 

group, working together to complete group work helped all participants to fulfil their own 

academic goals. The motivation of gaining “a better academic result” positively promoted 
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interdependence in group coursework situations, causing students to participate in group 

activities and learn reflectively to reach their common goals. As Wenger stated, having 

common goals  support them in joining a group activity with common content; a common goal 

also motivates members to participate regularly in group activities (Wenger, 2011). The 

evidence from this study is consistent with Wenger’s statement about the influence of common 

goals on student participation.  

Moreover, Huda expressed the idea that, while she wanted to receive better academic results, 

she also wished to develop her professional skills in certain fields.  

Original quote Translation 

我觉得就是我学了这个领域，做了这一行，起码

我会想要变得 professional一点。就是不想学了

一年之后好像什么都不知道一样. 

I want to be professional when I am employed 

because I have spent a whole year for that. I do 

not want to be useless [after a year of study] 

Interview with Huda, 25th March 2019 

 

Employability is related to an individual’s life-long working skills, which have an intrinsic impact 

on an individual’s employment success. A better academic result could be an indicator of 

employability, yet Huda further explained that she hoped to learn practically by participating in 

group coursework so that her practical skills could help her in finding work and seeking 

promotions in the future.  

Original quote Translation 

我本科是学会计的。然后毕业后我在一个金融公

司做了三年。但是对于经济这块来说，就是

economics，我不是特别了解。所以我需要学更

多的 economics的知识。这样我将来找工作会更

方便，台阶也会更高。对我来说的话，每份作业

都是很重要的，小组作业尤其重要。 

I majored in accountancy for my BA degree. I 

[was] working for a finance company for three 

years after [I] graduated from university. 

However, I [did] not really have 

[much]knowledge of economics, so I need to 

learn something about economics for job-

seeking and promotion. That is why I wish I 

[succeed in the group coursework] 

 Interview with Huda, 25th March 2019 

 

Employability skills include communication with others, solving real-life problems, and critical 

thinking abilities. In the context of group coursework, participants learn as a group and their 

collaborative learning skills can be improved. Thus, improving academic practices and the 

application of skills can also be the motivation for students to participate in group activities.  
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However, this study also found that students’ participation was negatively affected when group 

members had very diverse goals. Two of the five participants indicated that members in a 

group might have completely different goals, making it hard to reach consensual outcomes for 

group coursework. With regards to group diversity, Zara offered the following viewpoint:  

Original quote Translation 

我就觉得他（组员）不是特别积极，可能他只求

一个 pass吗？但是对于我的话，我觉得这个作

业很重要。而且我不认为我们可以在短时间内把

他搞定。所以我觉得我们需要更多的时间去准

备，去 review，或者去做 double check这类

的… 

It seems like X (a member who is in the same 

group as Zara) does not really care about his 

grades, or maybe he [is aiming only] for a pass? 

But for me, this work is important; I am not sure 

if we could complete it in a short period of time. 

So I think we need more time to prepare, to 

review and to…double check…it 

Interview with Zara, 25th March 2019 

 

Similarly, Sheldon noted that: 

Original quote Translation 

（那个小组作业经历就不是特别好）因为有

个人基本上不 contribute。我就觉得他好像

不是特别 care这个作业，所以他也不承担自

己需要做的那部分。最后只能是我去帮他完

成。我就特别不公平，因为这样的话其实对

于一个小组作业来说，就不是很高效。 

[the group coursework experience was not 

good] because one group member [did] not 

really contribute to it. I feel like he did not 

care about the work, so he did not 

contribute a lot and I needed to cover his 

part of work. It was unfair to the group and 

the group learning was inefficient. 

Interview with Sheldon, 25th March 2019 

 

The interviews with Zara and Sheldon suggest that group members may be divided into highly 

motivated students and less-motivated students. The highly motivated students are those with 

personal goals, such as employability and other social skills, while less-motivated students 

have few individual motivations regarding coursework. The highly motivated students struggle 

to work with less-motivated students; although group coursework can be driven by 

academically stronger students, no-one wants to work with non-contributing peers. When such 

unfairness occurs, it negatively affects all students’ participation, including waste of time, 

unnecessary repetition of work, and lower than average results (Zara and Sheldon, 25th March 

2019). Zara explained that because less-motivated students do not really care about the 
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results, they tend to work relatively inefficiently; thus, Zara had to work less efficiently in order 

to “wait” for less-motivated members to finish their work. Although it is possible that group 

work can help less-motivated students to learn, Sheldon mentioned that it is unfair to judge an 

individual on others’ contributions and learning styles; he would rather take on others’ work 

than persuade others to do their own work (interview with Sheldon, 25th March 2019). 

Overall, there is no evidence as to whether group work can help less-motivated students to 

learn, while there is valid data to show that group work can discourage motivated students’ 

participation: highly-motivated students might struggle when studying together with those with 

discrepant personal goals. As described in CL theory, members are generally positively 

interdependent when they are all highly motivated (Laal and Laal, 2012). Such motivation can 

be understood through the “mutual engagement” elements in CoP theory, motivation 

encourages students to join the group activities, but more importantly, individual contribution 

is fundamental for the group to maintain the activities. When individuals in a small group have 

different personal goals, various learning styles, and discrepant motivational beliefs, conflicts 

may arise, further negatively affecting students’ participation in group activities.  

 

6.3 Affective Aspect  

The affective aspects that influence participants’ collaboration in group activities include social 

skills, group diversity, and students’ perceptions of and willingness about participation in group 

work in UK higher education.  

6.3.1 Social skills  

Interaction and communication happen when group members engage in dialogic discussion. 

This is accomplished by sharing resources, solving problems and teaching knowledge to one 

another. In this study, members in group coursework teams sometimes faced issues with 

agreeing on deadlines, gathering efficient replies, and dealing with disagreements. The 

perspective of social skills can be understood from three standpoints: lack of communications, 

dealing with disagreement, and confidence in English language ability.  

• Lack of communication 

Lack of communication can result in a non-satisfactory learning process and thus discourage 

students’ ongoing participation in group activities. On being asked about a “bad” experience 

of group coursework, Sheldon gave the following example:  

Original quote Translation 

（我不是特别满意那次 group 作业的经历）一开

始的时候我们是给每个人做的部分限制了一个

[I was not happy about that group experience] 

We initially agreed on a deadline for each part of 
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deadline，但是有个人拖延症就非常严重，导致

他的部分就一直拖着一直延期。到最后我们没办

法就要一直等他，整个小组的 deadline也被拖

后，最后交的时候就很匆忙。 

[the] work, but procrastination [occurred where] 

one group member personally extended his part 

of [the] work. So, we had to extend the deadline 

for the whole group and rushed to submit it at 

the end 

Interview with Sheldon, 29th January 2019 

Sheldon explained that the biggest challenge for him in group coursework is that it is hard to 

get everyone to obey the group rules. If one person does not finish his or her assigned tasks 

on time, the whole group may not have enough time to review the work, which could reduce 

the quality of the group coursework and discourage students’ participation in later group 

activities (interview with Sheldon, 29th January 2019). Missing deadlines is one of the major 

concerns with regard to group coursework; miscommunication is another problem commonly 

identified in collaborative learning. Zara gave an example of “disconnection” in one of her 

group members:  

Original quote Translation 

我试着联系过那个人，就是追他作业。不过他回

复信息就不是很积极的那种。比如说我周五早晨

给他发信息，他到周二晚上都没有回复的那种。

但是我可以看到他周末和周一经常登陆他的

Facebook。我不知道他在做什么，但是我觉得至

少他应该和我更新一下他的进度，毕竟我们是一

个 team。 

I tried to contact him (a group member) to chase 

up his work, but he did not reply promptly to my 

message. I sent him a Facebook message on 

Friday morning, and he had not replied by 

midnight on Tuesday. But I can tell he logged 

into his Facebook account frequently during that 

time. I don’t know what he is doing but I think he 

needs to keep updating the working process 

with me so we can work as a team 

Interview with Zara, 29th January 2019 

 

Zara emphasised that she struggled to contact one of the members of her group, which 

discouraged her participation in group activities because she did not have access to updated 

information about the work. The evidence indicates that participants tend to actively participate 

in group activities more frequently when every member is efficient, completing his or her own 

work on time and maintaining connection with the others in the group. Everyone meeting the 

agreed deadline can help the group to stay on track; maintaining communication and updating 

information afford opportunities to exchange ideas and review the work. Interactions cannot 

be promotive when rules are broken by members or where members deliberately disconnect 

from others.  
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• Dealing with disagreement  

The other important function of social skills is to solve disagreements in collaborative learning. 

Members need to negotiate with one another when disagreements occur, as the outcomes 

will either positively or negatively influence participation in group activities. The social skills for 

dealing with disagreements include explanations and clarifications. Sheldon noted that he was 

encouraged to participate when group members successfully dealt with disagreements 

(Sheldon, first-round interview, 29th January 2019), and previous studies about conflicts in 

teamwork have indicated that members gain a sense of accomplishment by solving problems 

together, especially when they peacefully solve a disagreement (Behfar et al., 2008). Sheldon 

further explained that the cooperative relationship established during the clarification and 

explanation process was sound, and he mentioned that being trusted by group members 

motivated his participation in ensuing group activities (Sheldon, third-round interview, 24th 

June 2019).  

Findings from this study suggests that there are two types of disagreement that tend to occur 

in collaborative learning: 1) actual disagreement, that is, where members hold opposite 

opinions about facts, and 2) misunderstandings, which result from accidental confusion, 

usually because of a lack of communication between group members.  

Sheldon indicated that when people work as a team, everyone has an equal right in the 

decisions, so that disagreements might happen when members hold opposite viewpoints 

about how those decisions should go:  

Original quote Translation 

我们(Sheldon和其他组员)在一个如何建立

model的讨论上一直达不成共识。其实这个还挺

重要的，因为这完全可能会导致两种结果。我们

一开始就互相说服对方，各种讨论啊 negotiate

之类的。后来就突然发现，其实两个方法建立

model都是对，那题原本就不是只有一个答案

的。后来的话我们就同意用他(组员)的方案了，

因为那个方法更简单一点。 

We (Sheldon and one of his group members) 

disagreed about the method that we were going 

to use to build the model. It was important 

because it could lead to two completely different 

results. We tried to persuade each other at the 

beginning, then during the negotiation, we 

realised that both of us could be right. There 

was [no] absolute answer to that question. We 

finally agreed [to go] with his method 

because…his method might be easier to 

calculate 

Interview with Sheldon, 29th January 2019 
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Sheldon described a process of dealing with disagreement in group coursework. The first step 

was discussion and exchange of ideas. Both of the parties concerned agreed that the choice 

of method was important as it could lead to different results. The disagreement was thus 

established rationally during the initial discussion. The second step was persuading and 

negotiating. Sheldon and the other group member tried to persuade each other, as they held 

different opinions about the facts. Sheldon noted that they both sought to explain their 

viewpoint to the other and to “persuade” the other to accept their way of thinking. The last step 

of dealing with disagreement is to reach some form of agreement, in this case during the 

process of negotiation and discussion, Sheldon and the other group member realised that both 

methods could be correct. Based on this, Sheldon withdrew his suggestion, as the other 

method might be easier to apply. This disagreement ended when the group members agreed 

to use a method they both could accept. An effective process of dealing with actual 

disagreement is thus offered in Sheldon’s example. The parties had different ideas, disagreed 

with each other, negotiated, and finally reached an agreement. As Sheldon noted, such 

learning experiences are efficient because not only do they support the sharing of academic 

knowledge, they also develop communicative and social skills; Sheldon was thus motivated 

to participate in further group activities of this kind (interviews with Sheldon in 3 phases).  

Misunderstanding disagreements occur when group members lack efficient communication 

skills. Zara described an experience of dealing with a misunderstanding disagreement.  

Original quote Translation 

(coursework里有一个根据公式算数的题) 我就一

直算的(和别人)不一样。然后我们就一直讨论然

后又重新算，翻来覆去的好几次，但是那个结果

就是不一样。然后我就没管了。再后来小组开过

几次会，结果发现是我没有用最新版的 model去

跑那个数据。我就不是特别开心，因为没有人告

诉我原始 model给换掉了。 

[there was a calculation question in that group 

coursework and I] got a different result [from 

the] others. We re-calculated and discussed it 

many times, but the results were still different. 

After several meetings, I was told that I was not 

using an up-to-date version of the model. I was 

not really happy about that experience, because 

nobody told me that they had changed the 

modelling method. 

Interview with Zara, 29th January 2019 

 

Zara also mentioned that it was waste of her time and contributions to have to deal with this 

misunderstanding. Analysing Sheldon and Zara’s responses, successfully dealing with actual 

disagreements can improve students’ social and collaborative skills, and thus motivate their 

participation in group activities; such interaction and collaboration is promotive. However, 

disagreements arising from a lack of communication discourage student participation and 
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such interactions are non-promotive. To develop promotive interaction, members must 

communicate, and the use of language is the core of effective communication.  

• Confidence in English language ability  

With regard to whether or not participants’ English language ability influences students’ 

communication, the main issue is that all five participants’ first language is a Chinese language, 

including Mandarin and Cantonese. English is their second or third language. Based on 

previous literature (Liu and Littlewood, 1997; Parris-Kidd and Barnett, 2011; Liu, 2013), it was 

expected that language would be the biggest barrier for their development of promotive 

interactions in English and their participation in group activities at a UK higher education 

institute. However, I have found little evidence to show that language has any impact on 

students’ participation in joint activities in this sense. This might be because, due to the large 

numbers of Chinese postgraduate students studying in the UK, the participants in this study 

work together with Chinese speakers most of time. Hence, they were not fully aware of the 

influence of language barriers on group communication. Yet, based on the interviews with the 

participants, it was found that the participants were able to overcome the language obstacles, 

if needed, in order to achieve a successful group collaboration.  

Wendy and Sheldon confirmed that they did not think language was a barrier for them when 

participating in group activities (Wendy, first-round interview, 29th January 2019; Sheldon, 

third-round interview, 24th June 2019), and Wendy further explained that technology and 

gestures can help to eliminate language barriers in group discussions; it is lack of the social 

skills of communication that more commonly cause problems c in group discussions (Wendy, 

third-round interview, 24th June 2019). When asked why she showed a low level of 

participation in group activities, Huda provided the following answer: 

Original quote Translation 

我英语还是不错的，我不觉得是英文的问题。我

就比较安静，我在国内上学的时候其实也不太参

与这种小组或者课堂互动的。 

My English is good, and I don’t think it is a 

problem of English language. I am just a quiet 

person and I show low participation levels even 

when studying in China. 

Interview with Huda, 29th January 2019 

 

Claire was the only participant in this study who indicated that she struggled with English. 

Original quote Translation 
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我英语写作这方面就没有很强。所以每次小组讨

论，我就和很担心我表达出来的东西会给大家造

成困惑。我就感觉有时候我很难用英文清楚的表

达自己。 

I am not good at English communication. Also, 

when I join group discussions in English, I am 

always afraid that my expressions confuse the 

others. I feel that it is sometimes difficult for me 

to express myself clearly in English.  

Interview with Claire, 24th June 2019 

 

Claire used the term “afraid” to explain her attitude towards her English level, yet there was 

no evidence to show that her English did in fact confuse others. Rather than her English ability 

negatively affecting her group participation, the evidence suggests that it is Claire’s lack of 

confidence in her English ability that has an effect on her participation in group activities. The 

interviews also indicate that language itself has minimal impact on students’ participation in 

group activities, but that students’ lack of self-confidence in their language ability can create a 

barrier to promotive interaction.  

Communication and social skills require participants to interact in acceptable ways. Discussion 

to promote agreement and dealing with disagreements allows participants opportunities to 

practice and improve their social skills. In this chapter, language skills themselves seem to be 

minimally problematic in group activities; however, a lack of confidence in language ability can 

result in a low level of group participation.  

6.3.2 Group diversity  

The evidence indicates that group diversity exists when participants join a group. Diversity, in 

this chapter, refers to differences in knowledge levels and learning styles, different 

personalities, and different levels of social skills. The evidence indicates that such diversity in 

a group can have either positive or negative influence on participants’ collaboration in group 

work.  

As previously discussed, participants benefit from exchanging knowledge with other group 

members. This is so because members of a group have different knowledge levels. Different 

knowledge levels motivate beginners to participate in group activities, because beginners can 

learn from group work experiences. Advanced learners tend to participate in group activities 

because they feel a “responsibility” to teach and guide the beginners in group coursework. As 

Sheldon noted during the interviews, he felt as though he had to explain the questions clearly 

to the group members (interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019). Claire acknowledged that she 

has limited academic knowledge of her subject and working with others provided opportunities 

for her to receive a deeper understanding of her subject (interview with Claire, 24th June 2019). 

Huda had work experience in the field from before she enrolled, so she defined herself as an 
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advanced learner; she also suggested that working in a team helped open her mind and gave 

her access to new ideas. She further explained that working in a team was not only about 

completing the work but, more importantly, about gaining multiple collaborative working skills 

(interview with Huda, 24th June 2019).  The evidence from interviews suggests that knowledge 

diversity can result in a high level of participation for many members in the group.  

However, there is also evidence that such high levels of participation are not necessarily allied 

to satisfactory learning experiences. Sheldon explained that although he participated 

significantly in group activities, he felt he had not learned as much as he expected during his 

group coursework.  

Original quote Translation 

在绝大部分时间，我其实是比其他组员懂得多

的。所以就是很自然的，我在组里就可能讲的更

多。然后大部分情况我是负责一些领导小组活动

的工作，比如说组织 meetings，设置 deadline

之类的。如果说对于我个人这种知识的提升的

话，我觉得我在小组作业中学到的还是蛮少的。

很常发生的情况是，我自己有的问题就没办法在

小组里搞明白。所以我就只能去和代课老师商

量。 

Most of time, I understand more than others do 

in a group. So, naturally, I speak more and take 

more responsibilities in terms of leading the 

group, organising the meetings and managing 

deadlines, etc. But with regard to my academic 

knowledge constructing and building, I received 

the minimum benefits by working in a group … 

often my academic problems cannot be solved 

in group coursework, so I have to discuss it with 

the module lecturer. 

Interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019 

 

Sheldon further explained that the reason for this appeared to be the big gap in academic 

knowledge level between him and the other members of his group (Sheldon, third-round 

interview, 24th June 2019). Sheldon actively participated in group coursework because he 

wished to complete an excellent piece of work, and he thus contributed more than others in 

terms of group organisation, solving questions, and reviewing the results (Sheldon, first, 

second, and third round interviews).  The data suggests that different levels of knowledge can 

result in high participation in group activities, but do not guarantee efficient learning for all, 

especially not for those who are already advanced.   

Further, members’ learning styles and personalities influence their group participation levels 

and their satisfaction with learning. Self-learners tend to receive limited benefits from 

collaborative learning, while group-learners present high levels of participation, and tend to 

learn more efficiently in these group activities. When asked her opinion about personal 

learning style, Wendy’s response was as follows:  
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Original quote Translation 

…… 就我个人来说的话，我其实并不是很喜欢参

加小组作业。我有我自己的那个节奏，比如说什

么时候完成作业，如何完成作业。我自己去完成

这些事情的话就会更有效一点。然后我也不懂担

心每个人是不是有 contribution，或者也不用去考

虑小组的进度和 management这类的。 

…… personally, I would not prefer to work in a 

group for a piece of coursework. I have my own 

pace of when and how to complete a piece of 

work. Working by myself would be more 

efficient, and I don’t need to worry about 

individual contributions and group time 

management etc. 

Interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019 

 

Wendy defined herself as a self-learner and she preferred to work alone whenever possible. 

Wendy explained that she has a high level of self-control and can complete work very 

efficiently when working alone (interview with Wendy, 24th June 2019). In this study, group 

coursework requires completion of a single piece of work from the team, yet Wendy indicated 

that everyone is different in terms of their thinking, standard of work, and writing style, making 

it practically impossible to develop a “common” piece of work (interview with Wendy, 29th 

January 2019). Wendy’s learning style as a self-learner who tends to prefer to work alone also 

means that she tends to cover others’ work and contributes more than others ( interview with 

Wendy, 24th June 2019). Wendy is aware that this is not fair, neither to herself nor to her group 

members, and she believes that self-learners should not be forced to work in a group.  

In contrast, Claire is a group-learner who prefers to do teamwork as often as possible.  

Original quote Translation 

我喜欢和大家一起做[coursework]，尤其是当这

个 coursework非常复杂，又包括很多数据的时

候。我自己的话是不可能解决 coursework中的

全部问题的。但是如果和大家一起做的话，我们

就[通过]讨论来解决问题。我在 coursework组里

的参与度就会相对高一点。 

I like to work with others. Especially when the 

coursework is complicated and includes a huge 

amount of data. I would not be able to solve 

everything out in such coursework but when 

working in a team, we can discuss the problems 

and solves issues together. My group 

participation is therefore relatively active. 

Interview with Claire, 24th June 2019 

 

Claire mentioned that she produces more efficient work by discussing it with others, and that 

she actively participates in all group activities (interview with Claire, 25th March and 24th June 

2019. The data indicate that group diversity can offer several benefits, such as broadening 

members’ minds, generating new ideas, and improving individuals’ social skills. However, 
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these general benefits do not necessarily apply to each member in the group. Group diversity 

can negatively affect some learners’ learning due to non-reciprocated knowledge exchange; 

in addition, self-learners may present low participation levels in teamwork. Cooper (1990) used 

the term “heterogeneous” to describe the diversity within group work, noting that 

heterogeneous members create diversity in group activity; students can thus receive more 

opportunities to broaden their minds and work with different people from varying backgrounds 

(Cooper, 1990). The evidence from this chapter indicates that, to some extent, group diversity 

benefits group coursework; however, this study also argues that members can be different in 

many ways. For teamwork to be successful, there should not be large “gaps” among group 

members in terms of personal academic knowledge levels, preferred learning styles, and 

personalities.  

6.3.3 Students’ perception about group collaboration in UK higher education   

Three standpoints regarding participants’ opinions about group coursework arose in this study. 

Overall, the participants believed that group coursework should be explorative and 

investigative; they indicated that exploratory group coursework should represent a higher 

percentage of their final academic results; and they thought that those modules that focused 

solely on theoretical perspectives and not on practical perspectives should be abandoned as 

part of students’ academic assessment.  

Evidence from the interviews indicates that group coursework should be designed to be 

explorative (Sheldon, third phase interview, 24th June 2019). Sheldon said that he needed 

space to discover and investigate actual problems that he might face in real life. There are two 

further sub-points supporting the idea that coursework should be explorative. First, he believes 

that project-based coursework promotes students’ knowledge from a practical perspective. 

Learning in lectures offers only theoretical knowledge; discovering how to apply these 

theoretical frameworks to real world problems is thus more important for students. Sheldon 

also stated that they can always check theories from textbooks, but that they have few 

chances to apply theories to real world issues prior to graduation.  

Claire explained that some knowledge might be easy to acquire in lectures but hard to use 

when solving real problems (Claire, third phase interview, 24th June 2019). Explorative 

coursework efficiently provides opportunities for students to check whether they fully 

understand what they learn from the lecturers. Sheldon further indicated that only knowing 

theory can be useless, while gaining practical knowledge is useful in the real world. Explorative 

coursework creates spaces for students to apply their theoretical knowledge in the real world, 

potentially promoting both students’ learning ability and problem-solving skills.  
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The participants also stated that project-based group coursework helped them develop 

essential employability skills, including communicative and collaborative skills. Sheldon felt 

that he has become more professional by completing explorative group coursework, not only 

in terms of academic knowledge but also, more importantly, in teamwork. Project-based group 

coursework enables students to achieve higher-level learning outcomes. This supports the 

study of Moraes, Michaelidou, and Canning (2016), who noted that good group coursework 

can create more opportunities for critical thinking and peer feedback response (Moraes, 

Michaelidou and Canning, 2016). Hence, the participants expressed the idea that group 

coursework should be designed to be explorative, investigative, and to permit discoveries.  

Furthermore, the participants suggested that group coursework should be weighted 

significantly more in their final results. Despite the inherent advantages of explorative group 

coursework, students would be more motivated and encouraged to participate if the 

coursework were weighted higher. Sheldon indicated that, currently, most of the coursework 

is weighted at 20%, 30%, or 50% of students’ final academic results in each unit. He 

sometimes feels discouraged because, no matter how good he is at the coursework it will 

account for less than 50% of his total grade. Sheldon strongly advocated that practical 

knowledge is more useful and suggested that students should be tested more on their practical 

knowledge than on their theoretical knowledge. Wendy expressed a similar viewpoint; she 

believes that coursework and examinations have various uses, but that coursework is 

definitely worth more than examinations. This suggests that, if explorative group coursework 

accounted for more of the students’ total grades, this would tend to foster student motivation, 

participation, and sense of achievement.  

Finally, coursework emphasises students’ practical knowledge, while examinations focus 

more on students’ academic knowledge. The participants suggested that group coursework is 

not necessary if a module focuses more on theoretical knowledge. Sheldon gave an example 

of one module in the economics programme which outlines a major theoretical framework. 

Students are required to understand the theory behind the content to pass this module. 

Sheldon therefore believes that a 100% examination course for this module would strengthen 

students’ knowledge of theory and that group coursework would be irrelevant in this case.  

Overall, different subjects have different focuses in terms of students’ academic knowledge. 

The principles of the subject are considered when designing assessments. Group coursework 

should be abandoned when a module is purely theoretical. Additionally, when it is necessary 

to design group coursework, such coursework should be 1) explorative and investigative, and 

2) weighted higher in students’ final results. Explorative group coursework is considered to be 

an efficient way to reinforce understanding of a subject, and students tend to be motivated to 

involve themselves in such explorative coursework; this can be used to further encourage their 
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participation. Students’ learning abilities can also be promoted comprehensively in explorative 

group coursework, as their collaborative skills are improved, and they are exposed to ‘real 

world’ work settings. Overall, group coursework tends to be beneficial for students’ 

participation and learning, although a module-specific focus should be applied when 

assessing students’ academic performance.   

 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presents several factors enhancing students’ participation in group activities. The 

factors that facilitate and/or impede students’ participation, collaboration and learning in group 

coursework can be understood from three aspects.  

First, the design of group coursework (pedagogical aspect) influences students’ collaborative 

learning behaviours fundamentally. Participants perceive that pair work makes minimum 

difference when compared with individual work; to facilitate participants’ group participation, 

between four and six students in a group is ideal for collaboration. The types of group 

coursework are important: the project-based coursework which relates to real life situations is 

found to be more motivating than question-based coursework. Participants claim that they are 

more willing to work with someone they are familiar with (i.e., self-selected members). This 

section provides an analysis, consistent with CoP theory, by pointing out that the design of 

coursework facilitates students’ collaboration in a fundamental way 

Second, individual competence influences the extent of participants’ mutual engagement in 

group activities in various ways. This chapter shows a result, consistent with CoP, by finding 

that participants tend to be more activated in group participation by working with advanced 

students. The engagement in group activities is interactive and positive when reciprocal 

knowledge exchange takes place. Further, participants take on various responsibilities and 

roles in the group to demonstrate their contribution and participation patterns in collaborative 

learning. Lastly, the participants are motivated to be part of a group for various reasons. Their 

participation patterns, however, could be impeded when group members have adverse goals. 

Overall, individual competence helps participants to maintain a productive group work, and in 

the current chapter, it helps to complete a successful and satisfactory coursework.  

Thirdly, social skills and group diversity play a role when people join together. As CoP 

suggests, the feature of shared repertoire offers participants a range of ways of doing things 

in a team. Disagreements and conflicts may occur in such a process. It is understandable that, 

having various life and learning experiences, participants present multiple behaviours in 

communication and interaction in group coursework. The diversity of groups can make it hard 

to satisfy every student’s needs from every aspect and may impede students’ participation in 
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group work. This chapter further suggests that a well-designed group coursework (i.e., a group 

of five students completing a project-based coursework) can help counter-balance the 

negative sides of group cooperation (See Chapter 7 Discussion).  

This chapter also highlights the fact that the roles students take on are important, allowing 

members of the group to find ways to work together more effectively on project coursework. 

Overall, the economics students examined in this study, as postgraduates, generally 

appreciate the opportunities to engage in collaborative course work, which is generally 

successful; however, some students find groupwork optimal while others are less content and 

require more structured learning. This chapter suggests that, for a productive learning in 

collaboration, students need, first, to acquire fundamental knowledge in lectures; then they 

need opportunities to practice the received knowledge in student-centred classrooms; and 

finally, they should be involved in explorative projects in order to promote their lifetime learning 

abilities.  
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 Discussion and Conclusion 

 

Chapter Overview  

In this chapter, I revisit the three research questions and discuss the findings and how they 

can help to answer the RQs, based on the evidence from the findings chapter. I primarily 

present the main findings while, at the same time, attempting to answer the three research 

questions in depth. In the answers to the research questions, I also discuss my understanding 

of the dynamics of students’ learning in UK higher education in relation to the existing studies 

in the field. The contributions, implications and limitations are outlined and, at the end of the 

chapter, the direction of potential future research will be discussed.  

 

7.1 Summary of Findings and Discussion of Answers to RQs 

Initially, I explored students’ participation in classroom activities in UK higher education. 

Additionally, I investigated their experiences of collaborative learning through interviews with 

five participants about their seminar learning and group coursework practices. The evidence 

that emerged supports several interesting and noteworthy conclusions. 

My answer to the first research question – RQ1: “How do Chinese postgraduate students 

participate and interact in a classroom environment, for example during lectures and 

seminars?” In my study, I found that students’ classroom participation has the features of 

variety, dynamic alterability, and naturality. The evidence from the classroom observations 

shows that students participate in classroom activities on various levels and in various forms. 

The findings suggest that student participation occurs in two forms that can be categorised as 

active participation and passive participation. Active participation has the common feature of 

students’ dialogic interactions with their tutor and one another, such as asking questions, 

providing answers, and exchanging ideas. Passive participation is presented in a quieter way, 

by nodding the head, writing notes, and using gestures. Nevertheless, all students adopted 

some way to participate in the classroom activities, albeit with different levels of participation. 

Based on the findings, this thesis further argues that students’ participation patterns are not 

static: students modify their participation behaviours as the learning situation changes. This 

means that a student can be active and participate in some discussions yet display only 

passive participation in other classroom activities. Students’ participation in classroom 

activities is thus dynamically alterable and depends on how they are influenced by their social 

culture and their learning environment. I present the results in accordance with the theory of 

Community of Practice (CoP), that learning is socially constructed (Li et al., 2009), and that 

the group affects both what students learn and how they participate in learning.  
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In this study, I also found that students’ participation occurs naturally, due to the natural 

features of the learning environment. The results are consistent with Frymier and Houser’s 

study which indicates that student participation requires students to be mentally and 

emotionally active in order to achieve their aims (Frymier and Houser, 2016).  Adbullah et al. 

claimed that students’ participation in the class is usually spontaneous (Abdullah, Bakar and 

Mahbob, 2012). In the current study, Clara’s willingness to be engaged in classroom activities 

has clearly the key influence on her participation pattern. While personality might influence 

students’ participation, this study suggests that students modify their participation naturally 

when they desire interaction.  

Participation can be either verbal or nonverbal. In the current study, silent participation is the 

most common pattern of interaction in lectures. Tatar explained that silence can be interpreted 

as listening, thinking and reflecting, and may well be an effective form of participation (Tatar, 

2005). Additionally, this study confirms that, although quiet students depart from the active 

type of participation, exemplified by verbal interaction, they are nonetheless mentally ‘awake’ 

and active in the classroom. As described by Sheldon: “Talking can happen but does not need 

to happen necessarily. I speak up when I need to speak up, but I don’t like to talk [for the sake 

of it]” (interview with Sheldon, 24th June 2019). The evidence thus generates a broader 

concept of classroom participation, not limited to active, dialogic participation but rather 

incorporating any behaviour that demonstrates students’ willingness to interact with others.  

Further, much research places emphasis on the patterns and meanings of dialogic 

engagement in classroom learning (Liu, 2001; Lee, 2009), while investigation of the meaning 

of silent participation is limited. In the current study, I found that silent students can 

acknowledge each other’s contributions or show understanding of each other’s statements. 

Silence is generally accompanied by a nodding of the head to announce agreement with 

others, and nodding of heads, as a passive form of participation, were seen at a relatively high 

level in many interactions during lectures. The majority of students nodded their heads to show 

that they understood, to the extent that, when the lecturer asked questions such as “all clear?”, 

students were expected to respond by nodding their heads. The current study also claims that 

silence in classrooms is not necessarily an indication of lack of knowledge or interest; rather 

it may be a conscious choice made by students for different purposes. Therefore, silence in 

the classroom, while creating a lack of dialogic participation, should not be assumed to reflect 

lack of participation.  

The theory of IRF patterns (see Chapter 2) helped me understand how classroom dialogue 

works from a theoretical perspective (Alkan et al., 2019); this study adds practical views about 

the reality of IRF patterns. Ideally, students and teachers are expected to share classroom 

dialogue equally; however, based on my lecture observations, students were given limited 
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opportunity to lead an in-depth conversation; a gap between theoretical concepts and the 

practical situation was obvious. Further, in comparison with Liu’s study, discussed in Chapter 

2, I provide a more comprehensive picture of students’ classroom engagement by analysing 

patterns and categories of students’ classroom participation, as well as connecting the 

observation data with interview data. Liu’s study investigated Asian students’ classroom 

communication patterns and examined four forms of participation: total integration, conditional 

participation, marginal interaction, and silent observation (Liu, 2001). I attempted to further 

observe various categories in different participation patterns, and I also highlighted the 

importance and meaning of silent participation in the classroom.   

In order to answer the first research question, I further explored how students perceive their 

participation and learning in seminars and investigated the factors that tend to influence 

students’ participation when opportunities to participate presented themselves (cf. RQ2: How 

do they perceive participation in seminars, and what influences students’ partic ipation in 

seminars, from the students’ perspective?) 

Firstly, participants perceive seminar participation from a cognitive aspect. The seminar is 

recognised as a place to gain additional understanding of a subject. It is important for 

participants to reflect on what has been learnt in lectures, and to check whether they have 

fully absorbed what they have learnt. The participants consider silent participation to be both 

important and necessary as thinking silently provides them with opportunities to reflect deeply 

on what they have learnt. The dialogic interaction makes participants feel that they are part of 

a group. This is in line with Spruijt’s study, which concluded that learning in seminars makes 

it easy for students from different backgrounds  to take part (Spruijt et al., 2012).The current 

study found that learning in seminars build a sense of belonging.  

Secondly, from a pedagogical perspective, I found that the learning environment exerts the 

main influence on students’ participation in seminar activities; this includes both the size and 

the design of the seminar. It is commonly accepted that most students prefer small-sized 

classes, and Cuseo considered the ideal class size for a seminar  to be 15 or fewer students 

(Cuseo, 2007). The participants in the current study, however, indicated that ten students were 

the optimal number, especially for dialogic participation. Bandiera showed the importance of 

class size by focusing on students’ academic achievement.  She found that changing the class 

size  from 10 to 25 students leads to a decrease in exam results by approximately 12.5 percent  

(Bandiera, Larcinese and Rasul, 2010). I found that in a class with less than ten students, 

everyone gets sufficient attention from the seminar tutor and has access to ask questions, and 

every question can be addressed completely by the tutor.  “The seminar must be small enough 

to allow the teacher to know each student by name, to talk to and listen to each student, and 

to coach each in speaking and writing” (Leamnson, 1995, p.6). Another possible benefit was 
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identified by the participants in the current study, who believe that increased chances to 

interact with their peers greatly promotes their involvement and engagement in academic 

activities.  Engaging with tutors in small seminars provides access to specialist knowledge that 

can help students solve problems which they cannot necessarily even frame effectively by 

themselves; engaging with other students and the tutor may allow students to solve problems 

by themselves, giving them the opportunity to develop from beginners to advanced learners.  

Variations in content and educational resources mean that the designs of seminars vary widely, 

and the evidence from the interviews suggests that students engage differently in tutor-led 

than in student-centred seminars. As discussed in Chapter 2, the theory of Collaborative 

Learning (CL) suggests that by engaging in group activity, learners’ comprehensive learning 

ability can be enhanced (Laal and Ghodsi, 2012). In my study, I furthermore found that 

students are more motivated to participate actively in student-centred than in tutor-led 

seminars, as student-centred seminars offer students a chance to "learn by themselves", 

which is consistent with CL. The student-centred seminar helps to accelerate students’ 

learning potential, while tutor-led seminars provide fewer opportunities for learners to engage. 

In particular, tutor-led seminars, being close to the nature of lectures, constrain students from 

engaging freely. In student-centred seminars, students are offered greater freedom to practice, 

explore, and solve academic problems by themselves, and the latter clearly offers greater 

potential for students to participate dialogically in a natural way. The students generally 

develop their own positions on collaboration in student-centred seminars through self-directed 

instruction, co-operation, and collaborative learning. As discussed, it is essential for students 

to practice their knowledge and skills themselves, if they are to develop from newcomers to 

advanced learners in their CoP. Dialogue happens naturally in such learning environments, 

and the participants expressed the idea that, by practicing by themselves in student-centred 

seminars, their skills in critical thinking and deep learning were significantly improved.  

The evidence from the interviews also reveals that students are actively motivated to 

participate in dialogue when they feel comfortable and are confident enough to interact with 

the seminar tutor. The lecturer, the person responsible for the module design, was believed to 

be the most suitable person to lead seminars. The key point here is that if one person is 

responsible for the whole module’s teaching, there will be no content gap between lectures 

and seminars. The evidence from the interviews suggests that when other people act as 

seminar tutors, they rarely know the course content sufficiently well, creating a content gap 

between lectures and seminars. The participants also mentioned that they participated more 

actively in classroom dialogue when emotionally close to the seminar tutor. When more 

familiar with their tutor, they communicated more easily and naturally. Familiarity is related to 

the development of a close and friendly tutor/student connection. Friendships between 
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students and teachers enhance the well-being of students by improving students’ comfort and 

confidence and release the stress of joint class activities; friendships also offer ways for 

students to increase their class engagement (Picton, Kahu and Nelson, 2017). This thesis 

supports the idea that friendly interactions between tutors and students contribute to students’ 

mental wellbeing, which intrinsically motivates students to participate in classroom activities, 

especially dialogues. When students have a good tutor-student relationship in seminars, a 

healthy mental state is more easily established with sufficient self-esteem and self-assurance, 

supporting a positive attitude towards learning and participating. The findings in this study 

confirm that students’ emotions and willingness play an essential role in classroom 

participation and academic learning.  

To answer the third research question – RQ3: “What factors facilitate or impede Chinese 

postgraduate students’ participation in group activities?” – I argue, with regard to successful 

and satisfactory collaborative learning in group coursework, that the essential and influential 

factors affecting participants’ collaboration can be understood from a pedagogical aspect, an 

individual competence aspect, and an affective aspect.   

Firstly, from a pedagogical aspect, this study confirms that well-designed groupwork is the 

factor that most significantly affects students’ participation in group activities. The evidence 

supports the notion that group coursework with four to six members, which is exploratory and 

related to real-life and offers clear goals, can both stimulate students to work together and 

diminish the negative effects of group diversity. The theory of CL underlines the importance of 

collaboration; how to design collaborative work has, however, been under-researched. 

In this study, project-based coursework was found to include all of these beneficial features:  

participants were asked to create a project problem by themselves and then within their group 

find a solution to it, based on economics theory. These collaborative learning experiences 

convinced the participants that project-based group coursework offers a very effective and 

satisfactory collaborative learning experience. The participants expressed the idea that they 

could always check textbook theories but had little chance of using such theories in the real 

world prior to graduation; further, a theory may be easy to understand in lectures but difficult 

to apply to solve real problems. Explorational practice offers participants an opportunity to 

apply the skills learned from lectures to real life situations, strengthening learning and problem-

solving skills. The project-based group training was credited with enabling participants to 

achieve better learning results. In order to create new product designs and project possibilities, 

participants had to apply creative thinking to their group projects, drawing on their problem-

solving skills and acquiring the relevant knowledge in a way that goes beyond memorisation.  
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Furthermore, project-based groupwork was also found to diminish the negative effects of 

group diversity. Initially, in exploratory groupwork, the advanced learners not only guide others 

in group activities but also, more importantly, acquire further knowledge outside of the 

classroom. In project-based coursework relating to real life situations, learners who have 

various knowledge backgrounds can work to explore different perspectives of knowledge in 

situated learning. Rather than assessing students by checking whether they can provide the 

correct answer mathematically, the project-based group work examined students’ broader 

learning ability. The key feature of project-based coursework is that it is related to real life 

situations, which offers the potential advantage of placing students in realistic learning 

environments, where socially gained knowledge can be employed. Therefore, in order to 

practically stimulate students’ participation in collaboration, the design for groupwork needs to 

be open-ended and of an exploratory and real-life nature.  

Secondly, this study shows consistently that in CL, group members need to help each other 

to ensure a successful result (Nurius and Kemp, 2019). This refers also to the promotion of 

progress through the sharing of resources among students so that their efforts are mutually 

supportive, and they encourage each other. The current study further suggests that support 

can involve either academic help or communicative support, or both. The participants pointed 

out that being able to exchange knowledge with group members and effectively receive 

benefits from resource exchanges determined their participation level in group activities. The 

degree of academic knowledge is based on how much an individual knows about the 

disciplinary subject, and knowledge sharing is ultimately related to individual degrees of 

academic knowledge. Much of the prior research indicates that newcomers in a community 

benefit from working with advanced leaners (Laal and Ghodsi, 2012; Li et al., 2009). This study 

confirms this, based on evidence from the interviews with Clara, Zara, and Huda. These 

participants all expressed willingness to work with those who know more than they do, the 

advanced learners from whom they can gain knowledge which they believe to be more 

comprehensive and profound than what they have learnt from the lecturer.  

This is different for the advanced learner (viz., Sheldon) who receives little in return for working 

with newcomers. The theory of CoP emphasizes the benefits that newcomers get from working 

with advanced learners (Buckley et al., 2019); the CL theory highlights the all-inclusive 

advantages of learning collaboratively (Canty et al., 2020). Individual concerns, especially 

from the advanced learners, have been severely ignored. The evidence from the individual 

interviews in this study suggests that the advanced learner tends to avoid working with those 

who have a lower understanding of the relevant topic. Consequently, to stimulate students to 

participate in group activities, the feature of reciprocated knowledge exchange is essential. 

This does not mean that everyone in a group must have exactly the same level of academic 
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knowledge, but it does require everyone in a group have specific resources to share with other 

members. This ensures that participation in group activities is productive, efficient and 

beneficial for all.  

Further, this study finds that it tends to bring multiple benefits to a group when every member 

is motivated individually, as those individual motivations can be complementary and thus form 

a common goal for the group. When a group has a common goal, participants are encouraged 

to share their thoughts communally, discuss difficulties and solve problems; such group 

interactions allow participants to learn from each other and thereby produce better academic 

outcomes. Typically, all group members receive the same marking result for their group 

coursework, which means that every member of the group needs to contribute. Any lack of 

individual contribution, which may result from a lack of individual motivation, will negatively 

influence group activities. In this study I have identified several roles that group members 

usually take on to contribute to their group:  recorder, organiser, work checker, etc.  

The final point to discuss, to answer the last research question (viz., what factors facilitate or 

impede Chinese postgraduate students’ participation in group activities) is how group diversity 

influences participation and collaboration in groupwork. Group diversity has been found to 

influence students’ participation in group activity. Everyone is different in terms of personality, 

learning habits, knowledge, cultural background and so on, and diversity is unavoidable when 

any new person joins a group. The data from this study support the notion that group diversity 

provides benefits for group coursework, at least to some degree; however, this study also 

indicates that it is best with only minimal differences between group members with regard to 

personal academic knowledge and learning style, as obvious gaps between the members of 

a group in these areas tend to negatively affect participation in collaborative learning. 

Fundamentally, the sharing of knowledge between community members is essential for them 

to learn in collaboration, and this learning process is predicated on their having different kinds 

of knowledge. The expectation of getting access to rich knowledge motivates newcomers to 

engage in group events. Advanced learners are often actively interested in group events in 

which they accept ‘responsibility’ to instruct and direct newcomers in group practises. This is 

how the Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) theory works in situated learning (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991) I found, however, that active participation does not necessarily lead to 

satisfying learning experiences. Academically, the advanced learners in the group may not 

learn as efficiently in groups as from a lecture, and they could suffer setbacks by participating 

in excessive collaboration, as it might discourage them from participating in other group 

activities. Overall, these Chinese students in economics were given several opportunities to 

work together in groups, which generally was successful, but some students did not benefit 

optimally from this approach, as they required more structured activities.  



 159 

 

7.2 Dynamics of Students’ Learning in UK higher Education  

Diagram 7.1 illustrates how I understand students’ learning as a dynamic process.    

Diagram  7.1 The Dynamics of Learning 

 

 

 

When students join a community to learn something new, their priority is to master the 

fundamental concepts and understand their meaning. This is usually facilitated by lectures, 

and so was the case in the current study. My classroom observations confirmed that, most of 

the time, the mission of lecturers is to construct knowledge for the students; students have 

few opportunities in such situations to participate in any classroom interaction. The participants 

acknowledged that they tend to act as listeners during lectures, as the purpose of attending 

lectures is to acquire new knowledge and to attempt to understand a topic clearly. The key 

finding from this is that interaction in lecture classrooms is dispensable; this does not mean 

that students cannot dialogically participate in classroom discourse, rather that knowledge-

building is the priority during lectures. Nevertheless, students need to be given opportunities 

to ask questions and to receive prompt answers from lecturers when they do so. Based on the 

evidence from the classroom observations, students could interrupt the lecturer by raising their 

hands to ask specific questions or indicate by eye contact that they were not clear about 

certain concepts. The lecturer usually offered immediate answers to students’ questions; 

however, as students’ questions were generally simple, most of time, the lecturers did not 

provide complicated and comprehensive follow-up responses to students’ inquiries.   

Additionally, once they had received the explanation, the students needed an opportunity to 

practice their new knowledge. Student-centred seminars thus play a complementary role in 

this stage of learning. In seminars, as discussed in Chapter 4, students were observed to 
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frequently seek clarification, and such interaction between tutors and students is clearly 

necessary in this stage of learning. In student-centred seminars, students were given chances 

to learn to use their knowledge by themselves, practising on campus computers with a 

supervisor present to provide academic help, if needed. Chapter 4 discussed the 

comparatively high level of dialogic participation in student-centred seminars, and the 

evidence from the interviews supports that students were satisfied with this learning method, 

which offered an effective means of learning. When students investigate a problem by 

themselves, they are stimulated to solve it, either by working together or by seeking the 

supervisor’s help. Students’ classroom participation tends to be active in such learning, 

increasing their motivation. When solving problems with the help of the seminar supervisor, 

they naturally engage in more dialogue, and the contents of such discussions tend to be more 

comprehensive and in-depth compared with the dialogical interaction seen in lectures.  

Students need opportunities to explore and consolidate what they have learnt. Project-based 

coursework offers effective support for this stage of learning. As discussed in the findings 

chapter, the features of project-based coursework help diminish any disadvantages that might 

otherwise negatively influence students’ learning. Project-based coursework requires 

exploration and investigation, with issues frequently related to students’ real lives. By joining 

together to solve a problem related to their lives, students’ learning ability tends to be promoted 

further, not only in terms of academic knowledge but also in terms of collaborative learning 

skills. When students learn how to divide roles and responsibilities between group members, 

how to solve disagreements in a group, and how to negotiate with other group members, 

dialogue happens naturally. Based on the findings in this study, I argue that students’ dialogic 

participation is likely to be extremely high in project-based coursework and, unlike the dialogue 

in classroom settings, to be more intrinsically motivated, offering multiple advantages to 

students’ learning. This is a core stage that  allows students to advance together, and many 

researchers have noted that learning by experience in this way effective ly promotes students’ 

life-long learning ability (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Van Loon, 2019).  

In conclusion, this study uses a practical model to explain the three stages of student learning. 

Acquisition of knowledge is the fundamental issue for students entering the community as 

newcomers, and as students begin to understand the basics of their subject, dialogic 

participation remains at a minimum. Learning in student-centred seminars is a necessary 

advancement stage for students to become advanced learners, allowing students to revise by 

themselves, and to discover and solve problems with help from experts (seminar tutors or 

supervisors). Students are thus stimulated, and dialogic interactions promoted. Practicing 

what they have learnt in real life situations is the final, essential stage of learning, which helps 

students develop towards an advanced level. Students can thus be involved in a situation in 
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which academic and communicative issues might occur simultaneously, and dialogic 

interaction therefore occurs both naturally and frequently. These three learning stages are all 

important for students’ learning, and despite being separate stages, they contain several 

dependent features. In particular, students must move from one stage to the next to move 

towards the advanced levels of learning.  

 

7.3 Contributions 

In this study, I have explored Chinese postgraduate students’ learning experiences in UK 

higher education. My thesis contributes to knowledge regarding to following three areas:  

Firstly, the current study provides a comprehensive picture of these students’ learning and 

indicates the importance of three-stage learning (viz., absorbing in lectures, reflecting in 

seminars, and practicing in coursework). Much research has focused on a single phenomenon 

of students’ learning in higher education. For example, Liu investigated Chinese students’ 

participation patterns in US universities and found four patterns; his study was limited as he 

focused on students classroom interaction only (Liu, 2001). Andrade explored the 

effectiveness of first-year international students’ seminar learning in US universities and  

demonstrated that the seminar has a positive effect on students' involvement with peers and 

promotes active learning (Andrade, 2006). Georgiadou, Siakas and Berki examined some of 

the challenges and opportunities faced by the students who are required to do  group 

coursework in UK universities (Georgiadou, Siakas and Berki, 2006). This thesis argues that 

learning in lectures to absorb knowledge is essential and fundamental, especially for those 

international students who have limited experience of studying abroad. Lectures provide an 

opportunity for them to construct solid knowledge. By interviewing five selected participants, I 

further explored mediating factors that influence students’ interaction and collaboration in 

seminars and groupwork. Seminars allow students to think and reflect on the absorbed 

knowledge. Lastly, this thesis analyses how the design of coursework influences students’ 

collaboration. It argues that an exploratory coursework (e.g., project-based) that is related to 

a real-life situation can promote natural learning and diminish the negative effects of group 

diversity.  

In addition, this thesis re-evaluates students’ participation in classroom activities (e.g., lecture 

learning) and emphasises the significance of silent participation. Existing research 

emphasises the importance of dialogic learning (O’Boyle, 2010), while ignoring the crucial 

element of being silent; the studies that have scrutinised students’ participation have solely 

focused on their active and dialogic participation forms (Russell, 1998; Renshaw, 2004; Lyle, 

2008), and few research papers have explored  students’ passive and silent participation. This 
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thesis contends that both communicative participation and silent participation are significant 

means of learning, and that being silent may be an efficient form of classroom engagement.  

Secondly, it has been widely discussed and argued that participation and interaction can 

promote students’ learning significantly (Georgiadou, Siakas and Berki, 2006; Frymier and 

Houser, 2016; Kim et al., 2016). Nevertheless, those researchers have disregarded the extent 

to which opportunities for participation in academic activities are realised for international 

students at universities. The current study found that participation opportunities, especially 

dialogic participation, remains minimal in lectures. As discussed in Chapter 4, students were 

given few chances to interact intensively and discuss problems deeply with peers and lecturers. 

In most of cases, the interaction between the lecturer and students consisted of closed 

questions and short answers. Regardless of Chinese international students’ willingness to 

participate in classroom activities, the current study exposes the fact that they have been given 

limited opportunities to interact, especially in lectures. Additionally, by discussing three stages 

of learning, this study uncovered that students demonstrate various patterns of participation 

in seminar learning and in groupwork collaboration, categorised as active participation and 

passive participation. The findings illustrate the opportunities that students are given in three 

different learning settings, helping higher education practitioners to realise that oral 

interactions exist in lecture learning; in addition, this study outlines how students’ classroom 

participation can be promoted from a pedagogical perspective.  

Lastly, this thesis focuses on participation and collaboration within different learning settings. 

Much research has investigated international students’ learning experiences by adopting 

observation as the main data resource, such as classroom observation (Liu, 2001) or group 

learning observation (Wang, 2012). The current study combined classroom observations and 

individual interviews to gather in-depth, detailed data which can serve as future guidance for 

Chinese students and help them prepare adequately before they come to study in the UK.  

 

7.4 Implications   

Researchers 

This study, with focus on students’ perspectives, adds to our knowledge of Chinese 

international students’ classroom participation and group collaboration in UK higher education. 

It is of value to those who study international students’ learning, as it shows how students build 

knowledge by interacting with one another throughout the collaborative learning process. At 

the same time, it outlines the factors that facilitate or impede students’ participation in 

collaboration. This study enriches our understanding of the complexities of students’ learning 

process and exposes the inconsistencies between what is presented in observation and what 
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students perceive. The rich, descriptive data show that students’ learning is dynamical, 

naturalistic and multi-directional, as students modify their participation patterns in accordance 

with different interactive circumstances; students communicate freely with various sources 

based on their emotional needs and situational demands; and students’ academic and social 

skills are promoted efficiently when they collaborate in life-related learning.   

This study also attempts to demonstrate the multiplicity of Chinese students’ silent 

participation in relation to their three stages of learning by showing various patterns of students’ 

silence in the classroom, exploring the factors that might result in students’ passive 

participation in collaborative work, and exposing the nature of Chinese students who study 

abroad. Future scholars should expand on this in order to achieve a deeper understanding of 

the developmental and transformative learning process through which students collaborate 

with lecturers and peers, and perhaps by carrying out a longitudinal study.   

Educational practitioners 

The detailed descriptive and rich interpretive analysis presented in this thesis can help raise 

the awareness of educational practitioners (viz., lecturers and tutors) of why the opportunities 

offered to students do not adequately ensure their participation in classroom activities. It could 

also increase their awareness of how students perceive, react to and interpret seminar settings 

and coursework designs. Finally, it might help educational practitioners to design an academic 

activity that can efficiently and effectively promote students’ participation and collaboration in 

their learning.  

As the data show, students were mostly given short responses during lectures, so they sought 

opportunities to interact with their peers in order to solve academic problems. Lecturers are 

encouraged to create more opportunities for lecturer-student communication. This can be 

done by having a Q&A section in each lecture, allowing students to discuss their problems 

with lecturers and receive help directly. Further, by realising how students perceive their 

learning in seminars, the lecturer can motivate students to participate and collaborate by 

changing the settings of seminars. For example, the proficiency of seminars can be developed 

through the inception of an alternative scheme, where – in accordance with the students’ 

desire – the lecturer is also the tutor. Since a lecturer has limited time, lecturers and tutors are 

encouraged to cooperate more closely. This can be achieved by preparing and discussing the 

seminar topics in advance, thus providing opportunities for tutors to comprehend the teaching 

objectives better; the tutors themselves are encouraged to further develop their relationships 

with their students. Lastly, this study also shows how an exploratory coursework motivates 

students, diminishes ‘free riding’, and improves students’ comprehensive study skills in 

multiple dimensions. As discussed in chapter 6, students’ academic and social skills are 
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promoted effectively by life-related coursework. The educational practitioners are thus 

encouraged to design a coursework that requires multiple skills from students. Life-related 

group coursework should be combined with individual reports on the relevant material to 

ensure individual accountability. This may encompass other fundamental aspects of the group 

coursework, such as a presentation of the task, an outline of the design, and a summary of 

group decisions and individual contributions.   

Students   

As the participants showed great initiative in terms of participating in different classroom 

settings (i.e., lectures and seminars), I suggest that students reflect on Clara’s learning 

experience in UK higher education. Clara’s example demonstrates how to seek mediate 

participation patterns in order to gain better understanding of academic subjects. As described, 

her participation in lectures was passive and silent most of time; but she mediated her 

participation pattern from passive interaction to active participation in seminar learning. Clara 

proactively communicated and interacted with seminar tutors and peers, seeking academic 

help. Initially, Clara had minimal academic understanding of the information gained in lectures; 

however, by asking the seminar tutor for an explanation, she obtained an advanced 

understanding of the initial information provided by the lecturer and was then able to 

generalise the learnt information in other academic contexts (such as coursework). 

This study can also give students a picture of programme structures in UK higher education. 

Students who seek opportunity to study abroad might have little information about programme 

structures or have limited internet access to obtain such information. By presenting rich, 

detailed and descriptive data, this study may help students to be aware of the specific 

structures in UK higher education. A guidebook could be published, by international academic 

agents or international schools in the students’ home country, to help students become familiar 

with programme structures in UK higher education, allowing students to be well prepared for 

their study abroad.  

 

7.5 Limitations  

This study has several limitations that must be acknowledged. One potential source of bias in 

this study is the reliability of data, especially those that were used to analyse students’ 

collaborative learning as they were collected entirely from interviews. There are some 

differences between participants’ interpretations and actual participation patterns in the 

groupwork. This becomes evident when comparing their actions in the classroom, observed 

directly, to participants’ own accounts in the interviews. The data would have been more 

reliable if I had been able to collect them by observing groupwork and by interviewing students 
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about participating in groupwork. It would be more reliable if observation and interviews could 

be combined when exploring students’ groupwork experiences.  

To increase data validity, digital recordings of group discussions may be beneficial. In this 

study, I captured several interactions between lecturer and students in a classroom, while 

other students were present. It is accepted that group members will interact differently within 

and outside the classroom. Insightful information could be gathered if the former were studied. 

The non-classroom conversations in the recorded video, including questions on collaboration, 

and the answers to these, as well as comments made by pairs in certain situations, could 

provide information to be used during stimulated reminder sessions.  

In addition, when it comes to analysing students’ participation in the classroom and 

collaboration in groupwork, this study focuses only on students’ interpretations, which means 

that lecturers’ or tutors’ perspectives have been excluded. The data would be more reliable if 

the analysis could capture students’ learning from both students’ and lecturers’ accounts. For 

example, students frequently convey dissatisfaction over the impracticality of their group 

projects as they prefer to engage in a life-related groupwork. It would be enlightening to see 

how lecturers view the groupwork they set for students. By combining the students’ and the 

lecturer’s viewpoints, the students’ learning experiences could be comprehensively 

understood.  

Another limitation pertains to the data analysis. Whenever I became aware of factors, such as 

the input definition and the means by which the data were codified, the categories shifted. The 

definitions and themes described in the chapter of findings are a product of my interpretation 

of categories created by me, the evidence, and the circumstances in which the study was 

performed. Although every attempt has been made to make participants interpret for 

themselves, the categorisation of the data provided might be a relatively unreliable way of 

gathering data, and other researchers could establish different category sets to construct  

meaning in other situations. 

The final limitation concerns the scope and size of the study, which was an exploratory 

experiment conducted with a limited number of students doing an MA curriculum at a single 

university. The findings may not be valid for other UK universities or other groups of students. 

Even so, the comprehensive, qualitative information about the study site can allow the results 

to be translated into other contexts in some manner 

 

7.6 Future Research  

For potential future studies, this thesis poses concerns that need to be answered and are 

worth investigating further. First, the current study explored students’ learning in the classroom 
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and at groupwork. Looking back at the COVID-19 throughout 2020, the trend of learning via 

Zoom or Microsoft Team has been widely established. Future research should explore the 

impact that the online and distance learning environment has on students’ participation. For 

example, future research could be conducted by exploring students’ participation and 

collaboration in online courses and at online groupwork. It would be helpful for educators to 

understand students’ practical challenges and difficulties when they are not physically together; 

and it may assist researchers to see students’ collaboration patterns in distance learning from 

a theoretical perspective.  

Secondly, this study explored students’ learning with an initial focus on students’ oral 

interaction, and dialogic participation; students’ silence in classroom learning was not studied. 

It is, however, believed to be fruitful to study students’ silent and passive patterns during their 

learning journey. Future research could unpack the phenomenon of silent learning in the 

classroom (e.g., reasons for being silent, influences and benefits of silent learning, etc.). The 

silent participation pattern and active learning pattern would then become triangular, so that 

the nuanced, diverse and multidirectional essence of the student learning process could be 

interpreted more holistically. 

Lastly, in order to observe students’ participation and collaboration from a wider research 

perspective, for example by selecting participants from multiple cultural and national 

backgrounds and including students from various programmes and universities, future 

research may use a quantitative and qualitative combined design. 

 

7.7 Final Remarks 

In this thesis, the dynamics of international students’ learning is conceptualised from a co-

constructive perspective. As participation and collaboration is a part of academic learning, any 

related paradigms need to be connected to the nature of education and social-constructivist 

interpretations. Teachers are competent to dictate what is necessary for students to learn, 

how they should learn it, and what learning it means. The emotional necessity and individual 

predilection of students’ participation and collaboration in the UK higher education have not 

been scrutinised by educators, researchers or students. There is a possibility that students 

may feel overwhelmed and discouraged by a pedagogy that is designed without consideration 

of how they should use their own abilities to accomplish their academic objectives. Educators 

neglect what learning means for students, what type of people the students desire to become, 

what they can achieve, and what they want from their educators. It is not surprising, therefore, 

that there is a mismatch of comprehension of participation and collaboration between 

educators and students when they do not have the same concept of education. Therefore, a 
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shift in focus from participation to learning in pedagogical practice, both by educators and 

students, is a necessity before it is possible to embrace the changing paradigms of 

participation and collaboration. 
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Appendix 2 Sample of interview transcript 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

R: Researcher/ S: Initial of the participants 
 

R:你认为你自己的知识水平，以及你组员的知识水平，对你的课堂互动和参与有什么影响？ 

S：对上课的话没啥影响，但是对一起做题的 coursework 还是有影响的。 

R：如何影响的呢？ 

S：就是目前是只有一个 coursework是大家一起做的，然后这个 work里面我知道的算是比较多一

些的吧，然后我就表达的多一些。然后我组织的就比较多一些，我的 responsibility 就更高一些。

然后我的知识水平对课堂上的参与度来说，我觉得就是我如果不懂的话，我也没办法提问。而且

有些课的话我会专门坐在第一排，坐第一排的话就是和老师可以有个更好的眼神或者什么的交

流。就是觉得万一这个老师是我以后 dissertation 的老师呢。就是我会比较积极一些，因为那个老

师讲的东西我也懂其实。然后老师提问的话我也会主动去回答。 

R：那组员的知识水平对你有什么影响吗？ 

S：感觉没什么影响。 

R：那比较你现在和一年之前，你觉得自己在课堂参与和同学互动来说，有什么不一样吗？ 

S：我觉得都差不多，数量和质量来说，都差不多。不管是 lecture 和老师的问答，还是 seminar

上的交流，还是和同学之间的交流，我觉得都是差不多的。 

R:据我所知你们是有一个五六个人的一个 coursework，还有一个是两个人组队的。 

S：哦那个是可以选的，我选择一个人做，没有两个人组队。 

R:那你可以简单对比一下那个大组的 coursework 和这个以两个人的 coursework 的区别吗？ 

S：从整体上来说，我觉得大组主要是重在分工。而且你要去了解每个人的个人擅长的部分，然

后再把任务分配下去，这样才能更好的完成一个工作。如果是对于一个人少的小组的话，就比较

好处理，我自己做完就好了，好坏都有一个人承担。大组的话就大家一起承担这个风险。对于我

自己的话就是，根据我组员的能力看吧。我可以选的话我会希望和比我能力更强，比我知道更多

的人一起来做这个 coursework。如果其他组员能力不是那么强的话，我可能就希望是一个人做，

这样我自己可能会完成更好一些。 

R：那这两个 coursework 你对自己有不一样的要求吗？ 

S：没有吧，我都希望可以自己很好的完成。 

R：那你觉得这两种人数的 coursework 哪个可以使你更高效的学习呢？ 

S：一个人的。 

R：为什么呢？ 

S：因为和组一起的话，你不能确保团队里的每个人的水平都是一样的。就是不是所有人都可以

高效的学。因为我是一个做事很快的人，然后因为这个点很多时候可能是我的任务完成了，但是

大家的部分没完成，这样就没有办法做整合，导致进度拖慢。我很不喜欢这种的。 

R：那大组的人数是老师分的还是自己选组员的？ 

S:是老师分的。 

R:那小组那个是，可以选两人一组或者自己做？ 

S：是，本来我是选了和一个人一起的，但是他想自己做。那我就自己了。 

R:那你俩都觉得自己做比较高效吗？ 

S：啊对，我俩都喜欢自己做。 

R：那如果对于大组来说，你可以自己选人的话，你是更 prefer自己选，还是让老师帮你选好人？ 

S：我想自己选。我会选择跟我知识水平，做事方式都差不多的人，如果找得到的话。就是至少

是自己比较了解一点的人吧，如果找不到合适的，我就自己一个人。如果不能自己做的话，那只

能让老师组队了。 
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Appendix 3 Examples of coding in NVivo 

 

 

Appendix 4 Example of translation from Mandarin to English 

Mandarin Translation in English   

“我觉得就是起码你学了这个领域，做了这一

行，起码你会想要变得 professional 一点。

就是不想学了一年之后好像什么都不知道一

样.” 

“I feel like I want to be a professional in this 

field because I have learned it and majored 

in it. I don’t want to be useless after a year’s 

study” 

“就是一般的 seminar老师都会问说，这个算

出来是多少呢？然后同学就会回答一下。老

师也不会说选某个人问。我一般是如果有人

回答了，我就不会说。如果实在没人回答

了，老师等着也很尴尬，我就会回答一下。

算是解围一下吧。但是大部分时间我都还是

听，记，抄这样子.” 

“The seminar tutor would ask: what’s the 

answer to this? The classmates would 

answer. Usually, the tutor would not pick a 

student to answer the question. I would 

attempt to answer if nobody in the class 

answers the questions. It would be 

embarrassing for the tutor to wait for 

answers. So, I am responding for ‘rescue’ 

purpose. Most of the time I tend to be 

listening and making notes. ” 

 



 181 

Appendix 5 Examples of notes made during observations (1) 
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Appendix 6 Examples of notes made during observations (2) 
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Appendix 7 Example of a question-based coursework  
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Appendix 8 Example of a project-based coursework  
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