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obligation to provide students with opportunities for personal, professional 
and academic development. Whilst a great deal has been written about 
both internationalisation and Personal Development Planning (PDP), a 
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MAJA ANNA JANKOWSKA 

ABSTRACT 

Those who teach in Higher Education in the UK face with the growing 
internationalisation and diverse landscape of the sector as well as an 

structured and supported process, which is intended to enable individual 
students to reflect upon their learning and plan for their future (QAA, 
2000), relatively little is known about international students' perceptions 
and experiences of such development and planning. 

This thesis aims to explore issues that are under-represented in the 
literature, experiences, perceptions and meanings of personal 
development and PDP among international students, and cast some light. 
on the complexities of individuals' development and growth. It employs a 
broadly phenomenological perspective, attending to individual 
representations and understandings of a small group of culturally diverse 
students in one university setting, captured with the use of qualitative 
research methods (concept maps and interviews). Methodologically, it 
attends to the researcher's specific insider/outsider positioning and 
highlights reflexivity as the key feature of the research process. It 
documents the research journey in a transparent and conscious way, 
evidencing the methodological experimentation and the development of 
the researcher. 

This research raises key questions about uncritical application of concepts 
such as PDP as well as other pedagogic practices in increasingly diverse 
classrooms that are underpinned by Western philosophical and scholarly 
traditions. It challenges a narrow perspective of personal development as 
centred on agency, individuality, self-promotion, independence and 
personal achievement and gain by inviting a consideration of personal 
development and learning as socially constructed processes with a wider 
range of purposes than traditionally articulated by PDP. It also challenges 
the perception of international students as 'bearers of problems' and 
'empty vessels' and contributes to the shift in the literature from the 
rhetoric of blame and deficiency to the rhetoric of resource - respectful of 
students' experiences and knowledge. Whilst not claiming generalisabHity 
from a small sample of participants, this project nonethofesfo.��.:,hr9�a.:JM-.l-·--...-OF•.•· ·implications for researching and teaching across cultur1s, r·�.i�ihg :··::·.o·:�· .. :,.·: �. .o .o
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In this research I focus on students' ideas of personal development (PD) 
and personal development planning (PDP). By looking for things that 
support, not hinder their personal, professional, social and academic 
development I am able to offer some insights into students' conceptions, 
beliefs, experiences, hopes and aspirations and suggest ways of 
improving educational practice (especially in terms of PDP). 
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Chapter One 

Chapter One : Introduction 

Education is a social process .  Education is growth . Education is not a preparation  for l ife ; 

education is l ife itself (Dewey 1 938). 

This chapter provides a background to my research jou rney and 

introduces the in itial purpose , rat ionale and scope of the study, as wel l  as 

the theoretical and methodolog ical frameworks and the main concepts that 

were influent ia l  in my research . It concludes with the overview of the 

structure of the thesis. 

1 . 1 Overview 

with such issues as critica l th inki ng and independent learn ing mentioned 

frequently (Leonard , Pel letier & Morley, 2004; Carro l l  & Ryan ,  2005;  

Trahar, 2007; Caruana, 2007;  Montgomery, 20 1 0). I n  th is respect, it is not 

much d ifferent from a general trend in the teach ing and learn ing l iterature 

that concentrates on fa i l u re (Barnett, 2007) . Yet, as Barnett observes, 'by 

and large students keep going'  (p .2) ,  persevering and succeeding , often 

against a l l  odds and many of them see their stud ies as l ife-transforming .  I n  

this thesis I take Barnett's (2007) more positive orientation and am 

interested i n  find ing  what helps students develop and  achieve. One  aspect 

of my research offers insights into chal lenges experienced by a smal l  

group of cu ltural ly  d iverse students, wh i ch paradoxical ly are not seen by 

them as problematic or deficient, but as high ly developmental and , for 

Research into international students' experiences of learning in foreign  

(main ly Western) H igher Education (HE)  i nstitutions often focuses on the 

deficits and d ifficu lt ies, such as language barriers or  perceived d ifficu lt ies 

in  adaptation to an unfami l ia r  system in terms of approaches to learn ing ,  

some, tru ly transformative . 

As the focus of my research is on subjective meanings and experiences I 

adopted a phenomenological stance with a particu lar focus on i nd ividual  

stories. I take Montgomery's (20 1 0) point that these stories 'are crucial to 
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develop ing a positive image that cou nteracts a deficit model that may 

sometimes be appl ied to international [or, in fact, as Barnett (2007) 

argues, a l l ]  students' (p . xvi) .  Although , the in itia l  focus of my research was 

not narrative , I g radual ly became more interested i n  i nd ividua l , rather  than 

col lective exper iences and navigated towards  a more narrative approach . 

and personal development and part ly from curiosity about Personal 

Development P lann ing (PDP) as part of the government agenda .  Prior to 

jo in ing the Centre for Excel lence i n  Teach ing and Learn i ng (CETL) at the 

Un iversity of Bedfordshire (UoB)  and undertaking th i s  research I had l ittle 

knowledge and no experience of PDP.  I was eager to learn and was 

interested to see how a broad , national  i n it iative cou ld be translated i nto 

ind ividual  stud ent experiences and what d ifference ( if any) it cou ld make to 

their l ives .  Therefore this thesis describes an  investigation into personal 

development and PDP among a d iverse body of students at the UoB . 

I used qual itative methodology, i n  particul ar I col lected data through 

concept maps (described further in th is chapter and chapters 5 & 6) and 

ind ividua l  i nterviews ( chapters 6 ,  7 & 8) .  I treat them both as 

representations of and 'tools' for reflection on mean ing of ind ividual 

experiences and understand ings  of personal  development and PDP. I 

assume that what students revea l  i n  their maps and interviews is 

sign ificant to them and that 'there is some, though not a transparent, 

relationsh i p  between what the person says and be l iefs or psycholog ical 

constructs that he or she can be said to hold' (Smith , Harre & Van 

Langenhove, 1 995, p . 1 0 ) .  I consider students' (previous and current) 

educationa l  contexts and how I am posit ioned i n  the research process 

( chapter 2) and I offer my own reflexive accounts throughout th is  thesis.  

By exami n i ng an under-researched area of experiences of PD and PDP 

among a smal l  sample of a d iverse popu lat ion of students I hope to cast 

some l ight on the complexities of students' development and growth and 

The impetus for undertaking this research came  partly from my 

longstand ing i nterest in intercu ltural learn ing , international isation of H E  
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offer some suggestions,  specific to the UoB and other u n iversities with a 

s imi lar student profi le .  Th is work a lso contributes to the on-going debate 

on the i nternational isation of HE and the role of PDP with in  th is  sector. 

1 .2 Looking back . . .  

I reg istered on a doctoral programme na·1ve ly th inki ng i t  wou ld be a 

straightforward , log ical and progressive journey with a clear outcome, 

even though I had intu itively sensed that with new i nsights, d ifferent 

perspectives , knowledge and sheer experience of doing research in a 

d ifferent educational context to my previous Bachelor's and Master's 

degrees, I wou ld be chal lenged in many ways. Having gone through 

d ifferent cycles, sh ifts and encountered several obstacles I have now 

arrived at a po int where noth i ng seems s imple , defin ite or certa in .  I look 

around and I see a sophisticated , complex and h ig h ly d iverse landscape, 

not on ly of personal development, but of research and l ife itself. As I look 

back at my early writing and ways of approachi ng analysis I real ise how 

much my research project changed and how much I developed as a 

researcher. As Charmaz and M itchel l ( 1 997) suggest, most of the 

usual ly see is the end product, a coherent, n eat a nd often l i near, 

chronolog ical and logical story of a research journey. Although , to some 

degree and main ly for the purpose of ease of read ing ,  i n  th is  thesis I 

imposed a logical flow of argument, in the real l ife of my research I went 

forwards and backwards on a wind ing path (Cous in ,  2006), wh ich , at 

times, opened up to surpris ing vistas ,  offering  excitement, and , at other 

times,  led to dead ends,  leaving me feel ing lost or frustrated . Al l these 

experiences were valuable .  Fee l ing d issatisfied with particu lar stages of 

research led me to question theoretical and methodological  frameworks 

and he lped increase an  awareness of the research process and my 

position ing with in it (chapter 2) . As a resu lt, subsequent attem pts to 

publ ished research does not tel l  a fu l l  research story; there are no 'fa lse 

starts , no confusion, quandary, infatuation ,  or terror' (p .2 1 2) .  What we 
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analyse my  data were improved by  add ing other analyt ica l  lenses in  a 

search of what I see as a more 'hol istic ana lysis' . Therefore, the structure 

of th is thes is  (see section 1 .2 .6)  reflects the development of the research 

and my g rowing reflexivity and documents substantial sh ifts in the process 

in an attem pt to represent the research journey, rather than the fi nal  

product on ly. 

Below I summarise the development of the project with its main 

methodolog ical , onto logica l and epistemolog ical sh ifts and provide an 

overview of the structure of the thesis .  

1 .2 . 1  I n it ial pu rpose and rationale for research 

The orig ina l  a im of the research was to explore experiences, 

representations and understand ings of personal development and 

attitudes to PDP among a d iverse student popu lation at the U n iversity of 

Bedfordsh i re in o rder 'to make the experience of PDP relevant and 

valuable to international students' .  I held the assumption that i nternational 

students' ideas about PD wou ld be d ifferent to those of British students 

and that as 'newcomers to the British educational  system [ international 

students] m ay struggle to understand the concept of PDP, its value and 

relevance to their l ives' (Jankowska, unpubl ished RS4 report, 2008) . My 

concerns were based on the premise that they wou ld  have no experience 

of PDP as 'a structured and supported process' aimed at reflecting 'upon 

own learn ing ,  performance and/or ach ievement' and p lann ing 'personal , 

educational  and career development' (QAA, 2000 , p .8) and therefore they 

m ight not recogn ise the term and , possibly, not understand the concept, 

especia l ly at the beg inn ing of the ir  stud ies in the UK. These assumptions 

stemmed from the reco l lection of my prior experiences as an international 

student i n  F in land (d ifficu lties in u nderstanding some local ly used 

concepts or rarely being provided with an explanation or j ustification of 

expectations or specific practices) and my position ing as an inexperienced 

researcher, new to the area of PDP.  
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Hence ,  I in it ial ly decided to broaden the  area of inqu i ry and  ta lk to 

students ( in  the pi lot study) about their u nderstand ing and experiences of 

personal development and teach ing and learning i n  genera l ,  as wel l  as 

about PDP (when possible , as not al l i nterviewed students had 

experienced or  were able to identify PDP) .  I reasoned that th is broader 

outlook cou ld i l l um inate how differently international students 

conceptual ised personal development and whether d ifferences i n  

pedagogic approaches cou ld , a t  least partia l ly, expla in the  assumed 

d ifficu lties in 'taking to' PDP.  At the beg inn ing of my PhD journey in 2007, 

the d iscussions around PDP were dominated (both local ly at the UoB, and 

national ly, especia l ly in  the Centre for Record i ng Ach ievement 1 (CRA) and 

Higher Education Academy2's (HEA) circles) by perceived students' and 

academics '  d ifficu lties in 'buying into' a new (and as of 2005 compu lsory) 

PDP agenda. Having 'soaked up' the arguments of how PDP has to be 

explained , 'sold' or how some academics need to be 'convinced ' of the 

value of PDP,  it is not surprising perhaps that my i n it ial i nterest was also 

located in th is d iscourse . 

Fol lowing my interests i n  the internationa l isation of HE ,  I was keen to 

explore what concepts of PD and PDP cou ld be found among a d iverse 

student population at the UoB. Although al l  students may be 'd iverse' i n 

many respects , such as gender, age, class, cultu ral and ethn ical 

backgrounds ,  just to name a few, I wanted to focus on cu ltural background 

as the main level of  d iversity i n  my study. Having decided at  the outset 

that this project would be a qual itative, i n-depth investigation of the 

phenomenon I was aware that my sample cou ld not take into account al l 

the d ifferent levels of d ivers ity and i nclude students of a l l  backgrounds; 

instead , I wou ld focus on those national it ies with the largest representation 

among the student population at the UoB . When I began my PhD students 

1 CRA is a network organisation, partner of the Higher Education Academy (HEA) ,which seeks 
'to develop and demonstrate the value of recording achievement and action planning processes as 
an important element in improving learning and progression throughout the world of education, 
training and employment (para 2, http://www.recordingachievement.org) 
2 HEAcademy is a national and independent organisation which promotes excellence in teaching 
and learning in the UK Higher Education (http://www.heacadem;y.ac,uk ) 
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from Africa , Central Eastern Europe (CEE) ,  Ch i na and the Un ited Kingdom 

formed the majority of the undergraduate UoB popu lation (see appendix 

1 ). However, I am aware that the four grou p ings are a lso substantial 

overgeneral isations. I use them because of various geograph ical , 

phi losophical , pol itica l ,  econom ic and h istorical com monal it ies, as:  

When nations have existed for a long and glorious time, they cannot break with 
their past, whatever they do; they are i nfluenced by it at the very moment when 
they work to destroy it; in the m idst of the most glari ng transformation ,  they 
remain  fundamental ly in character and dest iny such as their h istory has formed 
them. Even the most daring and powerfu l revolutions cannot abol ish t radit ions of 
long duration (Fran9ois Gu izot cited in Koh n  1 955, vi i ) .  

However, at the same time ,  I am aware that neither these broad g roups 

nor even national cultures can ever be homogenous - they a l l  a re 

composed of a variety of ind ividuals ,  often very d i verse ethn ical ly (for 

example,  there are fifty six ethn ic groups in Ch ina) ,  rel ig ious ly and 

l ingu istical ly. 

British , Chinese , African and CEE students not on ly formed the biggest 

groups at the UoB at the t ime of my data col lection but a lso come from 

distinctively d ifferent socio-h istorical ,  economic and pol it ical contexts 

(discussion below) , wh ich inform cu ltu ral values and ph i losoph ical 

trad itions and exert i nfluence on conceptions of teach ing and learn i ng (see 

chapter 4). Below I d iscuss some of these i nfluences, noted in the 

l iterature.  

Although i n  the l iterature on cu ltural aspects i n  teach i ng and learn ing , 

Western is often contrasted with Eastern (and other) pedagogic trad itions ,  

the term Western is problematic because, l itera l ly taken ,  i t  refers to the 

whole Western hem isphere and includes many m ore peop le than the term 

usually imp l ies (Tweed & Lehman , 2002). Other terms that can be fou nd in 

the l iterature refer to Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-centric education and 

curricu lum often point to 'a neo-colon ia l i st attitud e  i n  Brit ish H ig her 

Education [which] led to the assumption  that an  Anglo-centric curricu l um  

and the UK-orig inated teach ing approaches were optimum in  mainstream 

H igher Education'  (Brown & Jones , 2007, p . 1 ) .  When I talk about Western 
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conceptions of teach ing and learn ing ,  I refer ma inly to th is  Anglo-centric 

education and the ph i losoph ical trad itions ,  on which it is bu i lt . 

Tweed and Lehamn (2002) i nd icate that Western pedagogy can be traced 

to the Socratic process of teach ing and learning ,  wh ich is based on  

interrogating one's own and others' bel iefs - so called 'Socratic 

question ing' .  In th is p rocess students are encouraged to publ icly debate 

and chal lenge each other's' bel iefs by carefully examin ing and evaluating 

knowledge to el icit one's self-constructed knowledge.  Durk in  (2008) 

h igh l ights that 'the ind iv idual istic, low uncertai nty avoidance Western-style 

critical argumentat ion common in UK un iversit ies involves rigorous debate , 

an aggressive search for truth and a d iscern ing for error, b ias a nd 

contrad iction (Pau l ,  1 994; Enn is ,  1 996)' - something that ' has been 

described by Thayer-Bacon (1 993) as "the butterfly menta l ity" , wh ich often 

resu lts i n  po larised critiques, with theories and ideas rejected or  accepted 

on the basis of supporti ng evidence and log ical argument' (p . 1 7) .  

Evidence therefore is to be doubted and should be scrutin ised unt i l  i t  can 

be proved (or d isproved) as legit imate and truthfu l .  

Given th is traditiona l  tendency to examine ,  question and  critique ,  much  of 

Western education  revolves around oral tasks and ,  accord ing  to Scol lan 

and Scal lon (2001  ) ,  functions as a preparat ion for various ora l  

interrogations (examinations,  job  i nterviews , pub l ic  debates) ,  i n  wh i ch the 

act of persuasive speaking is  important. Hence presentations ,  group work, 

d isputes and critiques are 'dai ly bread ' for m ost Brit ish students. Accord ing 

to Phuong-Mai ,  Terlouw and P i lot (2006) , working i n  a g roup 'from a 

Western perspective,  often means worki ng with i n  a social constructivism 

environment in wh ich students , us ing their  col lective knowledge ,  may 

exceed the knowledge of thei r  teacher and thereby br ing the teacher's 

knowledge to q uestion' (p .5) .  They argue  that i n  the Western classroom , 

knowledge construction beg ins with the students themselves (th is  requires 

a degree of self- interrogation and self-reflection )  and can pass from 

teacher to student as wel l  as in  an  opposite d i rection and between the 
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students themselves .  The teacher in  such a classroom p lays a ro le of  a 

guide, a faci l itator (not an al l -knowledgeable expert) who moves between 

the groups and observes and motivates learn ing .  There i s  not a clear 

development and focus on indiv idua l  ach ievement and fu lfilm ent, 

promoting values of independence and personal mastery, with a focus  on 

strong and transferrab le intel lectual and practical ski l ls 'of perception ,  

analysis , and expression' (Association of American Col leges and 

Universities, 201 2 ,  para 1 )  i n  a search for truth (fu rther d iscussion in  

chapters 3 and 4 ) .  Hence,  the onus is also on self-d irected , autonomous 

learn ing in a student-centred enviro nment, where experientia l  l earning 

plays a p ivota l ro le .  Socratic ph i losophy, as wel l  as later Enl ightenment 

ideas (valu ing reason and empirical evide nce, Montgomery ,  201 0) ,  are the 

foundations for learn ing through active engagement and d iscussion ,  and 

as such , are incorporated in  the work of Dewey ( 1 933 , 1 938), Knowles 

( 1 990), Kolb  ( 1 984) , G ibbs ( 1 988) and other Western scholars (see 

chapter 3) .  These are based on the prem ises  that education has to be 

based on ( and expand) experience and therefore has to provide 

opportun it ies for exploration , th ink ing and reflection  (often inco rporated 

into a learn i ng cycle ,  see chapter 3) .  

Therefore,  some of the key, 'archetypica l '  characteristics of 'a model 

British student' (Turner, 2006 , p .34) inc lude being an 'active learner' who 

'asks lots of questions and participates vocal ly i n  the classroom' , ' learns 

by com bin ing a range of learn ing ski l ls  - an active, problem-based 

learner' , 'meets the teacher's  suggestions with i ndependent m ind and 

imagination' ,  'stud ies in  tra ined but personal ised style' , 'may strive to "do 

one's best" aga inst the standard' , 'takes a crit ical stance on knowledge 

hierarchy, 'each member has a job to do' (ibid, p .6) .  

Moreover, Western societies , i n  l i ne with l ibera l  ideas, privi lege i nd ividual  

and learn ing '  and 'contextua l ises learn ing and relates it to other aspects of 

l ife in a ho l istic manner' (p .34 ) .  
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As I expla in in the fol lowing chapters , the l iteratu re suggests a trend to 

import educational pol icies, theories and practices from the West, 

especial ly 'the enthusiastic appl ication of "constructivism", student-centred 

learn ing , active learn ing and autonomous learn ing'  (Phuong-Ma i ,  Terlouw 

& PIiot, 2006 ,  p .3) ,  which can often , as the exam ples of Africa and Asia 

show, resu lt in the neg lect of one's cultu ra l  heritage (Phuong-Mai et al, 

2006) .  

Western pedagog ic pr inc ip les are often contrasted with those of South 

Asia (with the focus on China)  and the d ifferences are often presented i n  a 

d ichotomous way, as if the two approaches to teaching and learn i ng cou ld 

be placed o n  opposing poles. 

Confucian teach i ngs are said to provide ph i losoph ical  foundations for 

Confucian Heritage Cultures' (CHC; for a detai led d iscussion see chapter 

4) systems of education .  Accord ing to Tweed and Lehman (2002) ,  the key 

pri nciples of Confucian teach ing emphasise effort in learn ing (over abi l ity) , 

practical or ientation i n  learn ing ,  behaviou ral reform (the importance of 

vi rtuous behaviour ,  wh ich can ensure ind ividual  success and societal 

harmony), acqu isition of essential knowledge (with an emphasis on 

'acquiring and transferring knowledge rather than expressi ng personal 

hypotheses ' ,  p .92) , respectful learn ing,  which involves looking up to and 

learn ing from those 'who provide models of virtue' (p .92) . U ltimately, 'for 

Confuc ius ,  u n l ike Socrates, learn ing is not focused main ly on question ing ,  

evaluati ng ,  and generati ng knowledge because truth is not found primari ly 

in the self' (p.92) .  Hence the Confucian approach emphasises the 

importance of ro le  models (contemporary and ancient) and the importance 

of i nterpersonal relationships and in-group cohesion .  

Moreover, as a result of  nearly s ix  decades of socia l ism the approach to 

knowledge that can be found i n  China is ' un itarist' with 'factual 

construction of knowledge' establ ished early and any questioning or 

criticism of knowledge content or methods not tolerated (Turner, 2006, 

p .30) .  Accord i ng to Ho ( 1 986) ,  Li ( 1 994) and SEC ( 1 996) ,  cited in  Turner 
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(2006) education i s  socia l ly normative - 'a  cornerstone of the country's 

economic modernisation pol icies' a nd 'pol itical and civic education exerts 

a strong i nfluence on the curricu lum' (p . 3 1  ) ,  d ictating the importance of 

subjects (sciences, not humanities) and the way of managing assessment 

(mainly ind ividua l ,  exam-based ) and progression (Turner and Acker, 

2002) . The classroom environment is 'forma l ,  d iscip l ined ,  teacher-centred 

and d idactic' (Tu rner, 2006 , p .30) ,  with emphasis on reception ( l isten ing) ,  

memorisation and reproduction of knowledge in  a h igh ly competitive 

envi ronment, where places in good institutions are l im ited . 

In  spite of classroom formal ity and  seriousness , the teacher-learner 

relationsh ips are friend ly as teachers act as mentors, not only educators or 

d iscipl i na rians (B iggs & Watkins ,  200 1t; Ho ,  2001t, c ited i n  Tu rner, 2006). 

This corresponds with Confucian notions of respectfu l relationsh ips ,  with 

teachers perceived as role  models ,  as wel l  as with a socia l ist vision of 

education , in which teachers are bearers of civic and moral education and  

where the  governance of  persona l  behaviour i s  p ro moted (Turner & Acker ,  

2002) .  

Turner (2006) provides a succinct 'pen portrait' of 'the model  Ch inese' 

student, based on the com monal ities found in the avai lab le l iterature of the 

su bject . I n  a nutshel l ,  a typ ica l  student 'works hard to achieve results - the 

harder working , the better the student' , is 'a passive-receptive learner' 

( l isten ing to the teacher and spend i ng a lot of t ime studying privately) and 

' learns with in defined d iscip l inary ru les and boundaries' .  He ' learns mainly 

by read ing and processi ng knowledge' , ' responds to the teacher d i rection 

obed iently and adopts both structu res and substance of study accord i ng to 

teacher d i rection ' .  

lt

He 'does not question accepted norms and ideas' and 

com bines i ntetlectua l  capabi l ity and "good" moral behaviour' (hence is 'a 

"good" citizen' ) .  He is also h igh ly competitive and 'strives to be the best' 

( p .33). 

Turner (2006) a lso argues that learn ing in  contemporary Ch ina remains 

teacher-centred , focused on knowledge content, exam-driven and largely 
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el itist and male-gendered . Yet, as I exp la in  i n  chapter fou r, no cu ltu re or  

educational system ,  can be perceived i n  such a static way. Gr imshaw 

(2007)  contends that Ch inese, l i ke every other education ,  is com plex and 

dynam ic ,  with a mu lt ipl icity of bel iefs and practices. The integration of 

China  i nto the g lobal market economy and b looming private sector 

contribute to th is complexity . 

The situation regard ing African education is  also complex, not on ly  

because of a g reat cu ltu ra l and h istorical d iversity among the African 

learners come from cou ntries wh ich have been colon ia l ised and the 

infl uence of the Western colon iser is sti l l  present in education systems and 

other  aspects of l ife . 

As Adeyemi  and Adeyin ka (2003) exp la i n ,  since the age of Christian 

missions  i n  Africa, Western cultu re ( both Brit ish and French) exerted its 

infl uence on  various aspects of l ife in Africa and cu lm inated i n  the 

introduction of forma l  education with its emphasis on ' l iterary and purely 

academic work' (p.425) . For Tikly (200 1 ) European co lon ial ism 'provided a 

key mechanism and template for the spread of contemporary forms of 

education '  with 'a common structure of schoo l ing throughout the reg ion' 

and a common 'curricu lum based episteme (ground base of knowledge) 

with its roots i n  the Graeco-Roman trad ition '  (p . 1 57) . Hence this Western 

education replaced 'the [trad itional] hol istic, l ifelong and uti l itarian type' of 

education (Adeyemi  & Adeyinka ,  2003, p .425) wh ich emphasised fostering 

popu lation and on-going effort in development, pol itical pressures and 

many other areas of priority but also because the majority of African 

of 'un ity and citizensh ip  in  the immed iate envi ronment i n  which African 

finds h imself or herself (p .430) and resu lted in the spread of school ing 

wh ich sti l l  retains the traces of the Western colon iser. Therefore many 

African students ventu rin g  into u n iversity education in  the UK may be 

more fam i l iar with the Brit ish system of education and its core cu rricu l um 

than many other  i nternational students .  However, a t  the same t ime, 

economic ,  pol itica l and social  context or ients African education towards 
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d ifferent goals of education wh ich , accord i ng to Adeyemi  & Adeyinka 

(2003) needs  to a lso include :  

the rem oval of economic a nd social poverty, hunger, d isease, squalor, i l l iteracy, 
ignorance, electoral ma lpractice, etc. ;  train ing for citizenship ,  health 
improvement, vocational competence, industria l  and commercial development 
and adu l t  l i teracy; creating society with high m oral standards; and producing 
adequate human power (or human resources) for economic development (p .431 ) . 

Moreover, m any African societies today cal l  for  a return to the ind igenous 

education system and the emphasis of u n ity in  the trad itional  commun ity 

and many other goals that existed before the advent of Western education 

(Adeyemi  & Adeyinka ,  2003). In particu lar ,  Adeyemi and Adeyin ka point to 

trad itiona l  education i n  many African countries , i n  which 'young people 

acqu i red a com munal rather than ind ividual istic outlook' , and which was 

' instrumenta l  in helping people to subord inate their personal interests to 

those of the wider comm u n ity and appreciate the va lues,  norms  and 

bel iefs of the i r  society' (p .437) , local h istory, language, customs and 

values ,  such as kinsh ip ,  respect for elderly, cultivation of ora l trad ition 

(storyte l l i ng ,  poetry, fo lk lore and ridd les) and magica l  u nderstand ing and 

interpretation  of the truth (Fasoku n ,  Katahoire & Odu ran ,  2005). 

Trad itiona l ly ,  learn ing in  Africa was partici pato ry and active , often 

accompan ied by music and dancing and usual ly had to be practical ly 

app l ied (Fasokun et al, 2005) .  It emphasised learn ing by doing ,  l ifelong 

education ,  tra in ing on the job as wel l as l earn ing to l ive and l iv ing to learn 

(Oduaran ,  2002 , cited in Adeyem i  & Adeyinka ,  2003). Moreover, moral ity 

has always been a very i m portant component of African education with its 

emphasises on set 'standards of behaviour ,  rules and regu lations, totems 

and taboos,  do's and don 'ts' (Adeyam i  & Adeyinka ,  2003, p .436) , which 

shou ld gu ide  people and which should be imparted on learners by 

teachers. I n  th is sense trad itional  African education 'embraced the idea 

and p ractice of indoctrination' (p .439) , which i nvoked the fear associated 

with teach i ng and learn ing and which is sti l l  present i n  modern day 

schoo ls .  

Such fear ,  as wel l  as the shadow of state-socia l ist indoctrination (sim i lar to 

the one i n  Ch ina) ,  is a lso present in the education systems of Central and 
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East European ,  post-commun ist countries (Poland , Slovakia, The Chech 

Republ ic ,  Hungary and post-Soviet Un ion countries, includ i ng Russia) .  It is 

based not on ly on harshly asserted Soviet educational th inking with 

'western educational theory . . .  rejected as reactionary, bourgeois and 

ideal ist' (Godor'i , Juceviciene & Kodelja,  2004 , p. 562) but can also be 

related to o lder ph i losoph ical princ ip les. Trad i tional ly the un iversities of 

CEE countries were perceived as ' ivory towers' with the focus on  

production and reproduction of knowledge and strongly influenced by  the 

German trad it ion of late 1 9th centu ry, wh ich ascribed the u niversities a ro le 

of 'serving the State, preparing competent c iv i l  servants , and embedding a 

sense of national awareness and culture' (Bateson & Taylor, 2004, p.474) .  

They were d iscipl i nary focussed and a imed at the production of h igh ly, but 

narrowly, ski l l ed forces (based on the Humboldtian concept of Bi/dung -

broad ski l ls development with in  a g iven specialisation) and 'un l ike Anglo

American trad itions of l iberal education [with its] focus on student 

development, the German (and later the Soviet) model  emphasised 

received knowledge in the academic d iscipl ine as opposed to student's 

overa l l  personal g rowth' (p .474) . The Organisation for Economic Co

operation and Development (OECD, 1 996) positions CEE u n iversities as 

overly teacher-centred , with 'encyclopaed ism , overload , and excessively 

d iscip l i ne-based approach' (p . 1 23) , where teachers are to be respected 

and l istened to and neither the content, nor the del ivery, is to be 

questioned . Galbraith (2003) points out that education i n  a social ist period 

became not only narrow and specia l ised but a lso the priorities were set by 

the State. As Godon et a l  (2004) point out 'social ist educational theory 

based on d ialectica l  materia l ism , with its demand for the social ist 

ideolog ical orientation of the proletariat, was seen as the on ly theory that 

was social l y  progressive and scientific' (p. 562) and went much further than 

the im position of ideas, with previous school ing systems often destroyed 

and many teachers reluctant to su bmit to the new regime removed or 

executed - 'any factual evidence that questioned particu lar ideology was 

declared to be mistaken' (Tomusk, 2000, p . 1 84) 
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I n  such systems of education ,  as El l iott and Tudge (2007) observe , 'any 

freedom of choice and opportun ity to operate in  ways counter to teacher's 

i ntention was large ly i l l us ionary' (p . 1 0 1 )  and teach ing rout ines could not 

(and often sti l l  cannot) be negotiated or contested , as Alexander (2000) 

found in h i s  research on pr imary education systems. Not surprisingly then 

the classrooms in CEE have typica l ly  been much more orderly and 

d iscip l i ned than ,  for  instance, American ones (Alexander, 2000). 

In  a nutshe l l ,  in  CEE un iversities there is a g reater focus on theory and 

broad backgrou nd knowledge (rather than  practical ski l ls) and the 

development of progressively h igher-level inte l lectua l  and metacogn itive 

ski l l s  is ach ieved th rough a more immed iate requ i rement for memorization 

(Hufton ,  E l l iott & l l l ush in , 2002a). 

Students are expected 'to have a rigorous academic experience,  to spend 

time in the classroom [with much h igher number of contact hours than i n  

the UK un iversities] and i n  the l i brary, [to memorise p lenty of factual 

information] ,  to be examined ,  g raded and leave with the un iversity 

dip loma' (Bateson & Taylor, 2004,  p.475) . As the state-social ist countries 

of CEE 'had tried to relate h igher education to the perceived needs of the 

society to the extent unknown in the h istory of the un iversity' (Tomusk, 

2000 , p . 1 84) , the graduates cou ld  general ly count on having a job (usual ly 

with i n  the a rea of their specia l ism ) straight after leaving education.  

Yet, desp ite the i ndoctrination and rig id ity of the system ,  in the countries of 

post-Soviet bloc education is treated as the h ighest good , an  end in itself 

(Hufton ,  El l iott and l l l ush i n ,  2002a , 2002b ,  Perry, 2005). H istorical ly, 

knowledge has been perceived as a l i be rty, a forbidden fru it, a too l  to 

protect o neself from a communistic bra in  wash and exercise i ntel lectual 

freedom (for further d i scussion see Jankowska ,  201 1 ) .  This view, I argue,  

is trans lated into G EE learners' perception of ed ucation as not on ly a 

means to securing a good employment but also as a sou rce of personal 

satisfaction and an 'a rt' in its own sake. Hufton ,  E l l iott and l l l ushin's 

research (2002a) point to a 'strong evidence of students' pu rsuing mastery 
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goals and making s ign ificant effort to secure l earn ing  and improvement for 

the i r  i ntri ns ic value - as a means of persona l  g rowth' (p.75). 

However, sin ce the fal l  of the Soviet Un ion the situation of h igher 

education in the CEE countries has been rapid ly chang ing as these 

countries 'must face g loba l isation , market-driven , for-profit , val ue-for

money demands' to stay ' i n  the game' (Kwiek , 200 1 , p .2) .  Kwiek a lso 

pred icts that in  increasing ly market-oriented environments, p rospective 

students are l i kely to extort more customer orientation (m im icking the trend 

so vis ib le in the UK) and u n reformed institutions wi l l  e i ther have to be 

reformed or lose the i r  student bod ies to other m arket-oriented providers ,  

includ ing those abroad . Moreover, various  econom ic and po l itical 

pressu res ( includ ing governmenta l strategies to reduce the scope of state 

respons ib i l it ies and support deregu lation , privatisation , l i beral isation and 

marketization )  wi l l  l ead to further changes in the i ntel lectual l andscape of 

HE in CEE. 

I hope that these brief descriptions  of ph i losoph ica l  trad itions  and socio

pol itical contexts provide evidence for my earl ier c la im that, having been 

shaped by d ifferent ph i losoph ical , pol it ica l ,  economic and h istorical 

contexts, these four  broad cu ltu ra l  groups seemed to be sign ificantly 

different from each other, which could offer an opportun i ty in my research 

to reflect on cu ltu ral d ifferences in approaches to learn ing ,  teach ing  and 

personal  development. 

1 .2 .2  I n it ia l  scope of the project 

At the outset of my research (prior to beg inn ing research with students), I 

p lanned to conduct an exploratory research activity ,  which a imed to 

investigate conceptions  of PDP among members of staff at the Centre fo r  

Excel lence i n  Teach i ng a n d  Learn i ng (CETL) who were charged with the 

responsib i l ity of supporting  the im plementation and de l ivery of PDP across 

the UoB,  a pBot study (with u nder- and postgraduate students) ,  a 

longitud ina l  study (underg raduates, with data co l lection in thei r  fi rst, 

second and th ird years) ,  and a fu rther study with postgraduate students. 
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Chapter One 

Figure 1 below presents the deta i ls  of the i n it ial samp les (further  deta i l s  

However, both l ife and research can be unpred ictab le and even though 

one can p lan to fo l low the schedu le  closely, most research u ndergoes a 

degree of change. I n  th is case I made the decis ion to analyse the data 

from the postgraduate sam ple i n  greater depth (see chapters 6 ,  7 and 8)  

instead of  incl ud ing data from the fi rst year of  the u ndergraduate study 

because I real ised that it wou ld  make my research too wid e-ranging for 

one doctoral project. The on ly exception to th is is that I analysed the data 

el icited from the CEE students , on which I d raw to make points about my 

ins ider/outsider position ing in  the research p rocess,  see chapter 2 ,  section 

2 .2 .3 .  Therefore the figu re below takes stock of a l l  the col lected data but ,  

as I explain in chapter 6 ,  not a l l  of it has been uti l i sed . 

•5 Ss (UG and PG) •32 Ss 

• CMs and interviews (conducted •32 CMs (beginn ing a nd end) 
once) 

•to test the methods 

• 22 Ss (UG) 

•CM and interviews (conducted 
once) 

• I ntention of longitud ina l  study 

• CM ( individua l, group  & 
'common vision') 

Figure 1 : An overview of col lected data 

1 .2 .3  I n it ia l  theoretical and methodologica l  framework 

As Fl ick (2006) h igh l ights , qua l itative research is especial ly  relevant i n  an  

that confront 'social 

perspectives' (p. 1 2) .  

era of ' rapid social change and the resu lting d iversification of l ife worlds' 

researchers with new social contexts and 

I perceived the subject of my research as located i n  
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this type of context and lend ing itself read i ly to a range of qua l itative 

approaches. Hence ,  from the outset of th is p roject , I opted for a 

methodology which combined several e lements - a mu lti-method 

approach , wh ich can be referred to as brico lage (Kincheloe, 200 1 t, 

Kincheloe, Mclaren & Ste inberg , 20 1 1 ) .  Bricolage denotes the use of 

mu lt iple perspectives or d iverse theoretical trad itions  which can be 

em ployed i n  a broader critical theoretical and pedagog ica l  context ( ibid) . 

Althoug h ,  as I expla in fu rther i n  th is  chapter, the co l lage of theoretica l  and 

analytical approaches evolved over this project's l ife, I stayed faithfu l to 

the idea that u sing mu ltiple frameworks is a su itab le way of exploring  such 

a complex phenomenon as personal deve lopment. 

Below I i ntroduce the main theoretical and methodo log ical  approaches 

and concepts wh ich framed my in it ial th ink ing about the topic. 

Firstly ,  I was influenced by Ausubel 's Assimi lative Learn ing Theory 

(Ausubel ,  1 963), and its subsequent developments and Novak's work on 

mean ingfu l learn ing (Ausu bel , Novak & Hanes ian , 1 978; Novak, 1 998; 

Novak & Carias, 2006) which advocated taking stock of students' 

knowledge at regular intervals in o rder to make the process of acquiring 

knowledge expl icit. Novak ( 1 998) and N ovak and Carias (2006) developed 

a concept mapping tool ,  which they bel ieved cou ld  faci l itate this process 

and also p rovide a teacher with a way to capture an overview of students' 

knowledge and acqu isition of key concepts . 

Constructivist learn ing theory (propagated by Dewey, 1 933, 1 938; Piaget, 

1 957 and Vygotsky, 1 978) ind icates that people learn not on ly by 

memoriz ing material (wh ich wou ld be defined as rote learn ing in Ausubel's 

and Novak's terms) , but a lso (and more importantly) by integ rating and  

organ izing new info rmation into a pre-exist ing framework of knowledge 

(Ph i l l ips ,  2000) .  The learners create the i r  new comprehension of the 

subject m atter on the basis of what they a l ready know and bel ieve and 

new material they come across (Ausu bel , 1 963; Novak, 1 998). Moreover, 

the learner's conscious effort and engagement in i ntegrat ing new 
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knowledge with what has a l ready been acqu i red is an  important 

prerequis ite to mean ingfu l learn ing .  Novak ( 1 998) and Novak and Canas 

(2006) bel ieve that the visua l  rep resentation  of the knowledge in the form 

of a concept map (CM) promotes the i nteraction of new material with 

existi ng cogn itive structu res and in that way contributes to meaningfu l 

learn i ng .  Methodolog i ca l ly ,  I was keen to explore the u se of the th is tool i n  

a much 'softer' area tha n  the 'hard '  science - where CMs  had  been used 

extens ively (Kinch i n ,  Cabot & Hay 2008; Kinch i n  & Hay, 2008; Ki nch i n ,  

Lygo-Baker & Hay, 2008; Hay, 2007, 2008). I i ntended to assess its 

potentia l  for captur ing ( perhaps more abstract, ephemeral or d ifficu l t  to 

describe i n  words)  concepts relating  to PD.  Aware of a growing l iteratu re 

suggesti ng that stud ents experience d ifficu lties with reflection  and the 

development of meta-cogn itive ski l l s  (Toml inso n ,  1 999 ; B leakley, 2000 ; 

Eraut, 2000 ; Moon , 2000;  Clegg,  2004; C legg & Brad ley, 2006) ,  I l ater 

suggested that there is a need to provide a structure for students' 

reflection (Jankowska, 201 0a)  and I bel ieved that concept mapping may 

I a lso hoped to explore whether there 

wou ld be any cu ltural variat ions i n  the visual and conceptual  

rep resentation of PD and assess the usabi l i ty of the tool i n  an i ntercu ltural 

env ironment, that is its benefits for a d iverse student popu lation 

(Jankowska 2009 , 20 1 0b) .  

be one way of doing it .  I n itia l ly ,  

I was a lso in terested in  a nalysing a variety of reflective p ieces (e

portfol ios, b iogs, learn i ng journals) - 'ethnog raphic elements' , which cou ld 

incl ude evidence of students' reflection on PD and PDP and bring out 

cu ltural var iations i n  representations and  perceptions of PD and PDP.  

Moreover, I was gu ided by a broad i nterpretive , phenomenolog ical stance 

which F in lay (2009) refers to as a 'phenomenological attitude' i n  the sense 

of my research bei ng phenomenolog ical ly insp i red or o rientated (p .9 ) .  Th is 

is  because I am insp i red by hermeneutic ph i losophy (ma in ly Heidegger) 

and concerned with the mean ing and i nterpretation , being and becoming .  

v iew rea l ity as socia l ly  constructed , flu id and contextual (see chapter 2 & 

I 
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3) and recogn ise 'the constructive role of the researcher i n  the 

interpretation of that ind ividual 's experience' (Cool ican ,  2009) . 

As I expla ined , I came to research i n  the area of PDP with l ittle knowledge 

and no experience of it . An i nd u ctive approach impl ies that the researcher 

beg ins with as few preconceptions about what she is studying as possib le 

and keeps an open mind i n  the research journey (O'Rei l ly ,  2009) .  

However, I acknowledge that it is imposs ib le to remain ent i re ly inductive 

as we all have our  interests and ideas about the phenomenon (see my 

in it ia l  ideas a re l isted in the section 1 .2 . 1 a) and therefore I accept that I a lso 

brought my own experiences and knowledge to the project and I d rew on 

various theories and concepts from the start. However, I tr ied to rema in  

open-minded and d iscover the th ings that m ight contrast with the  theories 

and my own ideas and also progressively d raw on concepts from my 

research as they became usefu l .  O'Rei l ly (2009) refers to th is process as a 

constant iteration and for  me th is involves l i sten i ng to my participants ,  

read ing and th i nki ng , ta l king about and reflecting on  various aspects of 

research in a ci rcu lar  manner ,  making my  research both iterative and 

inductive . 

Therefore ,  I perceived an  inductive , d iscovery-based , phenomenolog ical 

framework as su itab le for a study that touches u pon very personal aspects 

of human development and asks about participants' ind ividua l  and 

personal  representations ,  values ,  bel iefs and ideas. I decided that an 

ind ivid ua l  interview wou ld  be the most su itab le  foru m  for th is  k ind of  

d ia logue .  

F ina l ly ,  I a imed to descr ibe and u nderstand the phenomenon not on ly  from 

the students' point of view but also from the perspective of staff involved i n  

the i mplementation of P D P  at the UoB . A smal l  explo ratory activity was 

designed to capture the conceptions of PDP he ld by members of the 

CETL team . I t  served as a platform for d iscussions about the UoB vision of 

PDP,  which resu lted in a creation of a loca l ly u sed model (see chapter 5) .  

The d iscussions and the model were he lpfu l in  the exploration of the 
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relationsh ips between the broad governmental i n itiative , loca l ,  institutional 

understanding and implementation of PDP as wel l  as students' personal 

agendas at work. I aimed to include 'critical elements' by investigating 

these various agendas and aski ng q uestions about the usefu lness of PDP 

to a l l  students . 

Therefore , the methodological framework consisti ng of a m ixed method 

approach to data col lection (CMs, sem i-structured i nterviews, and 

documentary sources, such as e-portfo l ios ,  b iogs, cu ltu ral  learn ing 

jou rnals as wel l  as UoB documents) from mu ltip le respondents 

(postgraduate and u ndergraduate students and staff members) was 

designed to permit methodologica l  triangu lat ion (Creswel l , 2003, p . 1 5) . As 

Huberman and Mi les ( 1 994) po i nt out, find ings can be verified or at least 

The appl ication of cogn itive , phenomenolog ica l ,  ethnograph ic, critical and 

grou nded (theory) lenses at the outset of th i s  research was i ntended to 

gain a rich and detai led description of the phenomenon which cou ld 

contribute to the body of knowledge i n  the field . 

I have only touched here on my i n it ial methodolog ica l  position and 

signa l led methodolog ical developments ahead . The latter wi l l  take a 

central position i n  the sections below and chapters 5 ,  6 & 7 and become a 

testimony to crossing several thresholds i n  the research p rocess . 

1 .2 .4 Eth ical cons iderations 

I took account of formal eth ical procedu res, requ i red by the Psychology 

and in  writing about the nature and a ims of the research and of thei r  right 

to withdraw at any poi nt. I assu red the part icipants that confidential ity and 

anonym ity would be strictly observed and i nformed them of precautions I 

intended to employ to meet th is  requ i rement (the use of pseudonyms, 

made plausible ' . . .  by seeing or hearing multip le i nstances ( . . .  ) from 

different sources by using d ifferent methods' (p.267} .  

Eth ics Committee at the Un iversity of Bedfordsh i re ,  by d rawing up the 

appropriate consent forms and i nforming the potentia l  participants verbal ly 

2 1  



Chapter One 

absence of  any identifiers i n  the reporti ng and protection of  the raw data) .  I 

encouraged the students to ask any questions  about the study and 

assured them that they wou ld have access to the i r  data ( interview 

transcri pts and CMs) and the fina l  thesis ,  shou ld they request it (eth ics 

forms, consent forms and adverts d istributed to students are attached i n  

append ices 2 ,  3 & 4 ) .  

A l l  the participants were recru ited by the means of  advertis ing with in  the 

Un iversity (th rough posters , word of mouth , and adverts p laced on  the 

virtual l earn ing envi ronment). There were no incentives for  the students 

recru ited to take part in the p i lot study and postgraduate study. There was 

no coercion exerted but it was suggested that participation  may be 

beneficia l ,  provid ing students with opportun ities for i nsights i nto the i r  own 

persona l  development and a potential to use these to he lp  them with PDP

related tasks throughout the i r  stud ies (such as reflective accounts i n  e

portfol ios ,  learn ing jou rnals  or  biogs) .  

At the beginn ing of the research I d id not hold a teach ing position at the 

Un iversity and when this changed i n  spr ing 20 1 0  I d id not teach any of the 

participants recru ited for the study. 

Al l  interviews were condu cted in p rivate , at t imes and locations conven ient 

to the students . The part ic ipants were i nformed that I was i nterested i n  

their experiences and understand ings of  PD and PDP.  I t  was o bvious to 

them that I was a foreign student and I a lso provided some genera l  

informatio n  about my role  with in  the U n iversity and my particu lar interest in 

PDP. Most of them were not concerned with my research position  and 

specific i nterests. When students asked q uest ions about me  I answered 

honestly as I have experienced the positive ro le  of self-d isclosure i n  

bu i ld ing and  mainta i n i ng both teachi ng and research relationsh ips but I 

tried to keep my responses brief, attempting to sh ift the focus from me to 

them . W hen asked for  advice I d i rected students to avai lab le services 

(such as careers , vol unteering ,  finance or counse l l i ng) .  
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There were i nstances of students shari ng personal reflections after the 

recording was stopped or  outside the interv iew situ ation .  These 

spontaneous d isclosu res i nstigated reflection , influenced my perceptions ,  

provoked i ntensive exploration of the l iteratu re and d iscussions with 

col leagues from across the HE sector. I treat them as valuable informal 

data , which i nfluenced much of the writ ing offered in th is thesis .  H owever, 

as they constitute u n recorded data I made an eth ica l  decis ion not to l in k  

any of th is i nformation  to t he  participants . 

As an eth ical ly conscious  researcher, I considered my obl igation not on ly 

not to harm but a lso to pro mote the good of the i nd ividua ls i nvolved i n  the 

research as wel l  the comm u nities they belong to (Knapp & Van de Creek ,  

2006). Many students h igh ly  commended the opportu n ity to  have a 

dialogue about the i r  personal  development, suggesting  that they benefited 

from taking part in th is research and proposing that such conversat ions 

should become an e lement of current PDP activit ies (see chapter 6) .  I 

therefore saw it as my responsib i l ity to d isseminate the find ings and 

provoke d iscussions across the HE sector. 

1 .2 .5  Rid ing the wave - shifts and changes 

From a certain  point onward there is no longer any turn ing back. That is the point that 
must be reached (Kafka, 1 998/1 925). 

I n  this section ,  I attempt to summarise intrins ical ly  i ntercon nected 

methodolog i cal ,  o nto logica l  and epistemological sh ifts that shaped the 

research process and resu lted in acqu i ri ng and masterin g  new and often 

troublesome knowledge  i n  the fields of edu cationa l ,  psycholog ical and 

intercu ltu ral research .  My research journey had several i mportant stops,  

marked by what I retrospectively perceive as stepp ing over particu lar 

thresholds ,  which , i n  Kafka's ( 1 998/1 925) words ,  had to be reached and 

which for me were a lso points of no  retu rn . Thi nki ng about those changes I 

engaged i n  'the p rocess of reflecting critica l ly on  the self as researcher' 

(L incoln & Guba ,  2000 , p . 1 83) and I was rem inded not on ly  of theories of 

epistemolog ica l  development (chapter 3) but a lso of Meyer  and Land's 
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(2003 ,  2005 ,  2006 ,  2 0 1 0) 'threshold concepts' - concepts wh ich are 

centra l  to the mastery of a particu lar  subject. There are several important 

featu res of th reshold concepts (h igh l ighted in  sect ions below) wh ich a lso 

became sal ient i n  my research journey and i n  the students' accounts .  I 

bel i eve that the intersection  between my development as a researcher, the 

students ' personal , academic,  socia l  and p rofessional development and 

the evolv ing methodo logy of this research is an example of a constructivist 

parad igm at work. Below, I b riefly d iscuss three phases of my research 

jou rney i n  an  attempt to evidence the jou rney and s ituate ontological ly ,  

ep istemolog ica l ly and methodolog ically chapters 5 ,  6 ,  7 and 8 of th i s  

thesis .  

1 .2 . 5 . 1 a. Stage one: 'sett l ing' - 'playing it safe' (comfort and 

u namb igu ity) 

For a b rief moment at the beg inn ing  of my research I occup ied a position 

of relative certainty/na ivety. Th is i s  not to say that I viewed the world i n  

absolutistic or  dual istic ' right' and 'wrong' terms (Perry , 1 970) . I assumed 

the mu ltipl i city of possib le approaches i n  research , but I thought I knew 

what I was i nterested i n  and how I cou ld  go about find ing  it . Lookin g  back, 

I see th is  was a rather comfortab le space to occupy as it did not involve 

any a mbigu ity or uncerta inty o r  evoke feel i ngs of anxiety; i n itia l ly I was not 

chal lenged , taken out of my 'comfort zone' and put 'on the spot' -

cond it ions that, accord ing to Barnett (2007, p .54) ,  are necessary fo r 

becoming myself i n  the 'genu ine h igher education'  environment. I shal l  

retu rn to Barnett's ideas of being challenged and 'ontological d iscomfort' 

as necessary i ng red ients for PD  in  chapters 4 ,  7 and 8 ,  where I explore 

the centra l ity of these concepts to many students '  stories. 

In th i s  phase of my research journey I conducted a smal l pi lot study (wh ich 

led to some changes in  data co l lection) ,  explored the concepts of PDP 

among the 'experts' (academic staff responsib le for  i ntroduction of  PDP at 

the UoB) and col lected a large proport ion of my data . I report on these 

activities in chapter 5. However, the continu ity of my study was soon 
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disrupted by maternity leave, which interfered with the initial exploration of 

various concepts, theories and approaches, leaving me no time to reflect 

on my experiences up to that date or attem pt to analyse the data. My 

'ontological being' was yet to be truly disrupted (Barnett, 2007) . 

1.2.5.2 Stage two: 'coming to the crossroads' - disruption of 'ontological 

being'  

Upon my return from maternity leave in the summer of 2009 , I began 

analysing the data I had previously collected. Still holding a relative 

confidence in the chosen direction, I first engaged in analysing and writing 

up findings from CMs (see chapter 5). I soon realised I was not quite 

prepared for what I was beginning to see in the data, in m y  interpretations 

and in the theories and concepts I began exploring. From this point 

onward m y  journey was characterised by Meyer and Land's (2005) 

l im inal ity - dislocation ,  uncertainty of the direction, extensive exploration 

of the field ; in Cousin 's (2006, p.5) words there was ' no  simple passage in 

learning from 'easy' to 'difficult' ; [it involved] messy journeys back, forth 

and across conceptual terrain.' The feeling of uncertainty started creeping 

in in early 2010 , when I was writing about the task of  concept mapping, 

subjecting myself to peer review, beginning to question Novak's ( 1 998) 

typology of learning and doubting whether the ways of analysing C Ms 

advocated by Hay (2007,  2008) , Kinchin and Hay (2005 , 2006) and 

Kinch in, Lygo-Baker and Hay (2008) ,  which I initially wanted to follow, 

were suitable for my  inquiry. At this point ,  I also became aware of some 

mismatches between the methodologies advocated and practical solutions 

to data handling (further discussed in chapter 5). When I moved onto 

applying principles of grounded theory to the interviews - open line-by-line 

coding (advocated by Charmaz, 2006), re-coding, looking for categories 

and the likely 'candidate' for the main exploratory concept, I began to 

realise that although, in principle, this method was useful in capturing the 

main themes and sufficiently rigorous, I was also feeling a growing 

discomfort with its language and , m ore importantly, with the fragmentation 

of the data it caused ( see chapter 6). 
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Th is  was happen ing i n  para l le l  to the intensive exp loration of  the 

theoretical and methodo logica l  g rounds.  The concepts I encountered and 

grappled with were troublesome - often intu itive , conceptua l ly d ifficu lt, 

incoherent ( requ i ring conceptua l  reshuffling i n  order to combine old with 

new knowledge and resolve any inconsistencies - therefore a lso 

integrative , (Meyer & Land , 2005) . As I was add ing ' new' ideas and 

concepts , I tried to fi nd thei r  p lace i n  my research . Some of them fitted wel l  

as they were extensions of  ideas I had a l ready experimented with , but 

some were contrasting and confl icting .  This was the most labyrinth ine and 

agonis ing experience of  the research process, where 'th ings d id not 

a lways go smooth ly' , I often felt 'at sea' and 'the travel was halted at times' 

(Barnett, 2007 , p .77) . I t  caused what Barnett (2007) cal ls 'onto log ical 

d iscomfort' and brought me to a real isation that unless I attend to 

ontolog ical and ph i losoph ical foundations - pose questions about the 

nature of knowledge , ways of knowing and my own position ing and bel iefs 

- it wou ld be d ifficu lt to establ ish a coherent methodolog ica l and theoretical 

framework. F ina l ly this reconfigu ration and i ntegration instigated 

ontological and epistemic shifts (see chapter 2)  and therefore can be seen 

as reconstitutive (Meyer & Land , 2005) .  A more conscious and reflexive 

researcher was born out of the messy journeying across a vast 

'conceptual terra in '  (Cousin,  2006) .  The consequent insights were tru ly 

transformative and i rrevers ible . Once I 'd igested' and understood them 

they changed the way I approached research , making it impossible to go 

back to the previous stages or ways of research ing and conceptua l is ing 

the stud ied phenomenon .  But I cou ld sense there was sti l l  much more to 

learn . 

1 .2 .5 .3 Stage th ree: 'coming home' - narrating 

In thei r  examination of social research , Hol loway and Jefferson (2009)  ta lk  

of  the 'tria l  and error' i nvolved i n  research processes and indeed , my 

research was no exception .  As explai ned before , I trial l ed d ifferent ways of 

analysing CMs as wel l  as the GT approach to analysing the i nterviews 

before I came to a conclusion that even though I learned i n  the process 
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I was not fully satisfied with the outcomes. The following excerpt from my 

'diary' captures the d ilemmas at this stage of the research: 

and was able to provide (at least partial) explanations of the phenomenon, 

I am trying to engage in grounded theory but at the same time I am 
looking for a way of 'marrying it' with a way of representing the 
wholeness, the gestalt of an individual's experiences, perspectives 
and meanings. 

I am interested in narratives. I think using narrative approach could 
be a way forward. However, even though I have encountered 
numerous narrative research pieces in the literature, I have not seen 
many that would clearly and transparently spell out the process of 
analysis and in a way de-mystify it for me. Whenever I came across a 
narrative piece of research I would look in the hope of finding 
something that would suit me and my research. But so many of them 
are ephemeral about the exact steps and the practicalities of 
conducting a narrative analysis. 

Another issue is that I am unsure how to apply narrative analysis to 
the data that was not collected with a narrative approach in mind. 
Can it even be done ? 

Although I was beginning to accept that I had reached the stage when I 

needed to add another analytical layer I was uncertain whether this could 

be done, and if so, in what ways. I recognised my anxiety, perhaps typical 

for a novice researcher navigating in an unfamiliar terrain. I wanted some 

reassurance, some 'do and don'ts' and clarity of how to approach data 

from a narrative perspective. 

I came across voice-centred relational method (VCRM) (Brown & Gilligan, 

1 992; Mauthner & Doucet, 1 998) that instantly felt like a 'fit' for my 

research and resonated with my evolving worldview. I felt I was 'coming 

home' as the below extract from the 'diary' expla ins: 
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I have now read several articles and chapters on VCRM and thought 
about it carefullya- I decided it may provide a helpful and structured 
framework for my data analysis. It is very much consistent with a 

conceptual shift that took place in my thinking about epistemology, 
theory construction and ontological positioning. It appeals to me as it 
is different to other (mainly 'thematic' ways of organising data 
analysis, like for example the grounded theory method). 

This method requires four readings of each transcript and draws on the 

concept of 'relational ontology', which is argued to be consistent with an 

interpretivist or interactional standpoint in sociology (Mauthener & Doucet, 

1998). 

The four readings of interview transcripts focus on four aspects of the 

research phenomenon, such as: 

(1) An overall story - reading for the g ist, main plots, characters as well 

as the researcher's emotional and intellectual responses to a 

transcript, 

(2) An individual voice (personal perspective and individual story), 

(3) Relationships, 

(4) Social, cultural and political contexts ( I  was specifically interested in 

cultural influences on PD). 

These four readings help a researcher to focus on particular aspects of the 

stories told. On each reading the researcher makes notes, which then, in 

turn, guide her in a process of thematic analysis - something that l felt 

more comfortable to engage in than already trialled coding. 

I felt that this approach was an answer to several issues I encountered in 

my research. Firstly, with its promise to delay the fragmentation of the data 

(the biggest point of my d iscontent with grounded theory) it offered a way 

of looking at participants in a more holistic way. It respected students' 

unique experiences, values, beliefs, ideas and it asked for their own 

interpretations and meanings. It also looked for continuities as well as 

discrepancies or contrad ictions in the participants' accounts (capturing 
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complexities of understand ings,  students' evolving ideas, including their 

struggles when facing conflicting emotions). It attended to their 'voices' 

and provided means to attend to relationships and cultural and educational 

contexts - issues of particular importance to most of my participants. 

Yet , there was a recurring doubt regarding the application of VCRM to 

data that was not collected with a narrative approach in mind. I looked for 

exam ples of researchers who let go of their chosen analytical approach 

and switched to a d ifferent one - preferably narrative analysis, especially 

VCRM. I d id not find many examples, apart from Riessman's account 

(Riessman , 1993, see chapter 6) and Austin 's (2011) PhD work. I 

wondered whether this was because most published research does not tell 

the full story (Charmaz & Mitchell, 1997). Maybe other novice researchers 

went through a tortuous journey similar to mine but did not provide the 

background and explanations about how they settled for their analytical 

approaches? I reflected on the way I collected the data and went through 

the interview transcripts again - this time without paying attention to codes 

or themes. I noticed that although the interviews were not 'stories' or 

narratives told freely ( I  used semi-structured interviews, which, to some 

extent ,  d ictated the main themes) the participants often d igressed and 

found ways of narrating their own stories. And I also noticed aspects that I 

had missed out during the coding phase (see chapter 6). 

Much as I was tempted to 'abandon' grounded theory completely, I 

decided to look for ways of incorporating the work done at different stages 

of the research. The most compelling solution was to turn to narrative not 

only as a way of expanding the analysis but also as a medium to represent 

the research journey. The canonical form of storytelling in the Western 

cultural tradition is chronological with a temporally ordered series of events 

(Labov, 1 972; Labov and Waletzky, 1967). 

Although not all narratives follow a chronological order and/or include all 

the elements proposed by Labov (Becker, 1999 ;  Gergen, 1992; Frank, 

1 995; Riessman, 2008, Andrews, Squire & Tamboukou, 2008), I felt that 
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structuring my thesis in the canonical way could enhance its clarity and 

coherence (Mishler , 1992). Hence the analytical part of the thesis is 

presented in three stages: 'settling' ,  'coming to the crossroads' and 

' coming home' (see sections 1 .2.5.1 - 1.2.5.3 , 2 . 1.1-2.13 and chapters 5 ,  

6 & 7). The following section further explains the structure of this thesis. 

1.2.6 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis summarises the most significant aspects of my research 

journey. It was never linear and therefore could not have been written in a 

conventional way with separate sections for literature review, 

methodology, data analysis, findings and conclusions. I moved forward 

and backward many times as the research grew and changed - although I 

have listed three main stages with their turns to particular philosophies, 

epistemologies, ontologies and methodologies (see figure 2 below for the 

timeline) in fact there were m any brief 'excursions' into different terrains 

which contributed to the bigger shifts. Therefore it is more appropriate that 

the thesis follows the 'lived experience' of research and attends to the 

particul.arities of each of its stages. Hence each chapter is an 

amalgamation of various research elements, including theoretical , 

ontological and methodological discussions, as well as analytical 

snapshots with a critical commentary and reflexive accounts. 

Increasing complexity and ambiguity 

Outsider and novice Progressively more 
hybrid Insider/outsider 

position 

VCRM narrative 

Staie l: 'Settlin1': l:�mfort & unambl1uity Staie z: 'Cof1!., I to the crossroads': 
disruption of the 'ontological being' 

Lack of awareness of 
own epistemological 

and ontoloakal beliefs 

i.lminality, dislocation, 
uncertainty of direction, 

extensive exploration of the 
field, grappling with 

troublesome know1-dge 

Reconstitution, 
integration; more 

conscious & reflective 
researcher 

Figure 2: Timeline and stages of thesis development 
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Chapter Two positions the  research project with i n  a spectrum of 

qual itative methodology, expla ins i n  more detai l  methodological nuances 

of the research , introduces the notion of the continuum of i ns ider/outsider 

position i ng with in  the research and d iscusses the com plexities of 

conducti ng research with students . 

Chapter Three locates th is research in  the context of the PDP agenda 

and d iscusses its rationa le ,  pu rpose and issues around practice ,  offe ring  a 

critica l look at its su itab i l ity for a l l  students . It a lso offers a theoretical 

underp inn i ng of PDP in developmenta l  theories and concepts of persona l  

development, g rowth and identity formation .  I t  argues that the nature of 

developmental processes is dynam ic, tem poral , social ly  co-constructed 

and continuously re-negotiated . 

Chapter Four explores the notion of internationa l isation with in  HE l s  and 

the contemporary issues of g loba l isation ,  marketization ,  consumerism , 

standards  and qua l ity. I t  a lso explo res academics' and students' 

expectations  and concerns ,  wh ich contribute to the com plexity of the 

landscape and pu l l  cu rricu la in d ifferent d irections .  I t  then tu rns to issues 

of mu lt icu ltu ra l ism and teaching and learn i ng in  d iverse environments ,  

cha l leng ing many assum ptions and Western academic hegemony.  I t  

proposes a 'cultura l ly relevant' pedagogic ph i losophy as a su itab le 

underp inn ing for teaching and l ea rn ing in  m ulticu ltu ra l  H Els .  

Chapter Five explores local u nderstand ings of PDP and an attempt to 

create a model which cou ld become a representation of a 'shared vis ion '  -

a base l i ne for a d i scussion of how PDP cou ld  be implemented at the UoB . 

It a lso presents i n it ia l  research questions ,  fi rst steps i n  data col lection and 

the outcomes of the p i lot study. 

Chapter Six describes the second stage of the research , in  which I 

explore and critique the u se of concept mapping and grou nded theory. 

Here I p resent an early analysis of students' CMs and interviews and 
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d iscuss perceived chal lenges i n  analys ing data with the use of the 

prev ious ly chosen frameworks . 

Chapter Seven describes the th i rd stage of the research , a narrative tu rn . 

Here I i ntroduce voice-centred relational method (VCRM) and provide four 

exam ples ( in the form of case stud ies) of how tu rn ing to a narrative 

approach i l l um i nated and deepened the a nalysis. 

Chapter E ight presents a thematic ana lysis of the data across the whole 

postgraduate sam ple .  I t  d iscusses the most prominent themes in relation 

to PD and PDP,  d rawing attention to the commona l ities as wel l  as aspects 

and m ean ings that were d ifferent for d ifferent g roups or i nd iv idua ls .  I t  

investigates the data th roug h  three prisms:  subjective, relational  and 

cu ltu ra l/socia l . 

Chapter N ine d raws the thesis to a close by bring ing together the key 

issues that emerged i n  my research and provid i ng the overa l l  summary, 

concl usions ,  suggestions for fu rther research and reflections on  my 

research journey. 

I u sed several featu res throughout the text of th is thesis .  Italics denote 

verbatim text taken from my  research d iary or  memos and the text i n  the 

second  read ing in VCRM (which separates the resea rcher's  inte l lectua l  

and emotional response from other read i ngs o f  the text) . The ' I '  poems 

have a particu lar layout, which h igh l ights d ifferent voices com ing to the 

fore in participants' narratives .  I use pronouns he/she i nterchangeably 

th roughout the text when referring to 'a student' . Due to the word l im it I 

insert my  questions and com ments in  verbatim quotations on ly if 

necessary, om itting  my own speech ,  whenever possib le .  
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Chapter Two: Researcher's position i ng 

I n  chapter 1 I sketched the contours of th is qua l itative project with its three 

d istinct stages i n  terms of methodology, o ntology and epistemology. I n  th is  

chapter I look more closely at  my own position ing with in  the research 

process in those d ifferent phases , paying attention to h ow my g rowing 

knowledge and reflexivity d i srupted my onto log ical being (Barnett, 2007) 

and prompted me to re-consider my methodological approaches to data 

analys is .  I a lso explore i n  more depth the notion of a researcher bei ng an  

ins ider/outsider and  focus on  i t  as a position  on  a continuum or  spectrum ,  

as although I started th is journey a s  a n  academ ic member of staff and a 

member of the CETL team (which can be perceived as an i nsider i n  the 

world of academia) ,  I often fel t  and was pos itioned as a n  outsider (a 

foreigner, a non-UK student, White 'other' ) .  I a lso explore how these 

positions were not m utua l ly exclus ive, but rather fl u i d ,  som etimes al lowing  

hybrid ity or moments of  'double consciousness' (Sandsted , 20 1 1 ; )  when 

one can settle i n ,  crystal l i se and then sh ift again .  

2. 1 Locating myself on the continuum of qual itative 

methodology 

2 . 1 . 1  'Settl ing' o n  i n it ial methodological and ontologica l  position ing (stage 

1 )  

I commenced my inqu i ry with what m ight  be viewed as  a more trad itional  

social science backg round . Although I was much more attracted to 

qual itative than quantitative methods and i nterested in ' l ived experience' 

(van Manen,  1 998) and students as indiv id ua ls ,  rather than concerned 

with issues of rel iab i l ity, val id ity and general izab i l i ty ,  I was largely u naware 

of my own onto log ica l  and epistemolog ical assumptions at the beg inn ing 

of  the process. On the one hand,  I was sti l l  ho ld ing  o nto some positivist ic 

concerns ,  such as g uard i ng the research from my own biases, writ ing in 

(what purports to be) an objective , th i rd person voice and a im i ng to 
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assume control over the research process; on the other, I was a l ready, 

although unconsciously, moving towards more construction ist approaches 

(Gergen , 2009 , Kincheloe , 2005) i nterpretative , phenomenologica l  and 

subjective perspectives (wh ich a lso inc luded the one of a researcher) and 

evocative writi ng (El l is & Bochner, 2000)  as I wanted to concentrate o n  

stories that cou ld speak to the reader, d raw the reader in  and evoke 

reflection . I wi l l  describe my specific position with i n  the spectrum of 

qual itative methods i n  the fo l lowing sections,  taking Mad i l l ,  Jordan and 

Shirley's (2000) point that 'qua l itative researchers have a responsibi l ity to 

make the ir  epistemolog ica l  position  c lear, cond uct their  research in a 

manner consistent with that position ,  and present their fi nd ings in a way 

that al lows them to be eva luated properly' (p. 1 7) .  

In itial ly, I was a lso more concerned with the  methods I wanted to use, 

rather than methodo logy i n  a fu l ler sense . Pressed for time,  I wanted to 

get on with practical aspects of my research such as data col lection  and 

tria l l ing a concept mapping tool .  On reflection ,  I had not g iven sufficient 

thought to the phi losoph ical g round ing . It became an issue for me later in 

the research process, when  I grew d issatisfied with the methods I was 

using and real ised this was part ial ly because they were confl icti ng with my 

shifting ontological positio n  and the growth of my u nderstand ing of 

methodolog ica l  complexities .  This reflection  prom pted me to consider 

H itchcock and Hughes' ( 1 995, cited in Cohen, Man ion and Morrison ,  

2007) h ierarchical organ isation of the research process: 

Ontological assum ptions g ive rise to epistemolog ical assumptions; these, in turn , 
g ive rise to methodolog ical considerations; and these, in turn, g ive rise to issues 
of instrumentation and data col lection .  This view moves us beyond regard ing 
research methods as simply a techn ical exercise and as concerned with 
understand i ng the world ;  th is is informed by how we view our world(s), what we 
take understanding to be, and what we see as the purposes of understanding 
(p.5) .  

However, the starting position for me was one of a qual itative researcher 

who wanted to employ particu lar methods  of data col lection ( interviews, 

concept maps and reflective pieces) and use a grounded theory approach 

( Glaser & Strauss, 1 967)  to data analysis. During th is stage of the journey 
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I collected most of my data, but I had no time to engage in the analysis or 

reflection on the research process and my specific position in it (see 

section 2.2) as my studies were suspended. 

2.1.2 Coming to the methodological crossroads - developing 

methodological and ontological awareness (stage 2) 

Upon my return to the research process and as a result of my first 

attempts to analyse my data, using a grounded theory approach to 

analyse the interviews (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and a CM typology as a 

framework to analyse CMS (Kinchin, Hay & Adams, 2000) ,  I began 

experiencing some methodological doubts (mentioned in chapter 1 and 

elaborated on in chapter 6). I gradually came to accept it was time to 

At the beginning of this project I envisaged collecting more data to allow 

cross-cultural comparisons, which were initially intended to be the focus of 

this research; this not only became practically impossible but also 

undesirable, given that my interest shifted and, upon consecutive listening 

to the interviews and analysing data, I grew more interested in students' 

individual stories and their subjective meanings and experiences. As a 

result of this I aimed for more in-depth data analysis. 

At this point I began pondering over my location in the research process. 

In doing so I became more consciously aware of some of my beliefs and 

ideas. I realised, for example, that I have never been interested in 

searching for universal truths and that in my research journey I began to 

shift towards more social constructionism approach (Gergen, 1991, 1996,  

2009) , recognising that for me reality is not 'out there' waiting to be 

discovered in some objective manner. Rather, I view it as a human and 

social construction, the result of interpretations and negotiations. The 

'social world is more like music-makinga[ ... ] "made" by people and only 

exists when and because people have mad e  and are making it' (Stainton 

reflect on the journey so far , clarify my ontological position and re-consider 

my methodological framework. 

2.a1 .2.a1 Recognising a social constructionism stance 
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Rogers, 201 1, p. 1 0). What kind of music (and how) is played, as Stainton 

Rogers explains, depends on various things: the instruments available, the 

skills of players and singers , the conductor's presence and the 

interpretation of the music (interpretation being a central notion to me in 

my research) .  Additionally: 

Where and when, h istorical ly, the m usic is played wi l l  also make a d ifference. 
Sometimes there wi l l  be a need to pl ease a paying audience [e.g .  the funders or 
the reviewers of the research] . Sometimes there may be pol itical constrains  on 
what can be performed [or presented in  the research report] . But it remains that 
without the players the m usical instruments wil l  be s i lent and there wil l be no 
music to hear (Sta inton Rogers , 201 1 ,  p. 1 0) .  

these away, the social world cannot be explained . This assertion became 

particularly important in my efforts to trace different constructions of 

personal development among diverse students at the UoB. 

A social constructionist position also allows us to view reality as being 

continually created and re-created within social relationships and 

acknowledge that there may be a multiplicity of d iverse, and sometimes 

conflicting 'realities' ,  yet all of them meaningful (Gergen, 1 99 1 ; Schwandt, 

1994). Therefore, there is no point trying to d iscover the 'facts' or establish 

the 'truths' about the social phenomenon under investigation, they can be 

viewed only as interpretations at which we arrive within a particular 

standpoint or a frame of reference. Gergen (2009) provides some 

excellent examples to illustrate this point. For instance, from my lay user 

perspective I can view my  rocking chair as comfortable, solid, light brown, 

weighting approxi mately 1 0kg and odourless but these 'truths' 

about my chair can be easily contested by others. For example, my  

partner will argue that it is his chair, not mine and that it is not very 

comfortable, an atomic physicist may tell me that my  chair is not solid at all 

but just an em pty space; my  psychological knowledge can provide 

evidence that my  chair has no colour as the colour is an illusion created by 

and 'facts' 

The point here is that we can ask questions about the world and offer 

some explanations only under specific frames of reference. If we take 

light waves reflected on the retina; the rocket scientist may illuminate me 

on the fact that weight depends on the surrounding g ravitational field and 
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the biologist may explain that my sense of smell is inferior in comparison 

to other species that can detect an abundance of olfactory information. 

Although various people look at the same object (for example a chair) ,  

what they see in it (their interpretations) will d iffer. In chapters 7 and 8 I will 

explore different interpretations of the concepts that diverse students 

mentioned- although, at times, they used similar concepts, the meanings 

they ascribed to them were varied. 

Therefore I came to believe that knowledge is constructed rather than 

discovered or reflected (and can be contested from different vantage 

points), multiple rather than singular , and a means by which power is 

exercised (see chapter 3 and 4 for further discussion). Authors, such as 

Kincheloe (2005) ,  in their discussions about the nature of knowledge, have 

adopted an epistemological position compatible to social constructionism, 

which they refer to as 'constructivism' .  For Kincheloe (2005) the complex 

process of knowledge construction is hermeneutic in nature 'as it views 

knowledge construction as an interpretive p rocess [ . . .  which] p roduces 

contextually  specific, not universal and timeless knowledge. Such 

constructivist knowledge is culturally negotiated and , unlike objective 

knowledge, is not produced by isolated individuals (p. 1 4 ) .  Although I am 

aware of the arguments suggesting that social construction ism and 

constructivism are two separate approaches (for example Burr, 2003), with 

the first one emphasising the social forces in our constructions, and the 

later pointing to individual agency in the process of construction, I believe 

there are several overlaps (such as the issue of knowledge construction, 

discussed above) and , indeed , to me, they are not entirely separate 

approaches. I refer to constructivism (especially constructivist learning 

theory) in chapters 5 and 6, where I discuss concept mapping and in other 

places when I discuss constructivist approaches to learning and draw 

more on social constructionism when, for instance, I d iscuss issues around 

fluidity and social co-construction of identity (see chapter 3). 
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I also shifted towards a postmodern idea that real ity neither exists 'out 

there ,  on its own' ,  nor is fixed . It changes, just as my perception of the 

research process, the ways of ana lysing data and my posit ion and 

understand ing of the phenomenon evolve . Therefore , I try to captu re (be it 

just for a brief moment) these d ifferent pos itions  in an effort to document 

the research journey, but soon they d issolve, ming le and merge with other 

viewpo ints to create yet another, tem porari ly fixed , position .  

Hav ing explored social construction ism i n  more depth , I real ised that it not 

only reflected my v iews about the natu re of real ity and knowledge,  but a lso 

was a useful epistemo logical position to adopt in  my research as it could 

help me bring to the foreground the vo ice of the participants (the ir  

experiences, thoughts and feel ings) ,  and a lso recognise the researcher's 

own story. 

2. 1 . 2.2  Methodological musings and ways of evaluating my research 

Pondering over my ontologica l  and epistemological pos ition I began to 

recogn ise the importance of reflexivity, wh ich , as Doucet and Mauthner 

(2003) observe ' include reflect ing on and being accountab le about 

personal , i nterpersonal ,  i nstitutiona l ,  pragmatic, emotiona l ,  theoretica l ,  

epistemolog ical and ontolog ical i nfluences on our research , and 

specifica l ly about our data analysis  processes' (p . 1 34) .  

I real ised , for example,  that my approach was broad ly phenomenological  

in that it i nvolves rich descriptions of the l ifeworld or l ived experience with 

the researcher adopting an open attitude ,  refra in i ng ,  at least i n itia l ly ,  from 

importing external frameworks ( Fin lay, 2009) .  However, I do not subscri be 

to some phenomenolog ists' ideas of 'bracketing' , attempti ng to stay as 

neutral and u nbiased as possib le.  L ike some hermeneutical ly o riented 

researchers (for example ,  F in lay, 2009) ,  I bel ieve it is s imply impossible or  

even u ndesirable. With Cousi n  (201 0) I observed how ' . . .  the debate [in the 

l iteratu re] has shifted from min im izi ng subjectivity to th i nking  more about 

how to bring oneself i nto the research process th rough the notion of 

reflexivity' (p. 1 0) .  I accept F in lay's (2008 , cited i n  F in lay, 2009) arg ument 
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that it is essential to bring a 'crucial self-awareness of [my] own 

subjectivity, vested interests, predilections and assumptions and to be 

conscious of how these might impact on the research process and 

findings' (p. 1 2) as I am not a distanced 'spectator' to my research (Argyris 

& Schon 1 996, p.5) . However, I also reflected on how the research 

process and what I was seeing in the data influenced my subjective 

perspectives, a topic less explored in the literature. 

Although I was aware of the arguments highlighting the risk of a 

researcher's preoccupation with her own emotions and experiences 

overriding those of the participants' (Ellis & Bochner, 2000 ; Finlay 2009), I 

have come to agree with Moustakas' ( 1 990) heuristic approach which 

suggests that 'the self of the researcher is present throughout the process 

and, while understanding the phenomenon with increasing depth, the 

researcher also experiences growing self-awareness and self-knowledge' 

(p.9). This is because I 'have had a direct, personal encounter with the 

phenomenon being investigated ' (p. 1 4) ,  exp la

personal development I ,  myself a foreign student, have undergone a 

process of academic, personal and professional development. Although 

this was not my initial intention, the topic of investigation and my lived 

experience merged. Therefore, as this thesis unfolds the reader will 

witness how my research became increasingly autoethnograpic (Ellis & 

Bochner, 2000; Ellis, 2004, 2009) fulfilling Moustakas' requirements for the 

need of 'actual authobiog raphical connections' (p. 1 4) in the research 

process 'that begins with a question or problem ... that has been a 

personal challenge and puzzlement in the search to understand one's self 

and the world in which one lives' (p. 1 5). This approach may be criticised 

for ' being biased, navel-gazing, self-absorbed, or emotionally incontinent, 

and for hijacking traditional ethnographic purposes and scholarly 

contributions' (Marechal, 201a0 ,  p.45) , but although it is autobiographic in 

nature, 'with virtually every question that matters personally there is a 

social - and perhaps universal significance' (Moustakas, 1 990 ,  p. 1 5). 
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Another issue that occupied me i n  th is phase was the value of 

commun icative power of research 'that challenges, unsettles, and 

reverberates with our everyday experience of l ife' (F in lay, 2009, p . 1 5) .  I 

was deeply moved by stories that the students shared with me and wanted 

the reader to feel and be engaged ; as P lummer (200 1 a) suggests the re

told stories 'need to have rhetorical power enhanced by aesthetic del ig ht' 

(p.40 1 ) .  At the same t ime I had to consider F in lay's (2009) arg ument that a 

researcher needs to consider 'pol itica l ,  i nstrumenta l ,  o r  strategic i nterests' 

(p . 1 4  ). Therefore , I had to ba lance my wish to present the research i n  an 

evocative , engaging way with the necessity to adhere to prevalent 

academic practices in  my institution .  

Language ,  form and ways o f  addressing the reader became sal ient 

aspects of my research and writi ng .  Bakhtin ( 1 981 , p .293) observes that: 

There are no "neutral" words and forms - words and forms that can belong to "no 
one"; language has been completely taken over, shot th rough with intentions and 
accents .t . . .  All words have the 'taste' of a profession , a genre, a tendency, a 
party, a particu lar work, a particu lar person ,  a generation, an age group, the day 
and hour .t . . .  all words and forms are populated by intentions . . . . language . . .  l ies 
on the borderl i ne between oneself and the other. The word in language is half 
someone else's. I t  becomes "one's own" only when the speaker populates it with 
h is own intention,  his own accent . . .  [this] is a d ifficult and complicated process 
(p .293) . 

Although it has not been my aim to become 'fluent' i n  academic jargon, 

wh ich I v iew as writin g  i n  a way that may be impenetrab le ,  I am a lso aware 

that I 'soaked up' the language used i n  the l iterature wh ile grappl ing with 

many threshold concepts in my mult idiscip l i nary work. Meyer and Land 

(2005) suggested that cross ing a thresho ld is often discursive and leads 

to the i ncorporation of an enhanced and extended use of language as 

'new thinking is brought into being , expressed , reflected upon and 

commun icated ' (Meyer & Land , 2005, p .374) . These new ways of 

expression can be viewed as 'p roducts of intertextual ity' as 'every subject, 

every a uthor, every self is a n  articu l ation of i ntersubjectivity structured 

with in and a round the d iscou rses avai lable to it at any moment in time' 

(Sprinker ,  1 980 , cited in Gergen , 1 992, p . 1 28) .  
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Read ing and writi ng in a foreign language , trying to balance between the 

necessity to produce an academ ic p iece of work and retai n  my own voice 

as wel l  as try to stay faithfu l to the idea of writi ng  in a way that is 

accessib le ,  especia l ly to the students of d iverse backgrounds who became 

my partners in  th is process , was not an  easy task. Bearing in m ind the 

context of my research , my i nterest in  subjective meanings and my 

wi l l ingness to bring myself i nto the process I settled for a more informal 

way of writi ng in com parison to monumental l anguage of many trad itional  

doctoral p ieces. It is more important for me to be honest and speak in  my 

own vo ice. I do not attempt to appear to be an objective , emotional ly 

d istanced , factual or d ispassionate narrator. Whenever possib le ,  I have 

tried to avoid the th i rd person ,  the passive voice and phrases such as 

'one' (one can assume . . .  ) or 'they' . I ag ree with E l l is and Bochner (2000) 

that it is 'as if  they' re written from nowhere by nobody' (p .734) .  Instead I 

have often used 'he' and 'she' when I speak of ind ividuals ,  without having 

in  m ind a particu lar person or one or the other gender - this is a styl istic 

figure wh ich I fi nd more emphatic. Above al l ,  I agree with Bruner ( 1 986) 

that: 

The language of education,  if it is to be an invitation to reflection and culture 
creating , cannot be the so-cal led uncontaminated language of fact and 
'objectivity' . It must express stance and m ust invite counter-stance, and in  the 
process leave place for reflection, for meta-cognition .  It is this that perm its one to 
reach h igher g round, this process of objectifying i n  l anguage or image what one 
has thought and then turning  around and re-considering it (p.1 29). 

As I turned away from a positivistic view of research with its focus on 

rel iabi l ity, val id ity and genera l izabi l ity I had to consider the points of 

reference for the research I was undertaking .  Firstly, I real ised that val id ity 

i n  trad itional research carries positivistic assu mptions - among them an 

idea that 'there is  'a "fixed point" or an "object" that can be triangu lated' 

(Richardson ,  2000, p .934) . Richardson's notion  of 'crysta l lization '  came as 

a revelation at th is point and fitted wel l with my changing ideas about the 

nature of the research and world arou nd . The metaphor of the crystal 

'combines symmetry and substance with indefin ite variety of shapes, 

substances, transmutations, mu ltid imensional ities, and ang les of 
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approach .i . . .  What we see depends upon our angle of repose. '  (p.934) .  I 

perceived crysta l l izatio n  as a better way of describ ing research which 

acknowledges that there is no s ing le truth and that our explanations a re 

part ia l and dependant on our  perspectives and bel iefs . 

But I was sti l l  faced with the question  of how both I and my aud ience were 

go ing to eva l uate my work. I considered various sets of criteria for 

eva luati ng  qua l itative research (for example,  L inco ln  & Guba, 1 985; 

Hammersley, 1 992 ; Mad i l l  et al, 2000 ; E l l i s  & Bochner, 2000) and decided 

that those advocated by Richardson (2000)  and F inlay (2006) resonated 

with my research the most. Perhaps the least contested one is the 

crite rion of 'contri bution '  which seeks to establ ish whether the research 

deepens our u nderstand ing of socia l  l ife and hu man cond ition ,  offers 

'gu idance for future action or for chang ing the world for better' (p .323) . 

Above I have signal led my i nterest in  'communicative resonance' of 

research and , with F in lay (2006) , I considered the fol lowing questions: 'Are 

the fi nd i ngs sufficiently vivid or powerfu l  to d raw readers in? Do the 

find ings reso nate with readers' own experience u nderstandings? . . . Have 

the knowledge cla ims  been tested and argued i n  d ialogue with others, 

i ncl ud ing  participants , research supervisors or  the wider academic 

community?' (p .324) .  I was also concerned with Richardson's criterion of 

'express ing a rea l ity' . I was specifical ly i nterested i n  students' ' l ived 

experience' and I wanted the i r  real ity to be captured and presented i n  th is 

thesis. This l i nks to F in lay's notion of 'credib i l ity' , not only does the 

research have to present the find i ngs that match the evidence but a lso the 

i nterpretations need to be 'plausible and j ustified ' .  Readers need to 'see 

what the researcher saw even if they d isagree with the concl usions drawn 

by the researcher' {p . 1 3) . I n  l i ne with the constructive view of real ity and 

postmodern cla ims that there are no universal ,  general o r  ' right' 

knowledge cla ims (Richardson ,  2000, p .928) my a im was not to convince 

the reader that my i nterpretations are correct, but to suggest that they are 

plausib le and justifiab le from my vantage po int. Richardson mentions two 

more criteria for evaluating  research , both of sig n ificance to me: 
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'impactfullness' and 'reflexivity'. The first one goes beyond Finlay's 

'communicative resonance' as it not only asks whether the research 

resonates with the readers' experiences, but whether they are emotionally 

and/or intellectually affected and whether the research moves them to 

action. I wanted them to be moved by students' stories, to be empathetic 

and to reflect on  their own teaching practice. I bel ieve it has now become 

clear that I am striving to be reflexive, by which I mean that I want to be 

transparent about my subjectivity, my position and my reflections. I n  

Richardson 's (2000) words, I am ' both a producer and a product of this 

text' (p.937) and I want to expose my views for the reader to make her 

own judgements. 

2. 1 .3 'Coming home' - refining analytica l framework and finding 

'ontological fit' (stage 3) 

Although in stage 2 of my research journey I considered more carefully my 

epistemological beliefs and established a set of evaluative criteria (which 

wou ld guide me in my further analysis and writing up of the research) as 

well as explored the issues I experienced with the frameworks of data 

analysis I was employing (see chapters 5 and 6) , I needed to find a 

different analytic approach which would fit the data I col lected as well as 

resonate with my evolving ontological position. 

2. 1 .3.1 Narrative turn 

At this point, I moved back and forth , in erratic spurts of reading and re

writing my methodological notes and frantically looking in the qualitative 

research l iterature for a method that could offer an answer to the issues I 

encountered during my attempts to analyse data with the use of the 

grounded theory approach (see chapter 6). As I explored the l iterature on 

personal development (see chapter 3) and within it I reflected on the 

issues of construction of identity and my own epistemological beliefs in 

this respect, I real ised I was drawn towards narrative approaches precisely 

because they concentrated on 'stories people tell themselves and others 

about who they are (and who they are not)', yet acknowledged the fluidity 
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of identity (see chapter 3) 'always produci ng  itself th rough the combined 

processes of being and becoming ,  belong ing  and long ing to belong .  Th is  

dual ity is often reflected i n  narratives of identity' (Yuval-Davies, 2006 , cited 

in Riessman ,  2008 ,  p .8 ) ,  someth ing that I became aware of u po n  

consecutive l isten ing to the i nterviews I recorded . Moreover, I was also 

interested i n  respect ing pa rtici pants and preserving students '  stories with 

all the rich deta i ls 'assembled into a "ful ler" p icture of the ind ivid ua l '  

(Riessman , 2008 ,  p . 1 1 ) , rather than d isti l l i ng  i t  i nto cod ing un its , wh ich , i n  

my experience (with the g rounded theory a pproach i n  the second stage of 

the research) led to p roduc i ng  fragmented , out of context accounts . 

Polkinghorne ( 1 988 ) high l ights that narrative al lows ind ivid ua l  actions  and 

events to be i ncorporated into a contextua l ised and i nteg rated whole 

(rather than segmented , de-contextua l i sed sn i ppets of  accounts) and that 

narratives are essential to the mean i ng-making process - so central to my 

research i nterests. Josselson (20 1 1i ) provides a further rationa le  for 

attemptin g  to keep the partic ipants' accounts as 'whole' : ' it i s  not the parts 

that are s ign ificant i n  human l ife , but how the parts are integrated to create 

a whole - wh ich is mean i ng' (p.226) . As I explain fu rther in chapter 3, I see 

personal development as a p rocess of i ntegration and mean ing-making 

that can be supported through  story tel l i ng . 

As H i les & Cermak (2008) expla i n ,  narrative inqu i ry is rooted i n  a socia l 

construction ist perspective , but 

I t  does also entai l  a parad igm shift towards a more inclusive view that 
incorporates both a rich description of the socio-cultural (d iscurs ive) environment 
and the participatory and creative i nner world of l ived experience . I n  this respect, 
narrative data always carries a 'double signature', i .e. social constructionist and 
phenomenolog ical (p . 1 31 ). 

As Sta inton Rogers (20 1 1i ) comments, phenomeno logical research a ims to 

el icit "'rich descript ions" of concrete experiences,  o r narratives about them' 

(p. 1 41 ) . I rea l ised that the narratives that students constructed about their  

experiences of persona l development were a mean s  of making sense of 

these experiences. Focussing on 'a constructed account of experience,  

not a factua l record of what "rea l ly" happened' (narrative, not h isto rica l 
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truth, according to Spence's distinction , 1982, cited in Josselson, 2011, 

p.225) and recognising that this account is constructed 'from the chaos of 

internal experience' and therefore is likely that 'multivocal and dia logical 

[as] aspects of self will appear in conversation with or juxtaposed against 

section ). 

Like other practitioners that use narrative approaches, I was influenced by 

the work of Russian philosophical anthropologist Bakhtin (1981 ), (see also 

chapter 3 and 7) who saw self as constructed and always in relationship to 

some 'other - be it other person, other parts of the self or the society or 

culture. Narrative analysis h ighlights a dynamic, unfinished and flu id self, it 

'does not regard a person as fixed in any representation of his or her 

words and cannot claim any finality as to what a story means, since any 

story has a potentia l  for revision in future stories' (Josselson , 201 1 ,  p. 

227). Bakhtin (1981) emphasised this resistance to closure, which he 

believed rests on the dynamics of inconsistency and tension within every 

individual with various, sometimes conflicting, voices coming to the fore. 

The narrative, I learned, ' is conceived as a mu ltip licity of " f' positions 

(Herman & Kempen, 1 993), where each "f' is an author with its own story 

to tel l  in relation to other "I's'" (Josselson, 201 1, p.227) .  Encountering this 

discussion of multipositionality and multivocality was illuminating at this 

point in my research journey, as I tried to u nderstand  the inconsistencies, 

tensions and various positions I found in several students' accounts (see 

chapters 7 & 8). I n  reflecting on those aspects of students' accounts, I 

realised that I needed to find a method which could attend to the voice of 

other aspects' (ibid, p. 226), I saw a narrative approach as h ighly 

congruent with my epistemological beliefs ( described in the previous 

the '/ ' as well as the context of the relationship between interviewer and 

interviewee and wider social and cultural context within which the interview 

is located. As I explained in chapter 1, when I encountered the VCRM 

(Brown & Gilligan, 1 992; Mauthner & Doucet, 1998) it felt l ike an instant fit 

and my narrative turn was complete. 
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2.1.3.2 Reflexive turn 

From the beginning of this process I was concerned with reflection as an 

integral part of personal development. Yet reflexivity developed tacitly and 

gradually throughout the research process. In stage 2 of my journey (see 

section 2.1.2) I began considering reflexivity in relation to my ontological 

and epistemological position, acknowledging that: 

The orientations of researchers wil l  be shaped by their socio-historical l ocations, 
includ ing the values and i nterests that these locations confer upon them. What 
this represents is a rejection of the idea that socia l  science research is, or can be, 
carried out in some autonomous realm that is insulated from the wider society 
and from the particu lar biography of the researcher, in such a way that its find ings 
can be unaffected by social processes and personal characteristics (Hammersley 
& Atkinson,  1 995, p .6). 

As O'Reilly (2009) explains, this ' reflexive turn' social sciences happened 

during the 1980s  and was underpinned by ideas coming from philosophy 

and politics (including critical theory and feminism) and h ighlighted the 

issues of studying the world that we, the researchers, are part of and thus 

can never be truly objective. Viewed from this perspective, theory 

production is a culturally, socially and historically situated activity. 

Mauthner and Doucet (1998) observed that although much has been 

written 'about reflexivity in methodology and epistemology, it remains 

surprising to us how little attention has been given to issues of reflexivity 

and power, voice and authority specifically in  the data analysis stage of 

the research' (p.3}. This second facet of reflexivity implies that our efforts 

to understand the researched phenomenon are tinted with our personal 

experience and our own way of seeing the world. Reflexivity thus implies 

that the researcher is an integral part of the research agenda and her 

subjectivity will inevitably mediate the generation, interpretation and 

analysis of data. Reflexivity demands revealing to the audience 'personal, 

political and intel lectual autobiographies as researchers' (ibid) and making 

explicit our situatedness and personal investment in the research process. 

The next section investigates researchers' location on an insider/outsider 

spectrum of possible positions. 
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2.2 I nsider or outsider? - positional d i lemmas 

2 .2 . 1 I nsider/outs ider - a positional d ichotomy 

Although qual itative researchers agree on the i mportance of position i ng 

themselves with in  the context of their research, there has been an on

go ing debate about the benefits and drawbacks of i nsider and outsider 

position s  in  research (Griffith , 1 989 ;  Moustakas , 1 990; Kanuha ,  2000; 

Angrosino ,  2005; Corbin Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; Taylor, 20 1 1 ) .  I n  essence , 

the notion  of ins ider/outsider position ing refers to the researcher's 

relationsh ip to those being stud ied and her knowledge of and fami l iarity 

with the i ssues that partici pants may be facing . Whi le an outs ider may 

have l im ited knowledge of the group being stud ied (at least prior to 

conducting the research) ,  an  ins ider is said to have an i nt imate fam i l iarity 

with the targeted population and knowledge (and often first-hand 

experience)  of the phenomenon under i nvestigation (Griffith ,  1 989) .  

I t  is often argued that the i nsider position has a p lethora of advantages,  

making the i n it ial p rocess much easier as the fami l iarity with the group and 

the stud ied p henomenon may help establ ish the researcher's leg itimacy ,  

provide qu icker and easier access to partic ipants (Adler & Adler, 1 987) 

and g rant a g reater l evel of acceptance of the researcher. Moreover, as 

Corb in  Dwyer and Buckle (2009) suggest ,  th is often means that 

participants 'are typical ly more open with researchers so that there may be 

a g reater depth to the data gathered' (p.58) and participants may also be 

more incl ined to reveal their ' real' perspectives , facil itated by poss ible 

assumptions of u nderstand ing and 'shared d istinctiveness . . .  as if they 

feel : "You a re one of us and it is us versus them (those on the outs ide who 

don't  u nderstand)'" (p .58) . They cite Talbot's account in which the 

participants stated that 'they would never have shared certain aspects of 

the i r  behaviour if I [the researcher] had not been a bereaved mothe r  also' 

(Talbot, 1 998-99, cited in Corbin Dwyer and Buckle ,  2009,  p .58) .  I t  has 

a lso been argued that ins ider researchers may be better placed to identify 

appropriate research questions ,  that the i r  knowledge of the field may 
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reduce the r isk of being m is led by partici pants (Hodkinson ,  2005) and that 

they are ab le to produce richer, th icker descriptions of the phenomenon 

'that are more l i kely to reflect the "actual" community cultu re' (Corbin 

Dwyer & Buckle,  2009,  p .58) .  

On the other  hand , the i nsider position has a lso been criticised for its 

d rawbacks . As Paechter (20 1 2) expla ins,  communities being researched 

by an i ns ider may have particu lar expectations (for example around 

representation)  and exert pressures on the i nsider-researcher. Accord i ng 

to Taylo r  (20 1 1 )  being sympathetic in  the research analysis is one of the 

expectations .  Ad ler and Ad ler ( 1 987) suggested that a researcher ' in this 

relationsh ips and research accountabi l ity. Assel i n  (2003, cited in Corbin  

Dwyer & Buckle ,  2009)  referred to th is dual ity of ro les as b ring ing a danger 

of potential confu sion and the researcher respond ing to the participants or 

analysing data from a perspective other than that of researcher may 

actual ly i mpede the research process and progress: 

I t  is possib le that the participant wi l l  make assumptions of sim ilarity and therefore 
fai l  to expla in  their i nd ividual experience fu l ly. It is also possib le that the 
researcher's perceptions might be clouded by h is or her personal experience and 
that as a member of the group he or she wil l  have d ifficulty separating it from that 

u lt imate existential d ual role' (p .73) may struggle with role confl ict, being 

caught  between loyalty to the researched commun ity in the face of social 

of participants. This may result in an interview that is  shaped and g u ided by the 

Buckle, 2009, p .58). 

core aspects of the researcher's experience and not the participant's. 
Furthermore, its undue i nfluence m ight affect the analysis, lead ing to an 
emphasis on shared factors between the researcher and the participants and a 
deemphasis on factors that are d iscrepant, or vice versa' (Corbin Dwyer & 

Fro m  the a bove d iscussion it is clear that there are both benefits and 

d rawbacks associated with both i nsider and outsider positions. As Corb in  

Dwyer and Buckle (2009) succinctly explain , taking an insider position may 

' ra ise issues of undue influence of the researcher's perspective' (p.59) , yet 

taking the opposite position does not i nsu late the researcher from this r isk 

and ,  despite of al l  the d rawbacks l isted above' being the insider increases 

the chances of gain ing access to groups ,  which often remain closed to the 

ooutsiders .  They also suggest that thrugh reflexivity and a close 
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examination of one's own perspectives insider researchers may be able to 

reduce the concerns associated with this position .  At the same time they 

conclude that i t  is not necessary to be a member of the group stud ied 'to 

appreciate and adequately represent the experience of the participants' 

(p.59) . Instead , they propose that 'the core ingredient is not insider or 

outsider status but an ab i l ity to be open ,  honest, deeply i nterested in  the 

experience of one's research participants, and committed to accurately 

and adequately representing the i r  experience' (p .59) . This b road ly echoes 

my u nderlyi ng bel iefs in relation to my general posit ion and my 

respons ib i l ities as a researcher. 

In the next section I i nvite the reader to step away from the b inary 

descri ptions  of ins ider versus outsider positions and, instead , consider a 

continuum of possib le positions, wh ich the researcher may traverse du ring 

her research journey. 

2 .2.2 I nsider/outsider - a continuum 

The debate presented above fai l s  to recogn ise that the role of  a 

researcher ( l i ke other  social ro les) is  often s ituational , fl u id ,  permeable and 

dependent on the context (Griffith , 1 998; West, Stewart, Foster & Usher, 

20 1 3) .  Some scholars (Griffith , 1 998 ;  Corb in  Dwyer and Buckle ,  2009) 

suggest that a com plete insider or a complete outsider position is d ifficult, 

if not impossib le ,  to achieve . The researcher is rarely posit ioned rig id ly at 

one or the other end of the spectrum .  Rather, as Griffith ( 1 998) suggests , 

the researcher is 'always located somewhere.  Her knowledge is situated in  

particu lar sets of  social relations. But  it is [on ly) the beg inn ing of  the story 

and not the end' (p .375) . Her location is flu i d ,  fluctuating th roughout the 

process. In practice these positions are relative and can change during the 

research process (West et al, 201 3) .  A vivid example of such a sh ift i n  

position i ng was described by  West (West e t  al, 201 3) who , ( in itia l ly) having  

no  personal experience of the  stud ied phenomenon (but professional 

interest related to her fie ld of work) , embarked on a Ph D study i nto chronic 

pain and i ts i mpact on  fam i ly resi l ience and who,  subsequently (during the 
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data col lection stage) ,  became a victim of a spi nal injury, resu lti ng in her  

experienc ing ch ron ic pa in  for twenty months. Th is experience rapidly 

sh ifted her from a position  of a researcher ( outsider) to a position of an 

insider, with a fami l iarity with the topic. As West expla ins,  she could 

' i ntimately relate to financial impacts , social seclusion and stigmas 

associated with an invis ib le cond ition '  (p .63) and du ring the i nterviews she 

often heard from her participants statements such as 'you ' ll u nderstand '  or 

'you know what it's l ike ' . Becoming an insider, she felt, sens itised her to 

the issues of th is particu lar g roup  of people who are regu lar users of the 

healthcare system and feel they are no longer ' l istened to' and are 

perceived as 'more of a h i nd rance or  bed blocker' (p.63). She was 

frequently thanked just for  l istening and not d ismissing or  d im in ish ing the 

stories he r  participants shared . West expla ins that her experience of pain 

compl icated her data col lection , analysis and writ ing up as she was often 

unable to sit for a long periods of t ime and concentrate under the i nfluence 

of med ication  - having had this experience she gai ned much more respect 

for the partic ipants and also rea l ised that her p revious professional 

knowledge was s imply not adequate to yield profound understanding of 

chron ic pain .  She concluded that without th is insider knowledge one 'wi l l  

never come to real ise the  richness of  a phenomenon that can be  ach ieved 

with insider u nderstanding '  (p .64) . Having accidental ly become 'a research 

insider' prompted the researcher 'to take a more fluid view of the research 

position'  as 'sh ifti ng rather than static one' 0JVest et al, 20 1 3, p .64) . 

Moreover, it i s  a lso poss ible  to be both an insider and outsider at the same 

time, occupying  the space of 'hybrid ity' (Paechter, 20 1 2) and/or 

experience a confl ict between own perceptions and how we are viewed by 

others .  Paechter ,  for i nstance, described herself as a longstanding 

member of the Wikivorce (a wiki site for people with an experience of 

d ivorce)a- an  active member (posting under a pseudonym), immersed in 

this com m u n ity and in th is sense a fu l ly participating insider. Yet, at the 

same t ime she entered the site as a researcher (post ing under her  rea l  

name). As i n  th is role she posted i nfrequently, on ly about her research 
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(and not about her feel ings) ,  Paechte r  observed that 'she m ight wel l  not be 

considered by most participants to be a fu l l  community member' (p . 76) ,  

yet, g iven her  i ntimate knowledge of the commun ity and double persona 

she herself sti l l  fe l t  she had a status of the insider (though not the one of 

'an insider researcher' ) . 

These are just two examples of m any avai lable i n  the l iteratu re, wh ich 

i l lu m inate the i ssues with the i nsider/outsider d ichotomy and suggest that 

more often tha n  not the researcher is 'a m ix of both,  and wi l l  fluctuate 

between the positions throughout the research process' (West et al, 201 3 ,  

p .64 ) .  I bel ieve that both self-perception and the perception of others are 

also fl u id ,  not stagnant ,  and  can change over the course of not on ly the 

whole research process but a lso with in  one interv iew. Over the course of 

my research I sh ifted o n  the continuum of the i nsider/outsider positions 

(sometimes closer to one or the other, but more frequently feel ing 'hybrid' )  

and th is was as dynamic and evolving as the research project itself (see 

the timel ine in figu re 2) .  I shal l  i l l ustrate th is point with a brief description of 

my jou rney and  wi l l  conti nue to reflect over these sh ifting posit ions with in  

various stages  of  the research in further chapters of  th is thesis . 

2 .2 .3 My own jou rney a long the insider/outsider continuum 

At the outset of  my journey the issues of  my specific positioning with in  the 

resea rch were not of any major concern to me. To put it b luntly, I saw 

myself just a researcher, a n  outsider more than anyth ing else.  Two 

elements i nfluenced th is self-perception .  F irstly, I jo ined the CETL at the 

(then) Un ivers ity of Luton  with no p revious experience of the local 

educational system ,  curricu l um and , more specifical ly , PDP. Hence there 

was no fami l ia rity with neither the area of research , nor the 

context/env i ronment. I was employed as a researcher, based on my 

academ ic credentia ls ,  and was expected to conduct research in the area 

of PDP and employabi l ity. At that po int in t ime, I perceived myself as a 

un iversity e m ployee, a researcher. Second ly, as I d id not enter university 

employment stra ig ht after obta in ing my two previous degrees (but after a 
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few years of pract ice as a psychologist and a teacher) , I felt qu ite 

d istanced from my previou s  experiences as a student in two very d ifferent 

systems of education ( in  Poland and F in land) .  Essential ly, I was a member 

of staff before I became a student ( over half a year later) . As I look back at 

th is period (pre-PhD) ,  I rea l ise I started my journey as a complete outsider 

and a novice, self-conscious  of my foreign background ( non-British , white 

'other' , with a strong accent) . 

A few months after jo in ing the CETL I was presented with an opportun ity 

to become a funded , part-t ime doctoral student. As I pondered over the 

topic of research (with in the a rea of PDP) ,  I real ised that g iven my 

previous  exper iences as an international student in F in land , my interest in 

international isation of HE and the fact that I was employed in  a very 

d iverse institution ,  I was d rawn towards an investigation of d iverse 

students' experiences and u nderstand i ngs of PD  and PDP.  I sti l l  saw 

myself as an outs ider-researcher, but I acknowledged that my previous 

experiences as an internationa l  student not on ly d rove my interest but 

cou ld become relevant in  th i s  project. 

As the time  passed , not only d id I gain more knowledge of the topic but, 

more importantly, I felt  a certa i n  sense of belonging to a smal l communi ty 

of academics whose vested interest was the propagation of PDP. I n  that 

sense, I began perceiving myself as 'a PDP i nsider' with some knowledge, 

interest and engagement with PDP-oriented activities and projects, wh ich 

transpired i n  some of the i nterviews, where I tried to pursue my agenda of 

learn ing about how PDP was useful to learners that was skilfu l ly  resisted 

by some of the students ,  who instead spoke about how PDP/CPD cou ld  

potentia l ly be benefic ia l  but  was not (see chapters & and 8) .  This is  an  

example of  how an  i nsider position can become problematic (see above , 

section 2 .2 .2) .  

Although I cou ld now perhaps pass as 'a PDP insider' ,  I sti l l  d id not feel  

l i ke a student and th is  was magn ified by the institutiona l  landscape and 

the cross-d iscip l i na ry natu re of  my research . Although ,  on paper, I 
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belonged to the I n stitute of App l ied Socia l  Research and (by proxy with my 

supervisor) to the department of  Psychology, I rarely entered the physical 

space of both the i nstitute a nd the department and hard ly ever met any 

other students or supervisors. I n  terms of d iscip l i nary location ,  I fe lt closer 

to education , yet al l the progra mmes of educational stud ies were based on 

a different cam pus  and  I had few opportun ities to engage with col leagues 

there . I d id not have a d esk i n  any student office and I never used my 

student emai l  accou nt. My da i ly encounters were ma in ly with other 

employees and I had no teach i ng duties and few opportun ities to meet any 

students . Hence I went i nto my fi rst set of interviews (the pi lot study in 

Spring 2007) curious and expectant, but qu ite anxious knowing I wou ld ,  for 

the first t ime, meet ' rea l '  students who ,  hopefu l ly ,  had experienced PDP. I 

came prepared with a set of semi -structu red questions and , largely 

u nconsciously , perceivi ng myself as an outsider. Although I d id not 

grapple with the issues of 'power' or ' relat ional asymmetry' (Wertz et al, 

201 1 )  i n  the interview and had not acknowledged it consciously, on 

reflection ,  I real i sed I positioned myself as an 'agent responsible for the 

research project' (ibid, p .359) with a l l  the privi leges of determ in ing the 

topic, methods ,  conducting  analysis and reporti ng them in the way I would  

deem suitable. My participants , in contrast, were ' in service of research . . .  

i n  a subord inate position '  and their role was 'to be known - to be 

observed , i nterviewed , or  recorded - to provide data for analysis' (ibid, 

p.360 ) .  Wertz et  al (201 1 )  conclude that 'an asymmetry, subservience,  and 

power imbalance a re intri nsic to the research relationship' (p. 360) . Yet, 

some sh ifti ng i n  the rel ations between the participants a nd me as the 

I met were friendly, 

qu ite open and more cu rious about my background , rather than my 

position at the u n iversity. I t  tra nspired that they saw me main ly as a 

doctoral student and , perhaps more i mportantly ,  just another foreign  

student in  the d iverse landscape of  the UoB.  When one of the partici pants 

(who was th i n king  of pursu i ng her stud ies a l l  the way to doctora l level )  

53 



Chapter Two 

asked me  what it felt l ike to be a PhD student, I rea l ised I d id not real ly 

know the answer to this question .  

The next moment of confrontation with m y  own ideas about roles and 

respons ib i l it ies of researchers and complexities of power relations with in  

research came with the next wave of interviews for the postgraduate study 

(Decem ber 2007) .  During one i nterview the notion of power struggle 

man ifested itself qu ite clearly as my interview agenda was swiftly 

overtaken by the participant's personal agenda of abol ish ing any possib le 

stereotypes I m ight have held about h is  country of orig in . Having heard 

m any stereotypica l  views about h is cou ntry, I felt sympathetic to h is 

sentiments , yet h is behaviou r was int im idating and I felt physical ly 

th reatened ( even more, perhaps, because at th is po int I was heavily 

pregnant) . I reacted in a respectfu l but assertive manner, maki ng it clear  

that I d id not subscribe to what he claimed m ight be the views of the 

m ajority of Western popu lation and in th is interview I was interested in h is 

experiences of personal development and PDP but, I felt, it made l ittle 

d ifference.  I offered th is student a 

I 

choice to withd raw from the study but he 

wanted to continue with the interview. felt that, although h igh ly 

d ropped out from h is cou rse prematurely the data cou ld not be co l lected at 

the second po i nt (at the end of the semester) and therefore was excluded 

from the analysis .  

During other i nterviews I recogn ised som e  complexities of rapport and 

I fe lt that perceived s im i larity between the researcher and the participants. 

many of the students treated me more as a fellow student rather than a 

member of staff. Centra l  East European students (CEE) often made 

expl icit assumptions about the sim i larity of their and my prior educational  

experiences and current perspectives. Their remarks ind icated that I cou ld 

pass for 'one of them' , an insider, and evoked my reflection on and 

exploration of the specific socio-pol it ica l  context of education in  Central 

provocative , th is interview offered interesting i ns ights and instigated my 

reflect ion on complexities of cross-cu ltu ral in terviews. As this student 
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East European countries (Jankowska, 2011 ). I also found understanding 

CEE students easily due to my familiarity with Slavic languages -

grammar, structure, accent, as well as metaphors and idioms ( I  speak 

and/or understand well all but Hungarian among the languages spoken by 

the participants in the postgraduate sample) . 

Yet, as I explained in the previous section, this sense of similarity cannot 

be taken as unproblematic .  Although most of the CEE students whom I 

interviewed during my research journey (here I refer to a wider sample of 

14 CEE students in total who were interviewed in the pilot, postgraduate 

and undergraduate studies, see Jankowska , 201 1  for details; not only the 

four CEE students from the postgraduate sample) assumed a degree of 

similarity between us, I also reflected on aspects I perceived as different. 

Many CEE students, for example, challenged the amount of 

'encyclopaedic' , factual learning expected in Central European systems of 

education ( in Poland, Slovakia, Lithuania, Latvia, Russia, Hungary) and 

commented on the fact that most of this knowledge is useless, impractical 

and will be forgotten by the learners soon after the examinations. Such 

exchanges with students were particularly troublesome as 'over the years 

of working at the English university, I have realised that reflecting and 

making connections may be easier when one has access to broader 

knowledge in which new learning can be grounded' (Jankowska, 2011, 

p.13). Yet, my participants seemed to be oblivious to the usefulness of 

such knowledge and remained highly critical of the 'knowledge heavy' 

education they received. Although I d id not contradict my interlocutors' 

ideas and did not reveal my conflicting thoughts on those aspects of our 

prior education, at those moments in the interviews I often felt double

positioned: as an insider (one of the students with intimate knowledge and 

experience of an 'encyclopaedic' -type of education) and as an outsider

researcher, more distanced and critical, drawing on theoretical concepts 

available in the literature to provide some explanations for the differing 

(their and my) positions in relation to this aspect of education. 
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In August 2010 the CETL went through a phase of restructuring and 

several colleagues, including myself, were made redundant. This meant 

that my employment status changed and for the first time I was just a 

student. This coincided with my transfer seminar (from MPhil to PhD) 

which emphasised even more strongly my role as a student, whose work 

was being evaluated by much more experienced academics. Three 

months later, I became a research assistant in the Department of Applied 

Social Studies and I was given an office space in the research institute, 

where I finally met other doctoral students and supervisors and had more 

opportunities for conversations about research and doctoral students' life. 

Those events coincided with m y  reflection on the journey so far, the 

research process, the interviews and power relations within them, several 

students' perceptions of me as 'one of them' and my methodological 

musings as I was looking for different ways of analysing data. As I 

approached the third stage of my research journey (see section 2.1.3), I 

felt like a hybrid in many respects. I was still a staff member though I 

began feeling like a student much more (and empathising and identifying 

with non-UK students as well) , but as I was analysing and re-analysing the 

interviews I often felt both 'on the outside' and 'the inside' (these feelings 

fluctuated with the topics within the interviews) and finally thinking about 

my own personal development within the context of my studies I felt like 

'one of them' - diverse students at the UoB learning about PDP, among 

many other things. 

For me, research and life became inseparable ( Phill ion ,  2002). I traversed 

a continuum of positions and realised that by conducting research with 

participants of diverse backgrounds I observed their transformation as well 

as my own (to an extent the topic of research and my  own experience 

merged). I also increasingly experienced complexity and ambiguity in 

research as well as in my daily life in various roles. Like Shope (2006) I 

was not prepared for the way my research with diverse students would 

disrupt my own epistemological assumptions and had not anticipated the 

strong influence it would h ave on me, both professionally and personally. I 
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cou ld not foresee, for example ,  how encounters with students of a sim i lar 

cu ltural background to m ine wou ld provide a platform for  reflection on the 

importance of prior educationa l  experiences and academic practices and 

contexts which shape persona l  ep istemologies (Jankowska, 201 1 ) .  I have 

come to agree with Barnett's (2007) com ment that the approach to 

learning (and development) ' i s  not solely a personal or psychological 

matter, but is a relational matter i nfluenced by the context' (p .8) .  

Having explored various mean ings ,  representations and experiences of 

personal development and PDP ,  I have come to 'comport' myself 

d ifferently (Heidegger, 1 998/1 962) .  I learned about the importance of 

continuous revision of my own perspective and openness to new ways of 

being in the world - in  its constantly changing conste l lat ion of various 

i nfl uences (Heidegger, 1 998/1 962) .  

Th roughout th is  thesis I shal l  fu rther explore the subject of my own 

ontolog ical and epistemolog ica l  position i ng and e laborate on my sh ifting 

i nsider/outsider perspectives and the tensions I felt as a foreigner, a 

student, a researcher and a teacher. 

Having d iscussed my l ocation and sh ifting position with in  the research 

process (from a broad ly qua l itative position of a researcher i nterested i n  

employing particu lar research methods ,  to the one  exploring and 

question ing various methodo log ical , epistemolog ical and ontolog ica l  

positions a n d  final ly find ing the o n e  that fitted better with the research ) ,  I 

now move onto more theoretical chapters, with an  a im to locate my 

research in a wider l iterature on personal  development and PDP (see 

chapter 3) and with in  the context of i nternational isation  of HE (see chapter 

4) .  

57 



Chapter Three 

Chapter Three : Personal Development (PD) ,  Growth (PG) 

and PDP 

This chapter i ntroduces the  concept of PDP ,  its rationale and fou ndations 

i n  Western thought, suggest ing a possib le m ismatch between what a 

national ly 'p rescribed ' and loca l ly i mplemented PDP proposes and what 

some students may seek in  the way of personal development and growth . 

Central to a study of students' development and PDP is a sense of 

personhood as a dynamic and  chang ing ,  tempora l ly and socia l ly co

constructed process. Therefore, th is chapter looks at the concepts of 

personhood , self, identity, personal development and personal  growth and 

provides an overview of some developmental theories and concepts that 

were the most i nfluential in my work. 

3.1 PDP - a broader agenda 

PDP evolved as a resu lt of  a recommendation issued by the National 

Comm ittee of I nqu i ry i nto H igher Education ,  commonly referred to as the 

Dearing Report ( Deari ng ,  1 997, recommendation 20) ,  to develop a 

Progress Fi le ( i n itial l y  on ly  at the u ndergraduate level of HE courses) 

consist ing of two elements: 

• 'a transcript record ing student ach ievement wh ich shou ld fol low a 

common format devised by institutions col lectively through their 

representative bod ies; 

• a means by which students can mon itor, bu i ld and reflect upon their 

personal development.' 

A Progress Fi le is supposed to conta in documents such as 'the transcript' , 

the student's personal  record of learn ing and ach ievements and p lans and 

progress reviews. Al l these documents shou ld  provide a resource from 

which material can be selected to produce personal statements for 
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audiences such as employers or personal tutors (Qu inton & Smal l bone, 

2008) .  

Th is recommendation arose from several concerns: 

• a perceived need to make the outcomes of learn ing i n  H E  more 

expl icit and provide a fu l ler  u nderstand ing of the knowledge, ski l ls  

and attributes to potentia l  employers (Un iversities UK, 2007), 

• 

i ncreased mobi l ity of labour as a too l  for employers to make sense 

of the d iversity of ava i lab le qual ifications (Ward & Richardson ,  

2007), 

• theoretical observations and empirical evidence that a form of 

system atic reflection can be beneficial and can support l ifelong 

learn ing (based on students in  FE's practice - National Record of 

Ach ievement and professional  associations requ irement for CPD 

processes, Ward & Watts, 2009) ,  

• a perceived need for a tool to store an i nd ividual's l ifelong record of 

learn ing and ach ievement (Ward & Watts ,  2009) .  

The Gu idel ines for HE  Progress Fi les, issued by the Qual ity Assurance 

Agency (QAA) in  May 2000 ind icated an imp lementation deadl ine for the 

a requ i rement to a l ign  the Progress Fi le with the EC/Counci l  of 

Europe's D iploma S upplement being developed in  the face of 

beg inn ing of the academic year 2005/6 and setting out the H Els' role and 

responsib i l ity to provide opportun ities for students to engage with PDP - a 

construct defined as ' a  structu red and supported process undertaken by 

an  i nd ividual to reflect upon  their own learn ing ,  performance and/or 

ach ievement and to p lan for their personal ,  educationa l  and career 

development' {QAA, 2000 , p .8) .  This defin ition is now used widely across 

the H E  sector (Dearing , 1 997 ;  QAA, 2000 ,  2009;  Un iversities UK, 2007; 

HEA, 2009) ;  although this is not uncontested , as my further d iscussion 

reveals. 
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The QAA pol icy statement and gu ide l ines became a national d river, 

setti ng out a broad agenda for PDP ( i n  order to secure ownersh ip  and 

encourage implementation) ,  but leaving open to local interpretations how 

opportun ities for PDP wou ld be provided to students , and , subsequently, a 

diverse landscape of PDP was formed . 

I n  wh ichever shape or form it was to emerge, the primary objective of PDP 

was to connect and draw benefit from plann ing (goals and intentions for 

learn ing or ach ievement), do ing (actions) , record i ng (thoughts ,  ideas, 

experiences that fac i l itate understand ing and evidence results and 

progress) and reflection (reviewing and eva luat ing experiences and the 

resu l ts of actions) (Jackson , Gough ,  Du n ne and Shaw, 2004) with a n  

intention to he lp students :  

• understand how they are learn ing and relate the ir  learn ing to a 

wider context, 

• review, p lan and take responsib i l ity for their learn ing ,  

• become more effective , independent and confident self-d i rected 

learners ,  

• improve general ski l l s  for study and career management, 

• articu late personal goals and eva luate p rogress towards their 

ach ievement, and 

• encourage a positive attitude to learn ing throughout l ife (Gough et 

al, 2003). 

The intention was a lso to introduce a scaffold i ng of gu idance and support, 

which could be later decreased and final ly removed, as an ind ividual 's 

capabi l ities developed , lead ing to self-susta ined personal  development. 

The underlyi ng assum ption was that a structu red process of PDP cou ld be 

chal lenges of increasingly com plex external environments (Jackson & 

Ward ,  2004) .  Viewed i n  th i s  way (and engaged with authentically), PDP 

cou ld have the potential to support, reinforce, plan ,  organise and he lp to 

viewed in a hol ist ic way (both academic and non-academic) and support 

development to h igher levels  (QAA, 2000) throughout l ife to meet the 
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reflect on identity changes (see section 3 .3)  in the face of the ontolog ical 

tu rn of a student who 'stud ied textsi [ . . .  to] one who stud ies him or herself. 

From epistemology to ontology: th is is the tu rn that the curricu l um i n  

h igher education is undergoing' (Barnett , 2003 , p . 1 48) . 

3 . 1 . 1 Critique of PDP 

The chal lenges of implementing and engagi ng with PDP have been 

extensive ly commented on in the l iterature (Clegg & Bradley, 2006a; 

Quinton & Smal lbone,  2008). I concentrate on ly on a few key po ints and 

areas relevant to my research with the a im of sketch ing the com plexity 

and diversity of the area . 

Clegg (2004) poi nted out that PDP is  a very broad and chaotic construct, 

wh ich should be referred to as an umbre l la  term for a variety of strategies 

( such as for example those de legated to shape institutional approaches to 

PDP) which 'see themselves as the centre of the u n iverse where in fact 

they are one of many planets c i rcl ing the phenomena they are deal i ng 

and what it m ight sensibly consist of is extraord inari ly context-dependent' 

(p .5). 

There has a lso been a substantial d iscussion in  the HEA and CRA circ les 

about PDP seen as a process , not a product (Buckley, 2007) as, 

especial ly in early phases of implementation ,  the emphasis seemed to be 

placed more on a product (in the form of a personal record , such as a 

transcript or portfol io) .  Although both are important, i n  my opin ion , the 

process needs to be establ ished fi rst, before one can th ink about 

producing a record . Yet, it is easy to see how, especia l ly  with the 

aimed to support students' reflection on their learn ing and futu re planning 

and F ry et al (2002) see it as composed of 'several concepts that a re i l l 

defined , are often used with m u ltip le meanings, are under-researched , 

poorly problematized and very often dependant on the context' (p. 1 08) . 

G ibbs (2009) a lso warns against centra l ised learn ing development un its 

with' (p.6) .  He points to the fact that ' learning development' (and even 

more so PDP)  'encompasses a very wide  range of activities and objectives 
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in troduction of new technology (e-portfolios) the focus could shift to a 

product-orientation , perhaps without sufficient attention being paid to 

underlying processes. The sector has also been divided i n  terms of the 

degree of explicitness of the approach wi th some universities labelling 

PDP opportuni ties explicitly for both staff and students, and others 

endors ing a more implicit approach with no direct mention ing of PDP (its 

elements embedded i n  the curricula) , viewing the label as off-putt ing to 

students (Quinton & Smallbone, 2008). The reluctance to label and, in 

fact, to engage with PDP, as Clegg and Bradley (2006a) explain, mirrors a 

shift to broader globalising  tendencies in society (competitiveness, 

individualisation , production of 'employable subjects') and the perceived 

displacement of 'the university's more traditional concerns with d isciplinary 

ways of knowing' (p.469) ,  which, for many academics, may raise questions 

about the purposes of HE. 

Moreover, there is no consensus about the effectiveness of PDP -

measuring i ts impact is difficult (owing to the conceptual breadth 

mentioned above) , and the reports published so far provide some 

documented some positive impact on students' learning in terms of 

outcomes, students' approaches to learning and attainment; yet there is 

little solid evidence of the impact of PDP on personal development ( or 

even less, as I suggest, on personal growth; see section 3.1 .2) and 

review included one hundered fifty seven studies, only fourty-one were 

from the UK and most of them were descriptive (with a very few evaluative 

studies conducted in the UK), and Quinton and Smallbone (2008) argue 

contradictory evidence (Gough et al, 2003; Quinton & Smallbone, 2008). A 

systematic review by the Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and 

Co-ordinating  Centre (referred to as EPPl 's  report, Gough et al, 2003) 

that a majority lack tangible evidence of the benefits and usefulness of 

PDP in career and lifelong transferable skills. Moreover, among twenty-five 

studies chosen for the second-stage, i n-depth review, only one was from 

the UK and these twenty-five studies referred to very diverse features of 

employabil ity (Quinton & Smallbone ,  2008) .  Although EPPl's literature 
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PDP that were being imp lemented . Most of these stud ies ' involved self

regulation and prescribed approaches to imp lementation and [were] less 

l i kely to be concerned with independent lea rn ing , logs and journals' 

(Gough et al , 2003, p .4) .  Yet, as Clegg (2007) points out these are core 

featu res of the UK p ractice. She also expla ins that it is impossible to say 

whether the reported outcomes were p roduced by the same underlyi ng 

mechanisms or even whether the term reflection ( chosen as the key 

search term in  the systematic l iterature review) was used in the same 

sense and with any consistency. Taking i nto account the cu ltura. l variation 

that Gough at al (2003) noted , it is un l i kely that th is was the case (Clegg, 

2007) . Clegg concludes that 'the review appears to be tel l ing us that some 

th ings work in  very d ifferent contexts , with d ifferent g roups of students, 

and that i n  the l iteratu re these have been variously described under the 

rubric of reflection' (2003,  p .423) . 

Moreover, Jackson (201 0) states that PDP ' is the on ly approach to 

learn ing i n  the UK h igher education that is actively encouraged through a 

pol icy' (p . 1 ) .  However, as Clegg (2007) points out, this systematic review 

took p lace 'post-Dearing decision' to imp lement P rogress Fi les across HE  

(QAA, 2001 ) and  therefore i s  an example of how 'evidence often acts as 

post hoe legitimisation of policy' (p .41 8) .  Although the EPPl-centre 

commissioned the researchers to carry out the review and we may 

assume that in  do ing so the i ntention was to accept some negative 

find ings ,  C legg (2007) argues that 'the counter-factual question of whether 

the Qual ity Assu rance Agency wou ld have withdrawn its gu idel ines had no 

evidence been found seems l ikely to have been answered in the negative' 

(p .4 1 9) .  Therefore, the evidence of whether something works or not is not 

the on ly (and perhaps not the most important factor) in  pol icy 

implementation - the idea of evidence, accord ing to Clegg (2007) 'has a 

socio-pol itical as wel l  as epistemological d imension '  (p.4 1 8). She quotes 

Apple's (2000, cited in Clegg ,  2007) critical analysis of education in which 

education is seen as a 'pol itical p roject in terms of who has the right to ask 
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and answer questions with in  a cu ltu re . Questions of epistemology are thus  

always closely related to  questions of power and  identity' (p.41 8) . 

Having reflected o n  those issues I have rea l ised that i n  such a scenario 

those who 'have the right to ask and answer questions' are rarely teachers 

or, in  fact, students themselves (and probably even less l i kely foreign 

students) , who are subjected to PDP and employabi l ity interventions, 

whether they find them useful or not. 

Clegg (2004) and Clegg and Brad ley (2006b) h igh l ight the d iversity of the 

student body and the fact that a large proportion of staff need to develop 

u nderstand ing  of PDP in order to effectively engage with it as major 

chal lenges in implementation . The d iscip l i nary 'b ias' has a lso been 

h igh l ig hted (Clegg & Brad ley, 2006a) ,  as d i scipl ines such as education 

and health have long-stand ing h istories of implementing PDP e lements 

(especial ly reflection)  i n  their practice (although ,  I bel ieve , their focus is 

narrower, l i nked to professional practice) , wh i le other subjects may 

struggle to engage their students i n  structu red reflection .  There are also 

marked d ifferences i n  approaches to PDP between , as wel l  as with i n ,  

institut ions (Clegg & Brad ley, 2006b; H i lsdon ,  201 2) .  Brennan and Shah 

(2003) suggest that post-1 992 u n iversities (often former polytechnics) tend 

to see PDP as a vo l untary activity whi le  other institutions may view it as 

compu lsory (and formal ly assessed ) ;  however, over the years , many 

institut ions have sh ifted towards models which tend to be more embedded 

i n  the cu rricu l um and com pu lsory. For example, the UoB (a typical post-

1 992 institution) i n itia l ly created a 'PDP sp ine' of 'bolt on' modu les which 

ran th rough most of the underg raduate curricu lu m (Atlay & Jankowska, 

2006) and subsequently moved towards a fu l ly embedded model of PDP 

(Atlay, 2008, 2009;  Atlay, Petrova & Ujma , 2009) .  

Clegg (2003, 2004) observed that motivat ing some groups of students to 

engage with PDP (especia l ly structured reflection )  can be particu larly 

chal leng ing and produce l ittle  resu lts. Qu inton & Smal lbone (2008) cite a 

case study at G lamorgan Un iversity where the attempts to engage both 
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students and staff with a paper-based progress file failed due to both lack 

of time and lack of belief in the core values of PDP - two issues, which are 

commonly reported by colleagues from across the sector. Although I am 

familiar with the discourses of reluctance of some UoB staff to 'buy into' 

PDP or engage with something that can be viewed as 'soft', 'wishy-washy' 

and unrelated to their subject disciplines and something they feel not 

prepared to teach (lack of knowledge and confidence) as well as 

perception that PDP threatens to increase staff's workload and 

responsibilities, I intend to concentrate here mainly on students' 

engagement with PDP. 

One of the main issue for me was that all the processes involved in PDP 

seem to be of an individual nature and point to 'self' as central agent. This 

is stressed by Clegg's (201 0) articulation of PDP as a cyclical process of 

'cultivation of personal d ispositions towards the future, based on 

continuous self-improvement, self-surveillance and self-promotion' (Clegg, 

201 0,  p.355) and , as such , centred on an individual's development (rather 

than growth, discussed in section 3.2.1 ). Arguably, a portrayal of PDP as 

centred on agency, individuality, independence and personal achievement 

aligns it with a Western philosophy and scholarly tradition which value 

critical thought and argumentation (see chpaters 1 and 4 for discussion) . 

This articulation of PDP as an individual process neither refers to 

development and learning as social activities, nor encompasses a 

possibility of PDP being undertaken for the purpose of knowledge sharing 

and transmission .  The preoccupation with individual work in PDP is 

perhaps best reflected in the concept of a lone reaflective practitioner, 

reflecting about self on his own, away from others - a portrayal that 

Chivers (2003) views as a strange one, given that most learning and 

professional work happens in social groups or teams. Such 

conceptualisation of PDP may seem alien to many foreign students. In my 

opinion, failing to note 'the social ' in personal development is a serious 

omission in the available definitions  of PDP. 
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Clegg's defin it ion also strikes me  as  suggesting that PDP  i s  supposed to 

prepare a person for a h igh ly competitive world outside academia where 

projecting a particula r  self-image is i mportant. However, the idea of self

promotion may be at odds with some students coming from non-Western 

cu ltura l  trad itions (see chapter 8) .  

Clegg stresses that the broader agenda of PDP focuses on 'employabi l ity 

and the acqu is ition of the ski lfu l  practices impl ied by the agenda of generic 

or transferable ski l ls ' ,  with the instrumental aim of up ski l l ing 'the human 

capital for the flexib le ,  [competitive] , g lobal market' (C legg,  201 0 ,  p.356). 

Com petition ,  thus,  is seen as a driver not on ly at personal but a lso societal 

and g lobal l evels .  The focus on the employabi l i ty agenda is also 

emphasised by H i lsdon (20 1 2) who argues that the PDP policy 'evolved to 

promote the specific view that the purpose of H E  is primari ly to serve 

certai n  economic i nterests - and particu larly those of employers' (p .491 ) .  

report advocated , . . .  or their abi l ity to influence either curricu la or other 

areas of academic p ractice' (p .491 ) .  Although he does not d ismiss the 

idea that H E  should serve society's economic i nterests, he d raws our 

attention to how those i nterests are being determ ined: 

universities (p .49). 

Hi lsdon (20 1 3)  poi nts out that concentrati ng on the rhetoric of graduatness 

in a rapidly changing world and the new and complex needs of a 

'knowledge economy' (Jackson and Ward 2004) , ignores the central 

He argues that the emphasis on activities such as  record-keeping , 

competence-based assessments and those termed as 'skil ls for reflection' 

and 'management of self reflect 'an attempt to introduce market-d riven 

behaviours and values i nto H E  and a l l  areas of academic practice . . .  

[aspects] which wou ld  not previously have been so read i ly associated with 

a un iversity education' (p.49 1 ) . Contrary to this trend , H i lsdon bel ieves that 

'education shou ld not privi lege the i nterests of employers, as the Leitch 

I n  an age where concerns about cl imate change, environmental degradation, 
world population and food production, health care, etc. are al l urgent, 
concentrating solely on producing ski l led g raduates for the labour market and to 
im prove UK com petitiveness is clearly a dangerously narrow focus for our 
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question of power: whose needs a re bei ng met here, and in whose 

in terests? My reflection on th is  topic is that perhaps not a l l  students are 

in terested i n  employabi l i ty (or at least not in the sense that is being 

promoted in the UK) or gain ing  ski l l s  for the UK labour market. Some 

foreig n students may have no i ntention of working here and employabi l i ty 

may be conceptual ised and executed d ifferently i n  various cultu ral sett ings 

(see chapter 8) .  

As H i l sdon (20 1 2) fu rther explains ,  record ing ach ievement against defined 

'core ski l ls' or 'competencies' is not new in HE and has been criticised by 

writers such as Barnett ( 1 900 ,  1 994) and Holmes ( 1 999 , cited in H ilsdon ,  

20 1 2 ) .  Although Barnett agrees that some core attributes , such as  critical 

th ink ing ,  are key in academic learn ing , the emphasis on other ski l ls  and 

competencies is  predictab le and prescriptive and contradicts the goals of 

HE ,  which shou ld go  beyond 'the known and pred ictable' ,  especia l ly in  an 

era of 'supercomplexity (Barnett, 2000) . Ho lmes opposes concepts such 

as 'transferable' , 'generic' and 'key' ski l ls and capabi l ities as these cannot 

be treated as objective characteristics of an ind ividua l .  

Therefore , the in it ia l  vision of PDP (QAA, 2000) supporti ng hol istic and 

l ife-long learn ing development appears to me to give way to more 

immediate concerns related to the future of education and em ployment 

(focusing on labour and productivity). Th is trend concentrates on narrowly 

defined , prescribed ski l l s ,  i nstead of provid ing opportun it ies for students to 

develop their 'emergent identity' (Holmes ,  2002 , cited in H i lsdon, 201 2) .  

Clegg (20 1 0 ) ,  Rabikowska (2009) and  Hi lsdon (201 2) suggest that PDP 

can be seen as  'a  kind of d iscourse technology' , u nderpinn ing the 

ind ividual istic values, serving the needs of the economy and help ing to 

embed these further within academic practice, rather than 'engaging i n  

what might be  thought of as genu ine and  critical academ ic practices such 

as experimenting , ana lysing d ata,  asking questions and debating issues 

with i n  a d iscip l ine ( H i lsdon , 20 1 2 ,  p.49 1 ) .  Rabikowska (2009) locates th is 

d iscourse in  'the pol it ics of equality and sameness' and points to the fact 
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that in the 'post-colonial era of liberating the conquered subjects from 

master narratives, the same overarching project of rationalising the 

advantages of criticism and self-criticism for the common good of society 

and its democratic ideals is still in circulation' (p.237). This 'universality of 

knowledge' is exercised 'under the umbrella of quality standardisation, 

validating consistency , quality as fitness for purpose, and quality as value 

for money' and lead to 'production and consumption of knowledge in 

compliance with external audits, employers' panels, alumni liaisons, 

external examiners, and, of course, students' feedback' (Rabikowska, 

2009, p.242) . PDP requires learners ' to understand and reflect on their 

achievements and to present those achievements to employers, 

institutions, and other stakeholders' (QAA, 2008). By the means of 

within the boundaries of a particular socio-economic and cultural context. 

This view disregards students' own aspirations, personal growth and its 

transferability to other contexts and negates the entire prem ise of PDP as 

being 'personal' ,  student-owned and student-driven, ignoring the fact that 

'the most satisfying learning experiences are those which have resulted , 

not just in the acquisition of a skill or technique but in an impact on the 

whole person' (James, 2004, p.116). 

I t  is not that PDP does not have the potential to ' impact the whole person' 

and provide opportunities for 'satisfying experiences' (James, 2004, 

p.116). The issue is that those excursions into own self are often very 

personal, 'messy' explorations, evoking questions, rather than answers 

reflection, self-motivation and self-evaluation students should be able to 

assess and adjust ' their current position to the future professional careers' 

and 'become independent learners ready to grasp the caveats of the 

changing society and the hyperactive market' (Rabikowska, 2009,  p.242) 

and fulfil the expectations of authorities (teachers, employers and society) 

and, as such, are very difficult to assess in any objective manner. Setting 

a set of objective, measurable criteria for assessment of skills and 

competencies can be fairly easy but doing the same for a more holistic 
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personal  deve lopment is very d ifficu lt .  It wou l d  requ i re a degree of 

openness to subjectivity , unpredictab i l ity and going beyond the known 

(advocated by Barnett, 2000) . Yet, as Rabikowska (2009) points out, ' i n 

academ ia driven by the modern , l inear approach to h istory and cu ltu re, 

education is s ituated in the stream of power where it is protected from 

contingency and unpredictab i l ity' (p .24 1 ) .  

Moreover, drawing on the work of  Archer (2007) ,  Clegg (20 1 0) expla ins 

that peop le's ' i nterna l  conversations' - very personal reflections - may take 

d ifferent forms. ' H ig he r  ed ucation ,  however, d iscursively valorizes on ly 

certa in forms of reflexivity and l im its the ways in wh ich we m ight th ink 

'a 

terra in that i s  empty, open to and subject to colon ia l isation' and 'waiting to 

be fil led with our  desire ,  to be shaped , traded or formed accord ing to 

rationa l  p lans and b lueprints, ho ld ing out the prom ise that it can be what 

we want it to be' (Adam & Groves,  2000, emphasis i n  orig inal , cited in  

Clegg ,  20 1 0 ,  pp .345-6). The prom ise of PDP hence is that i f  students p lan ,  

execute the i r  p lans,  record the outcomes and  reflect on  them , they can 

shape their future i n  whatever way they want. This view d isregards the fact 

that 'conti nuous improvement and self p romotion . . .  are heavi ly marked by 

inherited cu ltural cap ital and class' and eng ineering one's own 

employabi l i ty depends on ,  i n  la rge part, cond itions not of students 

choosing' (p .352) hence the scope for exercising agency is l im ited by 

social circumstances. Contrary to th is ,  PDP and em ployabi l ity seem to 

assume ' ind ividuals whose personal  projects are orientated towards 

mobi l ity, and an underlying assumption of common forms of reflexivity and 

employabi l ity success is sti l l  ' l imited by the social ly structu red potentials for 

mobi l ity' (Clegg ,  201 0 , p . 35 1 ) . I n  the U K, as Clegg points out, m iddle class 

students seem to be benefit ing more from HE than their working cl ass 

peers (for them go ing to u n ivers ity became a norm rather than a choice). 

Clegg arg ues that 'the impl ied p romise of mobi l ity in the d iscourse of 
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values' wh ich re inforce a p roduction of the self 'cut free from the inherited 

constrai nts described th rough categories such as class and gender' 

(p . 352). 

Moreover, th is ' upward '  movement d isregards other values and forms of 

reflexivity, wh ich may be anchored i n  a com mitment to col lective 

conti nu ities, harmony and reciprocity (Preece, Mad ise & Mosweunyane, 

2008 , p .278) and th i nki ng i n  much bigger and longer-term scales 

(generations , society, rather than i nd ividua l  projects , see examples in 

chapter 8). 

Another concern is that the concept of PDP is  often based on an 
r unaticulated assumption that 'students are a lways a l ready constituted as 

purposefu l ind ividuals orientated towards educational and career futures' 

(Clegg ,  20 1 0 , p . 356) ,  implying that they not only can imagine their future, 

but a lso have the capacity to reflect on and plan for it. Yet, this view 

ignores 'the structural powers and tendencies that might make the 

real isation [of personal  capacities] more o r  less possible for d ifferent 

g roups of students with d ifferent access to social and cu ltural capital '  

(p .356) .  

Although reflection fo r development is often 'schedu led' in curricula ( in a 

form of spaced assessments or end-of-each-year progress checks) ,  Clegg 

and Bufton (2008)  found in  thei r  study of th i rd -year  u ndergraduates that 

flu id and looked to the past as wel l  as the future (Clegg ,  20 1 0 , p.357). 

Such ' reflection '  with students counterfeiti ng records or producing al l  of 

them at the end of their academic jou rney defeats the purpose of the 

when students ' reflected' (as requ i red) :  

they often engaged in subterfuge producing retrospective and tidied up accounts 
of processes which at the time of their enactment were not planned, future 
orientated , or fixed on the present future . Rather their enactments were messy, 

cycl ical process of PDP, yet when I was engaged in marking students' e

portfol ios ( i n  their second and th ird years of psychology undergraduate 

cou rse) I often felt this was the case. 
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Even if we assume  that on ly  the m inority of students fabricate their 

records ,  wh i le  the majority are wi l l i ng to engage in structured reflection ,  

there is  sti l l  a question of students' abi l ity. Quinton and Smallbone (2008) 

consider C legg's (2004) warn ing that not al l students are able to 'perform 

meta-cogn it ion' and ask: ' If some students are not ab le, rather than not 

wi l l i ng to engage in  the reflection needed to undertake PDP, what value 

wi l l  i t  ho ld  for them?' (p. 1 06) 

Hav ing taken i nto consideration the conceptual issues which l ead to 

d ifficu lties in measu ring the effectiveness of PDP i nterventions and 

d iscussions arou nd robustness of ava i lab le evidence of its impact and a 

variety of im plementations across the sector (with d ifferent e lements being 

privi l eged ) ,  I sti l l  be l ieve that there is a wea lth of l iterature on personal 

development, growth and reflection (presented below) that can support the 

pedagog ical  value of PDP practices (Moon , 200 1 ; Gough et al, 2003; 

Jackson & Ward ,  2004; Ku mar, 2007). However, the pedagogic 

imp l ications of PDP interventions should be carefu l ly considered , 

especial ly i n  i ncreasingly d iverse landscapes of HE .  

3 . 1 .2 Personal  development or persona l  g rowth? 

In the p rologue to his book describ ing deve lopment of the evolving self, 

Kegan (1 982) uses an example of Woody Allen who 'was thrown out of 

col lege for cheati ng :  it was on a metaphysics exam and he looked i nto the 

sou l of h is  neighbour' to make a point that 'psychology asks fundamental 

questions about being human' and that th is  'examination is metaphysical ' .  

He a lso suggests that 'we are wary of deceiving ourselves so we "cheat" -

we look into the souls of our neighbours for verification '  ( p . 1  ). Th is short 

conceptua l isation of personal development as a process in which an 

ind ividua l  asks fundamenta l questions about self. 

i ntroduction summarises a few points that are central to my 

Firstly, I see personal development as a l ife-long p rocess, which may 

become progressively metaphysical (Kegan ,  1 994; I rv ing & Wi l l iams, 

200 1 ) or sp i ritua l  and transpersonal (Wh itmore ,  1 996; Wi lber, 1 979, 2000) .  
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As I rv ing and Wi l l iams (200 1 ) suggest, peop le engage i n  PD with a 

purpose of chang ing  the ir  l ives for the better. They seek to enhance self

knowledge i n  the process of self-examination ,  which is u n ique to each 

ind iv idua l  as it is based o n  a specific set of understandings and 

find ing out about own needs ,  desires, val ues and bel iefs, analysing 

reasons for d issatisfaction  o r  problems and th inki ng  about sol utions, which 

can lead to accelerated development: 

for a person who moves from bel ieving that he/she has no choices to seeing that 
there are many gains access to a whole new worl d .  The change from being a 
passive receiver of the environment to an active player in the world can be 
monumental (p .226). 

Th is self-exploration happens with i n  a social context and is often aimed at 

improving the level of cop ing with everyday l ife situations and relationsh i ps 

with others and therefore is 'a responsive model [ . . .  ] where aims and goals 

are carried ' ( I rv ing & Wil l iams 200 1 l, p .227) . In my observation th is is 

where ind ividua ls are 'wary' and seek others' verification (Kegan , 1 982) -

they tu rn i nwards but at the same time are aware of societa l and cu ltu ral 

norms and requ i rements. It can be argued that i n  Western societies th is 

' responsive mode' i nvolves a move toward ind ividuation ,  autonomy and 

independence and involves social ly requ i red i m provement of ski l ls and 

abi l it ies , effectiveness, self-management and e n hancement of 

employabi l ity in order  to ach ieve what I rv ing and Wi l l iams refer to as social 

'musts' and 'shoulds' and become a more productive member of a society. 

Mastery of these a reas is supposed to provide social benefits for both the 

society and an ind ividual . 

Perhaps from the societal vantage poi nt it wou ld be best if people stayed 

at th is level of development and not seek to engage with searching for 

deeper mean i ngs of l ife - the metaphysica l , sp i ritual or transpersonal . Yet, 

as I rving and Wil l iams (200 1 )  suggest, the 'process of self-d iscovery 

generates questions that transcend and negate the norms of society and 

cu ltu ral pressu res' (p .225) and therefore 'the path of personal  

circu mstances . This is often instigated by encountering a problem or 

facing  a crisis s ituation ,  which may evoke an intensive self-exploration :  

72 



Chapter Three 

development can become inherently antisocial '  (p.230) as ind ividuals 

reflect on what is tru ly important to them as opposed to what a society 

expects them to be or  ach ieve . I n  this process, people can turn away from 

search ing for ways to i ncrease their persona l  effectiveness ( in  a material 

sense) and tu rn to what m ight be viewed as a search for answers to more 

s ign ificant 'cosmic' and spiritual  questions (also O'Su l l ivan ,  1 999; Wi lber, 

1 979) .  They can seek i nner satisfaction ,  peace or  wholeness, rather than 

external g ratification ,  tu rn ing more i nwards than outwards .  

I t  stri kes me that th is process represents a sh ift from personal 

'development' to personal 'growth' .  Whi le both terms are often used 

interchangeably i n  lay conversations and su bject-related l iteratu re , i n  fact, 

as Irving and Wi l l iams ( 1 999) argue, i n  the i r  semantic analysis of these 

two expressions they are not synonymous: 

development is something that can be planned; g rowth cannot. Growth is  
something that happens as a result of personal efforts to  develop . Thus i t  is 
acceptable to say 'I am seeking to develop my potential ' , but not to say 'I am 
seeking to g row my potential' : I can develop my personal resources but not grow 
them.t[ . . .  ] growth generally refers to the whole person, whereas development 
more usual ly refers to specific aspects (p .51t8) .  

Whi le both development and growth refer to change, they refer to d ifferent 
aspects . Development can be planned and structured; goals can be defined and 
progress checked; criteria can be met and end-points achieved . Not so with 
growth, which is essentia l ly an open-ended affai r  - more becoming than being. 
As such, g rowth can be an outcome of any development (pp.51 8-9). 

Ventim ig l ia  (2005) ,  Irving and Wi l l iams ( 1 999) and Baxter Magolda and 

Crosby (20 1 1 )  ag ree that, in contrast to development, growth cannot be 

p lanned or structu red as 'without a freedom for spontaneity, the growth of 

self cannot occur' (Ventimig l ia ,  2005,  p .299) .  During my research journey I 

have come to real ise that what PDP proposes to support is personal 

' learn ing is promoted for ind ividual ism , employment and growth [  . . .  ] ,  not 

[ . . .  ]nfor the transmission of cu lture, for happiness or the human values of 

empathy, reciprocity, harmony, or  co-operation' (Preece,  Madise & 

Mosweunyane ,  2008,  p .278) .  Yet, some students may be either past this 

development, which rarely offers opportunities to go beyond 'the planned 

and structu red' and 'socia l ly desired' outcomes in the environment where 
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i n it ial stage of development ( chapters 6 & 7 provide evidence from my 

data ) ,  focusing on thei r  g rowth , search ing for the pu rpose and mean ing of 

l ife , seeking wholeness, integrity and the u lt imate state of consciousness 

(Wi lber ,  1 979) that exists on both levels :  materia l , earthy and spiritual , 

cosm ic. They may a lso be preoccupied with d ifferent agendas a ltogether; 

for instance,  Preece et al (2008) suggest that African concepts of 

development 'privi lege learning for citizenship' , but are 'constantly 

overtaken by the European l ifelong learn ing  agenda for [economic] growth 

and competitiveness' (p .278) and therefore question whose concepts of 

growth and development are being privi leged and for whose benefit. 

I rv ing and Wi l l iams (200 1 )  suggest that the turn to metaphysical searches 

usua l ly h appens later in l ife , especial ly in the Western societies, when 

peop le have acqu i red a certai n  level of self-knowledge,  had a career and 

ach ieved some of their  goals .  With the knowledge ,  ach ievement and 

increased ' reflectiveness' (Moon ,  1 999) may come a real isation  that this is 

not what a person real ly wants or  that there is more to l ife - so cal led 'mid

l ife crisis' . This may be developmental as ' the cris is  is a crisis because i t  

d irects the man [sic] precisely to the l im its of h is [sic] way of knowing the 

world ' (Kegan ,  1 982 , p .59) .  

I n  my experience th is 'crisis' may happen earl ier and a steep learn ing 

act (for some people) as a catalyst for persona l  g rowth (evidenced i n  

chapters 7 & 8 ) .  

I n  t he  l iterature on persona l ity development ,  social adjustment is treated 

as a p roxy for development ( Roberts , Helson & Klohnen 2000 ; Staudinger 

& Kunzmann , 2005) ,  something positive and d esirable. Yet, as Rogers 

( 1 963) exp la ins ,  a person fol lowing her/his own path 'wou ld not 

necessari ly be "adj usted" to his [sic] cu ltu re and . . .  wou ld almost certa in ly 

not be a conformist' ( 1 963, p.23) . Irving and Wil l iams (2001 )  warn that th is 

may contr ibute to a l ienation and 'problems of acceptabi l ity in society' as ' i n  

cu rve of PD may accelerate a tu rn from development to g rowth . I n  chapter 

3 I fu rther d iscuss an idea that l iving and studying in a foreign country may 
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pursu ing  a more sp i ritua l  path which transcends society and cu ltu re ,  there 

is less need for others .  Moreover, it becomes more d ifficu lt to 

commun icate with those who have not fo l lowed th is path , and so do not 

share the same understand ings' (p .232). 

Experiencing personal  g rowth can change a person 'for good ' .  I t  is 

impossib le to forget what has been learned , 'the clock cannot be turned 

back' ( Irving and Wil l iams , 2001 , p .234) ,  the threshold is i rreversible and 

knowing more ,  experiencing a greater complexity and see ing th ings from 

d ifferent perspectives and ,  perhaps , i n  a more sophisticated way, is not 'al l  

sweetness and l ight ,  nor about l iving happi ly ever after' (Whitmore 1 996 , 

p .29) . Experiencing a 'true self and seeing through the social and cu ltural 

constraints may bring 'ug ly' aspects to the surface as wel l .  Having a 

wealth of knowledge,  perspectives and understand ings may lead to feel ing 

spl it, confl i cted and overwhelmed with the com plexity of the world and 

one's own self. I t  may pose what Mezirow (2000) cal ls 'the threat of chaos' 

(p .3) ,  making a person revert to an earl ier stage of 'absolute knowing' 

where everyth ing  seemed crystal clear and there was no doubt, no 

confusion ,  no perplexity or turbu lence. As George  Bernard Shaw ( 1 964) 

once said 'you have learned someth ing . This a lways feels at fi rst as if you 

had lost someth ing '  (p .3 1 6) .  

I n  the process of development various ideas, perspectives and 

experiences merge and d iverge,  grow, are i ntegrated or abandoned .  

Mezirow (2000)  suggests the beg inn ing of transformative learn ing starts 

with a real isation that 'there are no fixed truths or  totally defin ite 

the natu re of development itself can further  a lter the understanding of the 

process which Moon ( 1 999) coins 'meta-cognitive reflection' .  In that sense 

reflection can be viewed as a veh icle for both development and growth , a 

key element of PDP and a necessary prerequ isite for transformational 

knowledge, and because ci rcumstances changed[ . . .  ] a continuous effort to 

negotiate contested meanings [is requ i red]' (p.3) . Reflecting on shifts and 

learn ing  - concepts that I tu rn to in  the next sections. 
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3 . 1 l.3 Reflection in  PDP and PD 

Moon ( 1 999) proposes that reflection impl ies 'a form of mental processing 

with a pu rpose/or an anticipated outcome that i s  app l ied to relatively 

compl icated or unstructu red ideas for wh ich there is not an obvious 

solution '  (p .4) . I t  is more than a s imple act of th inking or recal l i ng as it 

involves a deeper consideration ,  weighting d ifferent opt ions,  question ing i n  

the face of amb igu ity, when there i s  no  clea r  formula for how to behave . 

She d istingu ishes between the common-sense view and some theoretical 

approaches, suggesting that reflection as u sed in everyday l anguage 

reflecting .  I n  th i s  process, people usual ly d raw on knowledge they a l ready 

have, just add ing  some new i nformation ,  try ing to solve their problems. 

However, theoretical  approaches suggest that reflection can evoke new 

learn ing th rough critical or evaluative modes  and therefore has a 

transformative potential . Moon (2001 l) poi nts out  that when we ask 

students to reflect in academic contexts we probably ask them to engage 

in an activity that is s im i lar to , but not enti rely the same  as, common sense 

reflection ,  as reflection on an academic cou rse essentia l ly :  

• Is  more structured , 

• has a particu lar pu rpose, 

• wi l l  most l i kely be shared with others (and may a lso be assessed) 

as opposed to private and personal ly motivated activity, and 

• 

d escription)  (p . 1 0 ) .  

refers to (a) acts of consider ing someth ing in g reater deta i l ,  and (b) 

sudden thoughts that 'pop up '  without conscious  effort or pu rpose of 

therefore : 

requ i res a d eg ree of d escription of the o bject or the context (whi le 

normal ly we would just reflect on th ings  without any systematica l  

Although I agree with Moon's ( 1 999 , 2001 ) d ifferentiation between 

com mon sense and more theoretical forms of reflection ,  I also believe that 

th i s  fo rmal , structu red , channel led activity i s ,  to some degree,  artificial and 
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restrictive. I ca l l  it ' reflection for personal d evelopment' and d ifferentiate it 

from ' reflect ion for persona l  g rowth' .  The fi rst one is structured , with aims 

and goals p lanned and progress monitored but  the l atter may throw an 

i nd ividua l  into a whole new world of 'musements' , often accompan ied by 

unanticipated recu rring questions,  h ints or  sudden ins ights or real isations 

which may lead a person to unknown , unforeseeable search for a 'true 

self . However, I also acknowledge that these do not need to be  entirely 

separate - one can happen against the backg round of the other; for 

instance ,  a crisis or d isru pt ion to a plan may invoke deeper reflection and , 

inc ludes assum ptions  and im pressions (some inaccessi ble at a conscious 

leve l )  as wel l  as conscious self-awareness and  knowledge of self 

(strengths, weaknesses, l im itations). Hence ,  I argue that personal 

development and g rowth a re determ ined by both conscious and 

unconsciou s knowled ge. 

Although reflection in  PDP is su pposed to support l ife-long learn ing ,  it is 

often confined to spheres of academic and professional development. 

Reflectio n for g rowth , on the other hand , can be a imed at a broader (often 

socia l  or more un iversal )  agenda ,  such as ,  for exam ple,  search ing for 

'deeper meanings' , transmission of cu ltu re ,  pondering over the condition of 

the human race or search ing for so lutions  to social , environ menta l  or 

generations ,  un iversa l values and other cultu res. Stevens ( 1 996) supports 

th is view extend ing the pu rpose of reflect ion far beyond the educational 

context, observing that the 'power of reflexiveness' cause people to 

question the mean ingfu lness of l ife experience ,  to review the values they 

ho ld and to search for new and more satisfactory mean ings.  Such 

'musements' are 'purposefu l p lay' and 'particu larly conducive to g rowth' 

(Ventim ig l ia , 2005) and as such should be promoted . 'Fostering reflection 

as a resu lt, perhaps lead to a d ifferent p lan being articu lated . 

Eraut ( 1 994) refers to these 'musements' as 'personal knowledge' ,  which 

pol itical p ro blems. Such reflection embraces not only a person's whole l ife 

span but a l so travels  across t ime and space, includ ing concerns for futu re 
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on va lues and on versions of truth and mean ing  prepares the way for 

personal growth , and personal  growth is a p rerequ is ite for social 

transformation'  (Riggs & He l lyer-Riggs, 2009 ,  p .399) .  

I n  my opin ion , both types of reflection shou ld  be encouraged but, in 

pract ice , I main ly hear about the fi rst type be ing promoted in the world of 

academia (with a few exceptions,  such as for  examp le  the work of 

O'Su l l ivan ,  1 999) . There are several poss ib le  reasons  for this. Firstly ,  it is 

easier to introduce (and then assess) reflect ion in more tangib le academic 

and professional  spheres as desi rable outcomes are usual ly relatively 

easy to defi ne (with criteria for assessment d erived from them) and 

therefore steps can be devised and progress checked i ntermittently i n  

order to make sure that a learner i s  'on track' . On the contrary, assessing 

personal reflection can be very d ifficu lt - such assessment is usual ly based 

on subjective judgement and the personal va l ues of an assessor may be 

incompatib le with those of students .  There are issues around d isclosure of 

personal  or sensitive i nformation and a risk that what one person sees as 

appropriate to share , another may feel unco mfortab le  read ing . Therefore , 

many academ ics may fee l  re luctant to com m ent on and assess personal 

reflections. McLean and Abbas (2009) h igh l ig ht this tension between 

encouraging students to i ncl ude examples from their  personal l ives and 

the need to de l iver a strong cu rricu l um .  They speak of the risks inherent i n  

using 'b iog raph ica l  methods' and  'pop' knowledge (p .538) .  However, they 

conc lude that 'the possib i l ity is that ,  in some sites , esoteric and mundane 

knowledges are being brought into relationsh ip  with one  another to 

develop a sociologica l  'gaze' that en l ightens students' l ives and work' 

(McLean & Abbas, 2009 , p .539) .  

Fu rthermore ,  many students in my research po inted out that academic 

and professional p lans are usual ly short-term ( study  years and immed iate 

career) wh i le  persona l  ones may be more d ifficu l t  to design as they are 

often long-term and fuzzy, based on va lues and bel iefs that are sti l l  in the 

process of 'making' ,  therefore d ifficult to pin down (they probably include a 
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degree of tacit knowledge) or  taken as set i n  stone .  Th is is in l ine with 

Clegg 's (20 1 0) critical remark that 'the timescales of the academy are 

short term , fast and i n im ical to reflection about longer term eth ical 

consequences' (p .347). There is less choice in academic and professional 

worlds  as a number  of objectives and benchmarks are set and ind ividuals 

know (at least rough ly) what is expected of them , what they need to do to 

ach ieve these and where to tu rn for hel p if needed . 

These observations reflect my own internal d ia logue on a tension between 

reflection  for deve lopment and reflection for g rowth . I acknowledge the 

value  of the fi rst , yet feel res istant towards  an idea that a structured cycle 

of p lan n ing ,  enacting devised steps, record i ng  progress and reflection 

(elements perpetua l ly h igh l ighted as key in PDP) wi l l  l ead to ach ievement 

of chosen goals or, at least, some progress ion or i mprovement. 

Many theorists have model led learn ing as a cycle (captu red in figure 3 

below) , with reflect ion be ing one of the key e lements (for example, Kolb ,  

1 984; G ibbs, 1 988) .  Both Kolb  and G ibbs beg in  the cycle with some sort of 

experience and description ,  on  which an  i nd ividual reflects in  the next 

stage of the cycle; Moon ( 1 999) and G ibbs ( 1 988) inc lude i n  th is reflection 

not on ly thoughts but also emotions .  This leads to eva luation ,  analysis and 

devis ing  a plan (Gibbs) or  'abstract conceptual is ing' and learn ing from 

experience (Kolb) ,  which can be fu rther imp lemented (active 

experimentation  in Kolb 's cycle) , lead ing onto another cycle . 
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Figure 3 :  G ibbs' (1 l988) reflective cycle 

Although these models are usefu l in th i nking about learn ing and 

developmental processes they are also l im ited by the i r  cycl ical and 

progressive natu re ,  as wel l  as concentrat ion o n  retrospective thought with 

a goal of learn i ng from experience for the future, as th is impl ies that only 

' recycled ' (Moon , 1 999) knowledge is being used . They are si lent in regard 

to new knowledge that ,  as Moon (200 1 )  imp l ies m ay be created as a resu l t  

of  reflect ion ,  to tacit knowledge (Schon ,  1 987;  Eraut, 2000) ,  and to ideas 

that reflectio n  is not an exclus ively ind ividua l , l onesome activity. Cowan 

(2006) ,  for i nstance, h igh l ights that reflect ion m ight be prompted by the 

question ing of others. 

establ ishes goals for subsequent learning o r  d evelopment, by identifying 

the needs ,  aspirations and objectives wh ich wi l l  subsequently be 

p rominent in the learner's mind (p.52) . 

I find Cowan's model particularly useful i n  th inking about personal 

development and g rowth as it l i nks three types of reflect ion and highl ights 

a sp i ral (non- l inear) natu re of progression .  Althoug h  Cowan does not talk  

Cowan (2006) comb ined two types of reflection l isted by Schon (1 l987 ,  

p .26) : 'reflection-in-action' (th inking o n  you r  feet) and ' reflection-on-action' 

(retrospective, post-event) with the th i rd type: reflect ion-for-action , wh ich 
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d i rect ly about moments of stagnation o r  reg ression (aspects of 

development I d i scuss i n  section 3 .3 .2) ,  he  u nder l ines that reflection is not 

necessari ly a progressive and stead i ly i ncremental process, but a 

contin uous one, wh ich moves forward and backward i n  loops and spirals ,  

rather than i n  a closed , ever-progressive cycle. Cowan's model  more 

closely reflects a vis ion of development, p resented i n  the fol lowing 

sections .  

Figu re 4: The Cowan d iag ram (2006 , p .53) 

In  my  opin ion ,  th is  k ind of reflection is part icu larly conducive to personal 

development and g rowth , orienting a person towards her d reams and 

desires. As Rogers (200 1 ) suggests , 'perhaps no other concept offers 

h ig her  education as much potentia l  for engendering  lasting and effective 

change i n  the l ives of students as that of reflection (p .5 1  ) . 

Yet ,  Moon ( 1 999) u nder l ines that reflect ion can be d ifficu lt , especial ly to 

students at the beg i nn ing of their educationa l  journey. It requ i res 

art icu l at ing a clear purpose (when students may be just beg inn ing their 

search for one) ,  conscious effort and active engagement. I t  a lso impl ies 

question ing knowledge ,  wh ich ,  in  early stages of development ,  as many 

models imply, i s  taken for g ranted and treated as u nquestionable (Perry, 

1 970 ; Baxter Mago lda ,  200 1 ), and consideri ng  var ious options ,  

acknowledg ing that there is no 'right answer' . 
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Moon ( 1 999) stresses that qual ity of gu idance and su pport is i nstrumental 

for the improvement of reflection ,  especial ly in education .  S im i larly, El l is, 

Hobson et al (2006 , cited in Barnard ,  20 1 1 )  note : 

The learner wi l l  a lmost certain ly requ i re a degree of coach ing as even those with 
reflective personal ity traits may find it d ifficu lt to identify wh ich events should be 
reflected upon , how to reflect the value of 'physically' record ing such reflections i n  
a way as to  avoid being overly self-critical ( p . 1 2) .  

Not surprisi ng ly then the data presented in th is  thesis as wel l  as a growing 

body of research on d ifficu lties around reflection and development of 

meta-cogn itive ski l l s  (Tom l inson , 1 999 ; B leakley, 2000 ;  Eraut, 2000 ;  

Clegg , 2004,  20 1 0 ; Clegg & Brad ley, 2006a ; C legg & Bufton ,  2008 ; 

Barnard ,  20 1 1 )  ind icate that students often fee l  unsu re how to approach 

the task of reflection .  

as one of Crosby's (20 1 1 ,  cited i n  Baxter Magolda & Crosby, 201 1 )  

i nterv iewees commented : 

I do  not th ink it is necessary to set concrete p lans for ourselves . We are always 
changing and therefore our  paths in l ife wil l  be chang ing along with us. I nstead I try to 
focus on what type of person I want to be and what val ues I want to uphold. I th ink if I 
l isten to who I am when I am my m ost authentic self, my path i n  l ife wi l l  take me 
where I want to go (p .9). 

Having  d iscussed PDP,  a start ing point for my project, as wel l as aspects 

of personal development and growth , I now tu rn to issues of personhood , 

self and identity and provide an overview of some d evelopmental theories 

and concepts that i nfl uenced my work. 

The idea of structured reflection may also confl ict with some students' 

bel i efs (for exam ple ,  in destiny, fate , u ndes i rabi l ity of preoccupation with 

self or q uestion i ng the authority's p lans for i nd ividuals) or be perceived as 

restricted to personal  development, rather than g rowth . Reflection can be 

problematic not on ly because it requ i res ' imag in i ng the future' (knowing 

what one wants to achieve , p lann ing it, rev iewing  and reflecting on the 

way) i n  terms of education and career progression but a lso ' imag ing' 

beyond that, which involves accommodat ing chang ing l ife circu mstances , 

82 



Chapter Three 

3.2 Ph i losoph ical  foundations - personhood and development 

My u nderstand ing of personhood is based on phenomenolog ical and 

existential viewpoints . I am interested i n  su bjective experience of 

development from a n  ind ividual 's point of view and I view people 'as 

a lways being in the process of "becoming'" (Stevens, 1 996, p . 1 52) . But I 

a lso take Harre's ( 1 998) point that each ind ividua l  has a particu lar 

worldview and experiences a sense of being the same person over t ime 

and across various l ife s ituat ions; he is usual ly ab le to 'feel that there is 

someth ing - some i nner core of the self - that makes [h im]  whole' (E l l iott, 

200 1 l, p.47) . Hence the self should be viewed as 'dynamical ly maintained ' 

(Kegan ,  1 982 , p . 1 2) .  

The d i lemma between change and continu ity, accord i ng to Bamberg 

(20 1 0) is centra l to u nderstanding ' identity' , wh i le the d i lemma between 

'self and 'other' and the issues of agency u nderp i n  d iscussions on 'self . 

As he explains ,  ' identity' is concerned with both 'sameness of a sense of 

self across time i n  the face of constant change' and 'u niqueness of a 

person vis-a-vis others in  the face of be ing the same as everyone else' 

(p .4) . This may exp la in  why an ind ividua l  may feel both as 'same' and 

'changed ' .  As E l l iott (2001 )  observes, the concepts of identity and self 'are 

not coextensive s ince there are forms of identity wh ich are not based on 

the self (for example ,  national ist identities, p .9) .  Wh i le  some aspects of 

identity, such as socio-cu ltura l  categories (gender ,  race, class, age, 

occu pation)  can provide  a sense of stab i l ity over t ime ,  the sense of self 

can change as it reflects 'the construction of agency as constituted by self 

(Bamberg , 2 0 1 0, p .4) . I take Bamberg's points , however i n  further 

d iscussion I point not only to the fl u id ity of self but a lso identity. 

I dentity and self can be conceptual ised not on ly as socia l ,  but a lso as 

relational constructs , 'true on ly for a 

before 

g iven time and with i n  certa i n  

re lationsh ips' (Gergen , 1 991 , p . 1 6) .  Ha l l  ( 1 996) s uggests that ' identity has 

to go through the eye of the 'other' it can construct itself (p.89). 

Og i lv ie and Ashmore ( 1 991 , 1 992, cited in McAdams,  1 994) observed that 
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ind ivid ua ls may form d ifferent patterns of behaviou r in interactions with 

d ifferent people; for example ,  I can be serious and d ry i nteracting with my 

su periors ,  but relaxed and playfu l with my ch i ld ren  or partner. They 

referred to th is as  selves-with-others.  

Plu mmer (1 995) h igh l ights both the relat iona l  and s ituational  nature of 

identity which is often expressed by stories peop le  tel l ,  which never: 

are true for al l the t ime and space; we invent our stories with passion,  they are 
momentarily true, we may cl ing to them , they may become our l ives , and then we 
may move on (p . 1  1 ) .  

Furthermore ,  the sense of self is also located i n  time ;  it t ies the past (who 

we were)  with the p resent (who we are) a nd l i nks to the futu re (who we 

want to become) (Eri kson ,  1 959 ; McAdam s ,  1 994;  Stevens ,  1 996, 

Wetherel l ,  1 996) .  

I t  is th i s  flu id , socia l ,  relational , s ituationa l  and tem poral construction of 

identity that is of particu lar interest to the research on students' 

development in  the context of a d iverse e nviron m ent of the UoB,  where 

students are exposed to a variety of (often new) norms ,  values ,  bel iefs and 

relationsh ips,  wh ich provide  ample opportun ities to re-construct their 

educational narratives. Research shows that intercu ltura l  experience can 

be particu larly transformative , instigating  and/or accelerating  personal 

development and growth (Robinson-Pant, 2005 ;  Caro l l  & Ryan ,  2005; 

Ryan & Hel lmundt, 2005 ; Trahar, 2006b ;  G i l l ,  2007;  Gu , Schwelisfu rth & 

Day, 20 1  0 ;  M i l le r-Perrin & Thompson ,  20 1 0 ;  Erichsen , 201 1 ;  Trahar & 

Hyland , 201 1 ) .  Murphy-Lejeu ne (2003) views the experience of adaptation 

to l iving and learni ng abroad as 'a maturing  process' and 'an open ing of 

one's potential un iverse' (p . 1 1 3) ,  somethi ng  that m any students in th is 

research reported on (see chapters 7 & 8 ) .  The profound  influence of l iving 

in a d ifferent cu lture and us ing d ifferent languages on a person's identity 

and worldview was captured in  Hoffman 's  ( 1 989) writing about cultural and 

l i ngu istic blend ing which creates a sense of 'a new [person]' : 
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in their purity; there is someth ing I know in Eng l ish too . . . .  When I speak Pol ish 
now, it is i nfi ltrated , permeated , and inflected by the Engl ish in my head . Each 
language modifies the other, crossbreeds with it, fertilizes it (p .273) (em phasis 

No,  there's no turn ing to  the point of  orig in  . . .  Po l ish insights cannot be regained 

added) .  

This sense of being a new person ,  no longer 'pure' p rovides a un ique 

window to v iew the world through at least one more lens and was seen as 

centra l to the feel ings of identity changes that some students reported in 

my research . Conne l l  ( 1 987, cited in Wethe rel l ,  1 996) suggests that an 

attempt to u nify or make sense of a variety of experiences that infl uence 

identity formation  may not be easy. I n  fact ,  it may invo lve considerable 

strugg le ,  repression and i nternal confl ict .  I t  may not be l inear and stead i ly 

progressive ; instead , it may i nvolve periods  of stagnation or even 

indecisive about one's own d i rection . Viewed from th is perspective identity 

may seem fragmented , fractu red , and fu l l  of contradictions,  sh ifting and 

regression (see sectio n  3 .3 .2) ,  fee l ings of being at the crossroads, ' lost' or 

chang ing in various relationsh ips ,  hence never tru ly com plete or un ified . 

I n  th is chapter I a lso attend to reflexive awareness, which Stevens defines 

as a human capacity to reflect on the very experience of bei ng a person 

( 1 996,  p . 1 83) .  I bel ieve that th is un iquely h u man self- reflective abi l ity g ives 

us a certain  (although by no means com plete) degree of freedom i n  terms 

of choos ing our  thoughts and actions. As Covey (2004) h igh l ights , 

'between stimu lus and response there is a space. In the space l ies our 

freedom and power to choose our response .  I n  those choices l ie our 

(pp .7-8) .  

I n  the process of  continuous change 'th rough ind ividual  actions and 

choices, the pattern ing of thoughts, d ispositions, fee l ings and desi res and 

g rowth and our happiness' (p.42) .  By exercising our ab i l ity to choose, we 

can shape our  path , develop in  a l l  the var ious aspects and construct and 

re-construct ourselves. In this respect, 'a  person is not a fixed and solid 

rea l ity' (Stevens ,  1 996,  p .24) but a constructed one or, following Kegan's 

( 1n982) l ine of argument 'the person '  is not a tangib le 'th ing' but rather 'an 

activity . . .  an ever progressive motion engaged in givi ng itse lf a new form '  
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the structure of subjective experience in relation to the social order' (El l iott, 

200 1n, p.46) ,  it is the mean ing that becomes more important than any 

liveabi l ity of one's social re lat ionsh ips through t ime' (Connel l ,  1 987, cited 

in Wetherel l ,  1 996, p .305) ,  weaving the past, the present and the futu re in 

a way that makes it p lausib le and mean ingfu l .  Their interpretations of the 

events may not be objective, but I agree with Andrews et al (2004) , 'that 

there i s  a close relationsh ip  between the stories we tel l  and hear and who 

we are ;  and that our stories are the cornerstone  of our  identities' (p . 1 1 2) .  

Bamberg (20 1 0 )  suggests that the events are not important - what they 

stand for ,  how they con nect with other events and how they d ifferentiate 

peop le  is more relevant. As Huxley (cited i n  Kegan ,  1 982 , p . 1 1 )  said 

'experience is not what happens to you,  it's what you do with what 

happens to you' .  The very same event may i nvoke d ifferent responses in 

d ifferent people as their perceptions of th is experience and the meaning 

they ascribe to it d iffer. It is the coherence and the meaning of 'un ified 

narratives a bout a l l  the d iverse relationsh ips and activities which comprise 

[people's] l ives'  (Wethere l l ,  1 996, p .306) that perhaps renders the dynamic 

balance, which is maintai ned between the feel ings of 'sameness' and 

'd ifference' over time. Hence meaning-making wi l l  occupy an important 

position in the d iscussions throughout th is thesis . 

Hold ing to a constructivist view (see chapter 2) I conclude that 'the on ly 

way we can conceptual ise [a person] is from a particular perspective. I t  wi l l  

inevitably be a construction wh ich reflects as  much about the 

conceptual izer as the person being conceptua l ized '  (Stevens, 1 996, p .24) . 

3.3 Identity development 

Josselson  ( 1 996) succinctly summarises the psychosocial nature of 

development by stating  that ' identity is what we make of ourselves with in a 

society that is making something of us' (p.28). This reinforces many 

theorists ' bel iefs about the psychosocia l  nature of human development (for 

activity or process. People continuously and active ly create their  l ife 

h istories (Wetherel l ,  1 996) striving for 'coherence ,  intel l ig ib i l ity and 
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example Eri kson ,  1 959,  1 968;  Al l port, 1 96 1 ; Rogers, 1 963;  Loev inger, 

1 987;  Kegan ,  1 982 , McAdams,  1 994; Sam pso n ,  1 993 ; Stevens ,  1 996 ; 

Wethe rel l ,  1 996, Josselso n ,  1 996; Baxter Mago lda ,  2001 , 2004, 2007, 

2009 ; Baxter Magolda & Crosby, 20 1 1  ) .  Er ikson ( 1 959) a rgued that 

development is often characterised by a tens io n  between fitti ng into 

society's roles and expectations and acti ng according to ind ividual  values 

and bel iefs, and th is struggle between societal pressures and ind ividual 

goals has been ech oed as a fundamenta l  featu re of Western 

psycholog ical ideas in the work of many theori sts (for exam ple Gergen ,  

1 99 1 ; Kitzinger, 1 992 ; Sam pson ,  1 993; Burman , 2008) and , as  Kitzinger 

( 1 992) contends ,  may cause a 

tension between our " ind ividual" ,  private , i nterior, un ique selves, and the "social", 
publ ic, exterior, col lective world .  That d ichotomy and its resu ltant d i lemmas have 
a powerful hold on the Western imagination .  From the i nd ividual/society 
d ichotomy springs the q uestion "who am I?" (or "who am I real ly?") and the 
tormented search for "the real me" as d istinct from socia l  roles, the struggle to 
find , to tru ly know and fu l ly actual ize the inner self (Kitzinger, 1 992, p.223). 

These tensions and the way an i nd ividua l  resolves them determ ine the 

ado lescence and you ng adu lthood . This task is complex and rarely easy 

as it requ i res exploring many options i n  l ife , construct ing a personal 

system of values and bel iefs and choosi ng a futu re path . I t  i nvolves what 

p . 1 61 ) .  As Bamberg (20 1 0 ,  p .2 1 ) observes the l i nk  between l ife and 

stories/narratives goes back to Freud ,  Murray, Al l port, and, more recently, 

MacI ntyre a nd Ricoeur ,  yet it is not unprob lematic. Th is is because 

narrative requ i res 'retrospectiveness that o n ly credits "life as reflected" and 

d iscred its "life as lived" (p .21 l, orig ina l  emphasis) .  Furthermore ,  the 

trajectory of development. Eri kson ( 1 959) a rgued that identity formation -

figu ring o ut who we are - is the most important psychosocial task of late 

McAdams ( 1 994) and Wethere l l  ( 1 996) ( bu i ld i ng on work of narrative 

theorists , such as B ru ner, Pol kinghorne and Sarb in)  refer to as creating a 

coherent ,  mean ingfu l story in  attempts to in tegrate one's own l ife by 

making connections between past, present  and future i n  a narrative 

manner. It is ' i n  the emerg ing adulthood years [that] . . .  people beg in  to put 

thei r  l ives together i nto self-defin ing stories' (McAdams & Janis, 2004 ,  
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narrative coherence has been questioned by, for example , Frank's ( 1 995) 

chaos narratives , Gergen's ( 1 992) d iscussion on cu ltura l  variety of 

narratives and Sartwel l's (2000) arguments against imposed tempora l ity. 

Nonetheless , most theorists agree that narratives often play an 

organ isational ro le ,  provid ing some structu re ,  tem poral orientation ,  

coherence and  clarity, hence assisti ng i nd ividua ls i n  their meaning making 

efforts and fu lfi l l i ng commu nicative function .  

3 .3 . 1 Identity statuses 

Marcia ( 1 966, 1 980) bui l t  on Erikson 's theory proposing that an ind ividual 

can ach ieve d ifferent ' identity statuses' based on whether they actively 

engage in exploration of important issues (for Erikson fu ndamental bel iefs 

and va lues, futu re career and ro le in the society) and decide to commit to 

a particu lar position . Based on a person 's read iness for exploration and 

commitment, Marcia estab l ished four ' identity statuses' (d isp layed in Table 

1 )  - particu lar developmental positions that an ind ividual may hold , and , 

over time ,  move between , ach ieving a h igher  status.  

Table 1 :  Marcia's identity statuses 

Position on Identity statuses 
bel iefs and 

Foreclosure Moratorium D iffusion Achievement 
occu pation 

Crisis No Yes No Yes 
(exploration ,  
questioning) 
Commitment Yes No No Yes 
(resol ution) 

Identity foreclosu res tend not to question o r  explore, and , in  Erikson 's 

terms ,  fai l  to meet the identity chal lenge. They accept what is g iven by 

authority figu res, therefore committing to the security of 'g iven' rather than 

risking uncerta inty or even anxiety that may accompany exploration of own 

id i n  the i r  views and obey 

ru les and regu lat ions of powerfu l authorities. I n  th is  respect l ife is 'b lack 

and white ' ,  foreseeab le ,  without many d i lemmas .  Baxter Magolda (2001 )  

refers to th is stage in  development as 'fo l lowing external formulas' and 

bel iefs , val u es and priorit ies .  McAdams ( 1 d994) suggests that foreclosu res 

adopt an authoritarian  outlook on l ife ; they are rig
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observes i t  as  a com mon position among the first year undergraduates 

who come straight from a h igh school to u n iversity. The absolute knowing 

aspect of the foreclosure stage has been explored extensively by various 

researchers (Perry, 1 970 , Kegan ,  1 982 ; Baxter Magolda , 2001 , King & 

Kitchener ,  2002 ,  Hofer & P intrich , 2002) who see it as  a lower stage of 

cogn itive and epistemolog ical development where ind ividuals view 

knowledge  as certain , unambiguous with clear ' right or wrong' answers . 

The second identity status ,  moratorium ,  features a stage of exploration .  

I nd ividua ls  i n  moratorium begin question ing  and  looki ng for answers to 

questions :  'Who am I? ' , 'What is my purpose?' , 'Where am I heading to?' 

They know they do not have the answers yet, and therefore they refrain  

from making commitments . They are 'at a crossroads' , u sing an analogy 

which Baxter Magolda (200 1 ) borrowed from Kegan  ( 1 982) .  Accord ing to 

her, students a lso sh ift away from absolute towards more transitional ways 

of knowing ,  where u ncertai nty is coming to be acknowledged (albeit not i n  

a l l  domains) and from knowledge acqu isition to efforts i n  knowledge 

understand ing and app l ication .  Moratoriu m  shou ld  precede the final stage 

of identity achievement by moving from u ncertainty and exploration to a 

stab le com mitment. Before th is can be ach ieved , however, ind ividuals may 

go through  a crisi s  and often rebel aga inst their parents and authority 

figu res .  

If i nd ividu als  have experienced a crisis and made a commitment, they 

achieved an identity (the th i rd identity status) , therefore in Erikson's terms 

reso lved the adolescence confl icts and matured . I dentity achievers have 

internal ised bel iefs and goals ,  rely on thei r  own j udgement and are 

i ndependent. This status can be compared to Loevinger's ( 1 987) h igher 

ego stages, such as autonomous stage ( 1 -5 )  or the h ighest (and rarely 

ach ieved ) i ntegrated stage ( 1 -6) , and to what Baxter Magolda cal ls 'the 

capacity for self-authorsh ip  - the ab i l ity to col lect, i nterpret, and analyze 

i nformation  and reflect on one's own bel iefs in order to form judgements' 

( 1 998, p . 1 43) .  
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Fina l ly ,  Marcia's fourth identity status ,  characterised by the lack of both 

exploration and com mitment is coined as ' identity d iffusion ' .  Accord ing to 

McAdams ( 1 994) ,  young people in this stage 'appear to be afloat i n  the 

sea of ambigu ity' (p . 671 ) i n  the state of withd rawal and socia l  isolation . 

3 .3 .2  Direction and goals of development 

Most of the models,  as a l ready signal led , v iew development as rather 

l i near, progressive and pos itive (gai n ,  growth ) .  L ittle attention is paid in the 

l iteratu re to moments of 'be ing in l imbo' , stagnation  o r, on a 'p lateau' or to 

the possibi l ity of regression to a lower stage. Those which acknowledge a 

poss ib i l ity of pauses or reg ressions, such as Perry's ( 1 970) scheme of 

intel lectua l  and eth ical development, may offer defic iency i nterpretatio ns, 

seeing  them as 'deflections from growth' ,  s uch  as : 

• retreat - from a h igher position of the d ivers ity of relativism to 

dual ism (there are other views than m ine but mine is the only right 

one) or even absolutism (there is on ly one  right answer) , 

• escape - a stage or  point in l ife characterised by al ienation and 

withd rawal , and 

• temporizing - u nwi l l i ngness to acknowledge the need for 

com mitment. 

Escape and temporis i ng bear elements of Marcia's identity d iffusion : 

a l ienation ,  withd rawal and inabi l ity to com mit .  As Moore (2002) observed , 

Perry later changed h is position from 'deflections of g rowth' to a more 

positive view of these moments in  l ife as serving a pu rpose , often 

appropriate and necessary responses to spec ific contexts and 

ci rcumstances. Especia l ly temporizing can be viewed 'as a resp ite from 

the chal lenges of development, and not undesirable at al l '  (Moore ,  2002 , 

p .23) .  

I bel ieve that the latter, more positive, view is justifiab le .  I refer to the 

periods which students may uti l ise to retract, reflect and re-com pose 

90 



Chapter Three 

themselves as ' incubation' ,  tem porary but often necessary stages i n  their 

development .  

Moore (2002) noted that i n  h is later writi ng Perry a lso suggested that new, 

u nfam i l iar or ambiguous situations ( l iving and studyi ng  abroad fit precisely 

into th is category) may requ i re an i nd ividua l  reflect back to earl ier 

perspectives . I interpret this as a possib i l ity of a person either withdrawing 

com pletely  to previous positions or existing o n  m u ltip le  levels of 

development at the same time  (Perry's mu lt ip l i city , re lativ ism) ,  for example 

hold ing  a h igher position in  one area and at the same time a more dual istic 

position in another  area . I a lso reason that a person may be at d ifferent 

stages of development ,  ' i ncubation' or 'reg ression'  in d ifferent areas, for 

exam ple i ntel lectua l ly ach ieving a more relativistic position (Perry, 1 970) ,  

'contextua l  knowing ' (Baxter Magolda,  2001 ) or ' reflective thinking' (King & 

Kitchener ,  2002) ,  wh i le  at the same t ime ho ld ing  d ua l ist ic v iews, choosing 

to accept authority's views without question ing  (fo reclosure) or even 

choose not to deal with a part icu lar area of her  l ife (te mporization) .  Some 

students whom I i nterviewed in the course of my research exh ibited such 

com plex mu l ti positiona l ity (see chapter 7) .  

Th is possib le mu l ti positional ity and mu ltid i rectiona l ity of development cal ls 

i nto q uestion  assum ptions  prevalent in the l iteratu re a bout identity 

formation (and deve lopment in  general ) as a staged process , implying 

continuous ,  l i near and (ma in ly) u pward movement or progress, from one 

level to another in the cou rse of their l ives i n  o rder  to ach ieve 'better' , 

more d ifferentiated , in tegrated and social ly adequate levels of 

development.  As Loevinger ( 1 987) suggests not everyone moves through 

al l  the stages or is able to ach ieve the 'h ig hest' ones. 

Many theorists a lso concentrate on development  of agency as one of the 

main  goals of l ife . An ind ivid ual  should become a n  independent, 

autonomous bei ng ,  self-contro l led , achieving , an active agent of her l ife ; in 

Mas low's ( 1 968) terms a 'self-actual ised being ' .  Th is view of development 

is often , although not excl u sively, associated with Western cu lture ,  and, as 
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I exp la ined earl ier ,  is  often highl ighted i n  the world of academ ia and 

employment. Burman (2008) offers a further critique  of both l i nearity of 

development (and terms such as 'progressing '  or 'advancing' from one 

stage to another) and Western isation of d evelopmental concepts: 

. . .  the norms by which we eval uate that deve lopment may be far from universal . 
I n  particu lar  . . .  the ind ividua l  autonomy of conscience . . .  fits wel l with the modern, 
Western ideology of ind ivid ual ism . But this is not the h ighest point of moral 
development for al l  cu ltu res , many of wh ich have trad it ional ly valued obed ience 
and respect for e lders and tradition over personal convict ion (p .291 ) .  

She a rgues that 'Ang lo-US psychology extends its i nfluence much further 

than its own l i ngu i st ic and cultu ral domains through the dynamic of 

imperia l ism.  Developmental psychology therefore functions as a tool of 

cu ltura l  imperia l ism th rough the reproduction of Western models' (p .29 1 ) . 

Th is is  not to say that there are no theories that h igh l ight the importance of 

what Bakan ( 1 966) refers to as commun ion .  For exam ple ,  Ad ler ( 1 930 , 

c ited i n  McAdams, 1 994) bel ieved that a person strives for superiority and 

wholeness wh i le ,  at the same time,  expressing love and commun ion with 

other people and Erikson ( 1 959 , 1 968) spoke res pectively of intimacy, 

generativity and i ntegrity as symptomatic of deve lopment in adu lthood . 

However, they seem to be s i lenced in  the competitive Western world 

focused on personal ach ievements and autonomy, someth i ng that Kegan 

referred to as 'psycholog ies of independence' at the expense of 

' psychologies of inclusion' ( 1 982 , cited in  McAdams, 1 994, p.559) . From a 

socio-pol itical stance, Bauman ( 1 996) argu es that postmodern (Western) 

l ife is fragmentary and d iscontinuous, d isengaged , marked by 

com mitment-avoidance; l ife which lends itself to ind ividual ity and 

consu merism,  rather than commun ion and care (concerns a lso echoed in 

Barnett's work, 2007) . Furthermore, Buss (200 1 ) argues that the 20th
-

century Western world observed 'a strengthened bel ief i n  personal 

un iqueness' and d imin ish ing of ' collective self (p .2 ,  o rig i na l  emphasis). 

The excessive emphasis on agency and self-sufficiency has been 

critic ised (Kegan , 1 982 , 1 994; Sampson ,  1 993; McAdams,  1 994, Baxter 

Magolda ,  201d1 )  as a narrow vision of h uman development, referred to as 
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'monolog ism ' ,  'self-celebratory monologues [that] dominate the enti re 

Western project and appear throughout both popular and scientific cu ltu re '  

(Sampson ,  1 993 ,  p .  ix) , and contrasted with 'other  cultures [wh ich] do not 

insist on  so sharp a separation of the self from the non-self. The I of the 

Western man [sic] sticks out l i ke a stubbed thumb .  In other cu ltu res it 

b lends more read i ly with natu re and society' (Al l port, 1 96 1 , cited in  Buss, 

2001 , p .2) .  Yet, it seems that this ind ividua l ised , i ndependent view of self 

is sti l l  p reva i l i ng i n  Western societies and ,  i n  fact, as argued elsewhere, 

(Jankowska ,  201 1 )  is being successfu l ly 'exported ' to other countries , 

such as for exam ple those of the post-commun ist b loc. 

Kegan ( 1 982) provides an eloquent d iscussion on how Western th inking 

d ichotom ises entities and processes in a way that Eastern trad ition does 

not. Ch inesed' . . .  have less d ifficu lty seeing that objects are a lso events , 

that the world is made u p  of processes as much as entit ies. Eastern 

cu ltu res do not see day and n ight as static poles o r  d isti nct rea lms the way 

we do but as sub processes that tend toward each other (Kegan,  1 972) .  

Their  th ink ing is less d ichotomous, more d ia lectica l . '  (p . 8 ) .  Th is is an 

important point for my th i nking  about how PD may be understood 

d ifferently by those students who th ink i n  a more d ialectical way and for 

whom agency may not be an important developmenta l goa l .  

Kegan's model ( 1 982) pays close attention to the  tension between 

independence and inclusion (or in Bakan's terms 'agencyd- power' and 

'commun ion - love' , 1 966) , suggesting that i nd ividuals swing in a spira l  

fashion between independence and incl us ion i n  order  to ach ieve a 

complex i nterind ividual ba lance.  At the h ig hest stage of development 

referred to as 'authorship' (Kegan , 1 982 ; Baxter Magolda, 200 1 ) an 

ind ividua l  becomes a un ique but i ntegral part of the social world and an 

identity becomes someth ing  that one can both have and share with others 

( McAdams,  1 994; Barnett, 2007) .  Accord i ng to McAdams ( 1 994) , 

'commun ion refers to un ion of the individ ual with the envi ronment and 
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su rrender of ind iv idua l ity to a l arger whole ,  coverin g  such motifs as 

i nt imacy, love, reconci l iation ,  caring and merger' (p .754) . 

Therefore , what som e  researchers of the su bject see as the highest 

stages of d evelopment invo lve both commu n ion  and to lerance for 

com plexity and a mb igu ity, the latter em phasised , for example,  in models 

of cogn itive d eve lopment ( Perry, 1 970 , Porter & S uedfeld ,  1 981 , Baxter 

Magolda ,  200 1 , K ing & Kitchener, 2002) .  Porter and Suedfeld ( 1 981 ) refer 

to th is as i ntegrative com plexity with a more soph isticated view of the 

world , wh ich al lows for a g reater d ifferentiat ion (seei ng  more d istinctions 

between var ious ideas) and i ntegratio n  (seei ng more con nections). 

I argue that althou g h  the models of cogn itive d evelopment h igh l ight both 

the abi l ity to d ifferent iate and i ntegrate at the h ighest levels of 

development, the onus  in  educational i nstitutions i n  th e  West is on hel ping 

students ach ieve autonomy, i nd ividua l i ty ,  i ndependence and critical ity 

rather than  com m un ion ,  reconci l iation , i nterdependence or harmony. I 

have come to be l ieve that, desp ite the wealth of research o n  human 

development, H El s  do not do excel at supporting students' development 

through  to the h ighest levels ;  i nstead they p lace an accent on 

development of i nte l lectual abi l ities and provide coun tless dri l ls for 

i ndependent ,  critical and autonomous th inki ng .  Th us, by refusing to 

i ncorporate both the self and the social more into students' un iversity 

experiences they fa i l  to provid e  oppo rtu n it ies that support movement 

toward s h ig her d evelopment. Baxter Magolda's (2001 , 2004) longitudinal 

research shows that it is after the u n iversity ( not d u ri ng )  that most of the 

students are ab le to sh ift towards self-authorsh ip .  

3 .3 .3 'Culture-as-d ifference'3 and cu ltural identity 

There is a vast theoretical d iscussion about what culture is. Over half a 

d ecade ago Kroeber  and Kluckhohn ( 1 952) noted a h u nd red and sixty four 

d ifferent defi n itions  of cu ltu re, showi ng the complexity of the construct. 

Here ,  I concentrate o n  a few aspects, particu larly sal ient to my research , 

3 Bhabha (1 996, p.55) 
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purposefu l ly avo id ing a detai led description  of a l l  the nuances of the 

arguments around  cu ltu re .  

A popu lar  view is  that cu ltu re is what we ' b reathe' , someth ing that 

human natu re independent of cu ltu re' (p .49) . Many defin it ions suggest that 

cultu re is learned , not inborn , and passed o n  i n  the form of a cu ltural 

heritage from one generation to other, often su bco nsciously. As 

Trompenaars ( 1 993) exp la ins :  

Culture is l ike g ravity: you do not experience it u nti l you jump six feet i n  the a i r  . . .  
The essence of cu lture is  not what i s  vis ib le  on  the surface. I t  i s  the shared ways 
groups of people understand and interpret the world (p.3) .  

I n  l i ne  with Trompenaars' a rgument, Spencer-Oatey (2000) treats cu ltu re 

as an  explanatory concept and suggests that we become aware of cu ltu ral 

d ifference when faced with someone who is of another national ity. Being 

ab le to acknowledge that a person belongs to a cu l tu re and being 

prepared to u nderstand that people are shaped by their own culture is a 

and identity (Ha l l  & d u  Gay, 1 995;  Stevens,  1 996; Buss, 2001 ; E l l iott, 

200 1 ) and is succinctly summarised in Agar's ( 1 994) definition of culture 

as ' [ .  . .  ] not what some group  has' but something that 'happens to you 

when you e ncounter the d ifference' (p.22) .  Ho l l i day, Hyde and Ku l lman 

(2004) h igh l ig ht pervasiveness of cu lture (as someth ing that is absorbed 

warn against such views of cu ltu re that can be both determi n istic and 

d issolves into every aspect of our  l ife and subconsciously affects the way 

we th ink and behave . As Geertz ( 1 973) said 'there is no such thing as a 

condition for 'being intercu ltu ral '  (Byram & Fleming ,  1 998; B redella , 2003). 

The emphasis on d ifference is present th roughout the l iterature on cu ltu re 

from the envi ronment) and the fact we often m ake use of 'contrastive 

others'  i n  o rder  to define the 'self' . They refer to the theory of 

deconstruction , accord i ng to which 'th ings a re what they a re in terms of 

what they a re not. l [ . . .  ] identity is inevitably exclusive. You are someth ing 

because you are not something else' (p. 1l56) . This view suggests that in 

the process of socia l isation we absorb val u es ,  norms, bel iefs . Cu ltu re 

penetrates us  and therefore we are socia l ly cond it ioned by it. But they also 
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essential ist and lead to 'otherization'  and 'stagnant' perceptions of others 

(cu ltu ra l  essentia l ism) ,  which may turn into stereotyping .  Devos (2003) 

warns against such d ichotomous th i nking a nd po ints out that as a 

consequence of it paradoxical l y  both the international and the local 

students become homogenised ; 'the i nternational because it is foreign and 

exotic and local because it is "not othern"' (p . 1 64) . On the other hand ,  the 

un iversal istic position which maintains that there is  'the common humanity' 

beneath the d ifference (Byram & Flem ing ,  1 998) may not be helpfu l either 

because, as Bhabha (1 990) explains, 'the u niversa l ism that permits 

d ivers ity masks ethnocentric norms, val ues and i nterests' (p .208) . 

Marg inson and Morris (200 1 )  speak aga inst the polar ised positions of 

d ifference and sameness, ' rejecting the extremes of both un iversal ism and 

relativism' (p. 588) . They suggest that the self and the other are both open 

to change, but  they are a lso both val ued and susta ined .  Appreciation of 

the other does not have to rest on deconstruct i ng the other or on  

d issolving the self. Sameness and d ifference can ' interrogate each other, 

constantly moving between them' (p.588) . 

As I expla ined i n  earl ier sections,  I bel ieve that identity is flu id and 

continuously reconstructed with in  d ifferent contexts a nd circumstances; 

even cu ltu ral identity (wh ich sometimes may be v iewed i n  an  essential ist 

Hal l  ( 1 990) refers to cu ltu ral identity as a cont in uous process, not an 

accompl ished or  fina l i sed entity, as: 

way as stable with 'core' characteristics) sh ifts and changes , especial ly 

when we fi nd ou rse lves in  a new environment ,  such as a d ifferent country. 

[It] is a matter of 'becoming' as wel l as 'being' .  I t  belongs to the future as much as 
to the past. It is not something which a l ready exists , transcendlng place, time, 
history and cultu re .  Cultura l  identities com e  from somewhere, have histories . But, 
l ike everything that is h istorical ,  they undergo constant transformation .  Far from 
being eternal ly fixed in some essential ized past, they are subject to continuous 
'play' of h istory, culture and power. Far from being grounded in a mere 'recovery' 
of the past, whi ch is waiting to be found ,  and which, when found ,  wi l l  secure our 
sense of ourselves into etern ity, identities a re the names we give to the d ifferent 
ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves with in ,  the narratives of the 
past (p.225) .  
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Nationa l  identity and language 

E l l iott (200 1 ) suggests that national  (co l lective) identity is one of the most 

fixed persona l  characterist ics , but even th is  can change. During my 

g randmother's l ife the external defin it ion of her national ity changed three 

t imes: she was born i n Vi l n i us ,  a Pol ish territory before World War I .  In the 

post-second-world war years th is land was i ncorporated i nto the USSR 

hence her nationa l ity changed to Russian and ,  subsequently, to Lithuanian 

after the Soviet B lock d issolved . Asked about  her  national identity, she 

answered d ifferently, depend ing on the context of the conversat ion and 

pol itical position i ng  of the interlocutor. She a lso chose d ifferent languages 

depend ing  on the con tent of the conversation  as if each of the languages 

l i nked with d ifferent aspects of her l ife and identity. I a lso have observed 

that there are areas of my own l ife that are better articu lated in one of the 

languages I speak, fo r example writi ng an artic le for a publ icat ion in a 

Pol ish journal was particu larly chal leng ing as  my professional identity is 

best expressed in Eng l ish (my Pol ish work-rel ated vocabulary is  s imply too 

l im ited ) .  

The relationsh i p  between language and  identi ty has  been d iscussed by 

severa l theorists ( Hoffman ,  1 989 ; van Deu rzen ,  1 996 ; Al red , 2003) with a 

recogn ition that u si ng  a d ifferent language can lead n ot only to a d ifferent 

way of express ing  o neself, but also experienc ing o neself. Hoffman ( 1 989) 

felt that 'this [foreign] language is beg inn ing to invent another m e  . . .  I am 

d riven , as by com pu ls ion ,  to the double ,  the S iamese-twin 'you' (p . 1 2 1 ) . It 

can be a rgued that people who speak d ifferen t  languages and l i ve on a 

border of d ifferent cu ltu res occupy Bhabha's ( 1 990 ,  1 996) ' in-between'  or 

'th ird space' and experience ' hybrid ity' , which , as he exp lains, is not the 

composit ion of the two 'orig i nal moments from which the third one 

emerges' ; rather it is  the space 'which enables other positions to emerge' 

( i nterview conducted and publ ished by Rutherford , 1 990 , p .21 1 ). Hybrid ity 

i s  a concept to which my d i scussion tu rns below. 
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3.3.5 Hybrid ity 

Grossberg ( 1 996) uses the term 'hybrid ity' i n  relation to ' images of border 

experiences, of subaltern identities as existi ng between two competing 

identities . . . [where] the subaltern is neither  one nor the other but is 

defined by its location in a un ique spatial cond ition wh ich constitutes it as 

d ifferent from either a lternative' (p .9 1  ) .  Whi le I am interested in  these 

'between and betwixt' (Sandsted , 201 1 )  positions ,  I do  not bel ieve that the 

identities have to be 'competing ' ,  as Grossberg impl ies. I nstead , I prefer to 

th ink of hybrid ity as an opportunity for 'commun ion '  (Bakan ,  1 966), 

achieving h igher developmental leve ls and  i ntegration of d ifferent, 

somet imes confl icti ng , perspectives. Sandsted (201n1 )  draws attention to 

the flu id ity o r  partia l i ty of hybrid ity, suggesti ng that a complete i ntegration 

is not possible (precisely because of chang ing , relationa l  and contextual 

nature of identity) . He argues that what we can ach ieve is a partial view 

that may make an u nderstand ing of d ifferent (for example ,  cu ltu ral) 

perspectives easier. With this in m ind , he speaks about certain ' hybrid 

moments' where 'double consciousness' emerges and hybrid ity settles 

down , freezes ' into a moment of contextua l  performativity' before it moves 

again .  I l i ke to th ink  about these moments as 'thresholds ' ,  developmental 

positions of ' insight' , which al low an ind ividua l  to 'crossbreed'  d ifferent 

cultu ral viewpoints and feel as a new person ,  no longer 'pure' (Hoffman, 

1 989). As M urphy-Lejeune (2003) suggests, the experience of crossing 

cu ltu ral borders changes a person's position i n  society. 'Caught in  

between groups ,  one's social and personal  identity becomes unclear and 

others to self and it requ i res time 

to inte rcu ltu ren

must be re-defined . The movement is d ua l ,  from self to others and from 

'because it means moving from culture 

' (p. 1 1 1 ) but investing time and effort i n  those movements 

may be developmental and transformative. I bel ieve that some contexts 

and situations a re particu larly conducive to experiencing hybrid ity. For 

exam ple ,  Ho l l iday notes that he has mu ltip le identit ies relating to d ifferent 

contexts , one as being a member of h is  fami ly ,  part of wh ich (through his 

wife) is I ran ian (Ho l l iday et al, 2004). Linking theoretical d iscussion with 
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my personal experience I bel ieve that l iv ing in another cu ltu re or 

experiencing 'otherness' th rough close relationships with my racia l ly and 

cu ltura l ly d iverse ci rcle of fam i ly and friends it is  poss ible to sometimes 

experience moments of 'doub le consciousness' and , at other times , 

identify with one of the perspectives more o r  feel a l ienated by a 

perspective we may not be able to g rasp o r  incorporate . Harden (2000) 

advises to prepare 'for the d ifficu lt position of the . . .  outsider, who no 

matter how m uch he/she m ight try, wi l l  never ful ly "understand" and wi l l  

never be ful ly "understood'" (p . 1 20) . Although m y  vis ion i s  not so 

pessimist ic and I va lue intercu ltu ral encounters ,  I a lso bel ieve that the 

sense of be longing that 'doub le consciousness '  moments offer is often 

i nterspersed with feel ings of a l ienation or  nosta lg ia for the past ('pure') 

identity and l ife of, perhaps, less cultu ra l  com plexity. 

I d iscuss i nternational students '  efforts to adapt to a new environment (and 

be successfu l in it) and ,  at the same t ime ,  retain  i m po rtant aspects of their 

identity and be critical about what to and why they shou ld adjust to in 

chapters 4, 7 and 8 .  

3 .4  Personal reflection and conclusion 

In th is chapter I have presented the context and rationale for the 

i ntroduction of PDP and related it to the l iteratu re on personal  

development ,  growth and identity. 

Prompted by a d ia logue with students and my own 'musements' I arrived 

at a conclus ion that both personal  development and g rowth can be viewed 

as a journey infl uenced by a com plex composition of conscious and 

unconscious influences, tacit and expl icit knowledge ,  i m pressions, 

hunches and structu red reflection , i n  which both scru pu lous plann ing, 

structu red reflection and ad hoe chances p lay a ro le .  The latter may 

i nfluence (and , som etimes su bstantia l ly ,  a l ter) the chosen path , as 

Marsden ( 1 988, p . 1 82-1 83) put it evocatively in poet ic  verses: 
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He walked with h is  feet on a roadway, 

A path that was clearly defined . 

But the journey that real ly had meaning 

Was the one that took place in his mind.  

But h is legs p layed no part in the choosing 

Which of the roads he m ust take. 

Whenever he came to a crossroad 

He had his choices to make. 

Wisdom lay not in his m uscles 

Nor in the soles of his feet. 

It came from the l ight of achievement 

It came from the mud of defeat. 

The further on he walks , the more crossroads. 

And the harder the choices become. 

In  country that's strange or unfriendly 

The ignorant will soon succumb. [. . .  ] 

I now move to a chapter which wi l l  d iscuss the chal lenges that await 

internationa l  students i n  'country that's strange [and may also be] 

unfriendly' . 
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Chapter Four: I nternational isation of Higher Education (HE) 

and cultural ly mediated teach ing  and learn ing 

Nearly one hundred years ago , Heidegger (2000/1 9 1 8)  touched on 

important aspects of i nternational isation :  sh ri n king of space and time, 

issues of accessib i l ity ,  technologica l  advancements , i nequa l ities and 

d istribut ion of power in the world ,  asking questions :  'what for? - where to? 

- and what then?' ( p .29). Fol lowing Heidegger ,  i n  th is  chapter I seek 

answers to questions  about what internationa l isation of h igher education 

is, what for, for whose benefit ,  where does it l ead us and what might the 

futu re ho ld .  I examine 'vectors of power' (Hoffman , 2008, p . 1 )  such as 

g lobal isation , marketization , consu merism , market com petition ,  standards 

and qual ity, pol icy d rivers , lectu rers' and students' expectations and 

concerns pu l l i ng i nstitutions ,  staff and students in d ifferent d i rections. I n  

this chapter I d iscuss how these d ifferent expectations  and  demands can 

put more p ressu re on  a l ready stretched academics, contributing to 

ambivalent fee l i ngs towards i nternationa l  students (Devos ,  2003) and 

leaving less space and energy for activit ies such as PDP,  often perceived 

as not core to subject teaching and requ i ring more explanation to students 

unfam i l iar  with them . I n  such scenarios the opportun ities to bui ld trustfu l 

and respectfu l relationsh ips ,  often necessary for personal d isclosu res 

typical for PDP tasks, may be l imited . 

I d iscuss the d iversity of ' internationa l  students' and chal lenge some of the 

assumptions frequently made about them as wel l  as hegemony of 

Western thought ,  a rgu i ng that PDP is one of many Western concepts , 

often uncritical ly app l ied to a l l  students, rega rd less of its u se to their l ives. 

I a lso consider the d iscourses of m u lticu ltu ral ism and  attempt to translate 

them onto a m icrocosm of academia ,  d iscussing the com plexities of 

mu lticultural education .  

F inal ly, I consider 'cu ltura l ly relevant' o r  'th i rd space' pedagogy as a 

su itable ph i losophy to underpi n teach ing  and learning i n  increasingly 
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multicu l tural HE  envi ronments , as an approach which cou ld support 

students' personal development and growth in  a more sensitive and 

considerate way, provid ing space for students' own way of being and 

becom ing , without an u ncritical imposition of Western practices . 

4.1 I nternational isation - tensions and competing discourses 

I nternational isation ,  l i ke cu ltu re and PD,  is an el usive and broad term 

2007 ,  p .262) wh ich vary accord ingly to contexts and perspectives (Knight, 

1 997;  Gun n ,  2005 ;  Fok, 2007; Ki l l ick, 2009 ; Montgomery ,  20 1 O ;  Trahar & 

Hyland , 201 1 ) . What i nternational isation means ' i nvites sed uction into a 

quagmire of potentia l ly unsatisfying responses' (Stone, 2006, p .334), 

wh ich incl ude i nternational  activities (student and staff academ ic mobi l ity, 

networking ,  partnersh ips  and projects, i nternational academ ic 

programmes and research in itiatives) ,  del ivery of education to other 

countries (branch 'offshore' campuses, franch ises or 'transnational '  

del ivery of parts of the cu rricu l um to students in their home countries) , 

inclusion of i nternationa l  content into cu rricu la  o r  a means to improve 

rankings of the i r  i nstitution and to recru it the best and brightest of 

international students and scholars (Knight ,  2008; Ki l l ick, 2009) .  

Caruana (2007) notes that most l iterature views internationalisation 'as the 

response to or an exp ression of changes brought about by g lobalisation' 

depicted as the p rocess of 'breaking down barriers between societies and 

cultures and the subord ination of al l  to the market' (p.2 1 ) , a part of 21 st 

century's real ity, wh ich as Altbach and Knight (2007) suggest, includes 

'pol icies and practices undertaken by institutions  to cope with the 

g lobalised academic environment' (p .290) . This can be viewed as a 

convergence trend toward homogeneity, u n iformity and standard isation ; 

often associated with 'a g lobal hegemonya- "the hamburger" culture, 

decl ine of national sovereignty (Haigh ,  2008) and the spread of 

Western isation  and its imperia l istic cla ims.  But g lobal isation is also 

'characterised by u nclear demarcation of concepts' (Kehm & Teich ler, 
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associated with an opposed trend toward d ifferentiat ion through  contact 

with others:  'd is- identify ing and position i ng as "other"' (Caruana, 2007 , 

p .2 1  ) ,  d i scussed i n chapter 3 .  

D iscussion in  H E  is dominated by  the top i cs of recru itment of i nternational 

students a nd the economic motivation beh ind it (Devos ,  2003; Haigh ,  

2008 ;  Tian & Lowe , 2009 , Svensson & Wih lbo rg ,  20 1 0) ,  rather than 

intercu ltu ra l learn ing with val ues of mutua l  respect, cooperation and 

u nderstand ing - 'the education of planetary citizens' (Haigh ,  2008, p .427) . 

This scenario p rompts Hal l iday (1 999) to 'question [international isation] 

fetish' as an 'unconsidered pursu it of the in ternationa l  can lead to a less, 

rather than a more , effective i nternationa l  contribution '  (p .99). 

Caruana (2007) argues that there are many u nderstand i ngs and 

m isunderstand i ngs of the re lationsh ip between international isation ,  

g lobal isation and the development of the g lobal ' knowledge economy and 

learn ing society' which d rive approaches to curricu l um i n  d ifferent 

d i rections  (p .23) .  Many u niversities engage in rhetoric of graduating 

'g lobal ly competent' students , a term popu larised and used frequently in 

d iscuss ions on l i nks between global isation and i nternational isation of HE .  

Hunt (2004, cited in  H u nt at al, 2006) defines g lobal competence as 

'having an open mind while actively seeking to u nderstand cultural norms 

and expectations of others ,  leveraging th is  ga ined knowledge to interact, 

commun icate and work effectively outside one's environment' (p . 1 30-1 3 1  ) .  

Brustein (2007, c ited in Ki l l ick, 201 1 )  a rgues that 'without global 

competence o u r  students wi l l  be i l l -prepared for  g lobal citizensh ip ,  lacking 

the ski l l s  requ i red to add ress our  g lobal  security needs, and unable to 

compete successful ly i n  the g lobal marketplace' (p.6). Yet, there are not 

many i nstitutions that put the i r  slogans  about i nternational isation i nto 

in which the purposes of h igher 

education are reductively described as the manufacture of the employable 

subject' (David & Clegg ,  2008, p .486) seems to me a narrow-sighted 

practice (Jones & Ki l l ick, 2007) . This p reoccupation with ' rhetoric of 

employab i l ity [and g lobal com petitiveness] 
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vision of i nternational isation and perhaps shou ld only be treated as one 

aspect (an d ,  perhaps , not the most important) of the international ised 

cu rricu lu m .  

Apart from being 'g lobal ly competent' , g raduates should become 'citizens 

that feel at home in the world '  (Haigh ,  2008,  p .427) and be able to 

negotiate uncerta inties and complexities of the modern world (Barnett, 

2003, 2007 ;  de Vita & Case, 2003; Haigh ,  2008) .  Olser and Starkey (2003) 

cal l  for education  d i rected at cosmopol itan ism in wh ich ' educated 

cosmopolitan citizens wi l l  be confident in  their own identities' and be able 

to see thei r  responsib i l ities 'with in  the local commun ity and at a g lobal 

level '  (p .267). This ideal istic 'd ream for i nternational isation' (Haigh ,  2008, 

p .428) is based on  the ideas that moving to another cou ntry (for m igration ,  

labour and/or study) offers people an opportun ity to participate in an  

i ncreas ing ly g lobal ised world ( Marg i nson  & Mol l is ,  2001  ) ,  can lead to a 

more complex cu ltu ral m ix and to what Bhabha ( 1 990) ca l ls cosmopol itan 

and hybrid identities (see chapter 3) ;  identities that many international 

students and academ ics assume (Marg inso n  & Mall is ,  1 997). Yet, these 

optim istic views may clash with a harsh rea l ity of a p revai l ing marketization 

d iscou rse and the demands of teach ing an increasing ly d iverse body of 

students , as wel l  as broader issues affecting mu lticu ltu ral societies. 

4.2 Marketization, pol icy drivers and students as consumers 

Montgomery (20 1 0 )  notes that the phenomenon of learners travel l i ng 

abroad to study is a very old trad ition going back to ancient t imes of 

'wandering scholars' moving from place to p lace to b roaden their learning. 

Yet, the g rowth i n  international  students' mobi l ity, accelerated over the last 

few decades on  an  unprecedented scale, is often treated as 'a source of 

income generation ,  a "cash flow"' (Brown & Jones, 2007 , p.2) for 'cash

strapped h igher education institutions' and on ly ' in  theory . . .  a process for 

the education of p lanetary citizens' Haigh (2008,  p .427) . From th is 

perspective , education is treated as a 'commod ity' and a lot of l iterature 

concentrates on 'dea l ing with students' p roblems and needs as part of 

1 04 



Chapter Four 

after-sale client care' (Gill, 2007,  p. 1 68) . These g rowth tendencies are 
reflected in a dramatic increase in the British universities' interest in the 
internationalisation agenda. By 2006, 1 02 (out of 1 17) universities 
included in their mission statements phrases that relate to 
internationalisation (Ayoubi & Massoud, 2007); in years 2006-8 every UK 
government policy referred explicitly to it ; all job advertisements for vice
chancellors that appeared in the British press during 2007 cited 
international perspectives as one of the requirements and by 2007 nearly 
half of all British universities employed a deputy vice chancellor to deal 
with internationalisation matters (Foskett, 2008 ,  cited in Foskett, 2010). 
Such moves are driven by governmental policies and initiatives ,  like for 
example the Prime Minister's Initiative (PM I ,  2006) , which set the goal for 
the HE and FE sector to attract more than 100 , 000 international students 
and double the number of countries sending more than 10,000 students 
per annum to the U K  by 201 1 (UKCISA, para 3 ). Twitchell (2004 , cited in 
Haigh, 2008 ,  p.428) claims that in the USA HE is a business 'bigger than 
religion, much bigger than art' and Svensson and Wihlborg (2010) argue 

argues that indeed many HE ls act as 'big businesses', modelling their 
arrangements on multinational corporations. On-going commercialisation 
of HE  finds its expression in the fact that 'international education has been 
shaped largely by university leader-managers ... rather than by faculty 
. . .  [and] some universities have developed new programs almost overnight 
without much regard for . . . the curriculum' (Marginson, 2002, p.2) or 
students' needs. De Vita and Case (2003) highlight the dangers of 
'marketization' and 'commodification' of curriculum, which 'militate against 
a type of internationalisation that would make university culture more 
multicultural' (p.384). 

These tendencies inevitably give rise to relations where students are 
conceived as 'consumers in a buyer-driven market' and where HEls 'use 

that 'the dominant discourse on internationalisation of higher education . .. 
tends to be framed by political , economic and organisational perspectives, 
rather than informed by educational considerations' (p.595) . Haigh (2008) 
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business-style methods to attract them' (Haigh ,  2008 , p .429) and 'compete 

( local ly and i nternational ly) for market share, and increasingly "sel l "  

themselves through the broad ephemera of location , faci l ities, celebrity 

and brand'  (Ki l l ick, 2009,  p .6) .  

Accord ing  to pred ict ions ' by 2025 the demand for international education 

wi l l  g row to 7 .2 m i l l ion  students , a quantu m leap from 1 .2 m i l l ion students 

i n  2000' (Kn ight, 2008 , p .  7) .  Trahar and Hyland (20 1a1 )  warn that the 

susta inab i l ity of such a big scale i nternationa l isation enterprise cal ls  

un iversities to cons ider the costs , support mechan isms and resources as 

wel l  as commitment, t ime  and effort of the staff involved . I bel ieve 

u n iversities  have an  eth ica l  ob l igation to provide i nternational students 

with opportun it ies and support needed to fu lfi l the i r  potentia l , but I a lso 

acknowledge that th is  is a very complex landscape to navigate in and,  as 

such , requ i res a carefu l cons ideration and a l ig nment of pol icies and 

practices , manageria l ,  o rgan isational a nd fund ing a rrangements and 

strategic decisions. Above a l l ,  'we shou ld never  forget that education is 

our fi rst reason for existence as univers ity' (Mandela , 1 992 , para 2 1 )  and 

we shou ld  be sensitive to complexities of mu lticu ltu ral education , the 

uneth ica l  natu re of some of the practices with i n  academia and wary of 

cu ltural imperia l ism and hegemony of Western cu ltu re, issues I turn to in  

the fol lowing sections .  

4.3 Problematisation of international students 

4.3 . 1  Who are the i nternational students? 

Caro l l  and Ryan (2005) define international students as those 'who have 

chosen to travel to another country for tertiary study' (p .3) ,  (although some 

countries take in i nternational students at secondary l evels as wel l ) .  I find 
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this definition more straightforward and accurate than an arbitrary division 
(used throughout the HE sector) between home and international 

(2011 , p .626) cite a definition proposed by the UKCISA (UK Council for 
International Student Affairs , n.d. ) which suggests that a home or local 
student is someone domiciled in the UK or another E U  country , while an 
international student is someone studying full-time and non-resident 
ordinarily in the U K  or another E U  country. I argue that many EU students 

also note that this perceived socio-cultural distance and English language 
fluency may be less marked for some (a passport may indicate a chosen 
nationality which may not reflect acquired identity, language or sense of 
belonging). 

Trahar (2006b) observes that although other terms exist ('overseas' , 
'foreign') ' international' is perceived as a 'preferable' one (p.202) in relation 
to students who come to study in a foreign country. However, I 
purposefully use the term 'foreign' as it removes the illusion of 
commonality and familiarity with the local culture (that the term 'home' 
conveys for me) and resonates with 'otherness' of pedagogic practices, 
which are key to my discussion in this chapter. Hence, I use 'foreign' (my 
observations) and ' international' (literature citations) i nterchangeably, 
when referring to all non-Brit ish students. 

Many writers (Brah, 1 996;  Haigh , 2009 ; Trahar , 2006a, 2006b, 2007; 
Trahar & Hyland, 2011 ; Ryan & Viete, 2009) stress that international 
students cannot be treated as a homogeneous group or 'unproblematically 

students , where 'international' is an umbrella term that is used to refer to a 
large number of non-EU students to differentiate between them and so
called 'home' students in terms of their fee status. Trahar and Hyland 

(including myself) may indeed feel more ' international' or 'cosmopolitan' 
rather than 'home' even though they pay the same fees as the U K  
students. This may be because many of them come from distinctively 
different socio-historical backgrounds and pedagogic traditions and 
because they usually speak E nglish as a foreign language. However, I 
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be characterised as having certain "qual ities" as there can be greater 

diversity with i n  cultures than between them' (Ryan & Viete, pp. 303-4) and 

because both international  and home students come from d iverse 

backgrounds (cu ltu ral ,  ethn ical ,  social , economic or l ingu istic). Brah ( 1 996) 

notes that 'two g roups sharing a broadly s imi la r  cultural space may 

construct themselves as ethn ical ly d istinct; conversely, cu ltu ral ly  d isti nct 

grou ps may assert a common ethnicity' (p.238) . Elaborating on such 

perceptions Lou ie (2005) refers to ' ind ividual d ifferences within the "same 

culture"' (p.23) by offering a comparison of a student whose parents are 

professors in Shanghai and a student whose parents a re peasants from a 

vil lage i n  Hunan. Haigh (2009) reiterates th is point stating that 'frequently 

the cultu ral gap between a local community and its minorities is greater 

than that between them and its ' i nternational ' learners who often come 

from other Western nations or Westernised e l ites' (p .272) . 

4.3.2 Mu lti-cu ltu ral ism and multicu ltu ral- ism in  academia 

Parekh (2009) draws attention to two views of mu lticu ltu ra l ism which clash 

with each other and can produce a paradoxical situation in  a 'multicultural' 

society (or organ isation, such as a un iversity) where people appear to 

welcome the concept of 'melting pot' but at the same time they reject the 

idea of ' interactive cu ltural d iversity and single but p lural composite 

cultu re' (p . 1 30) . Instead , some people may support the vision of 'the 

plural ity of self-contained cultures' , ' isolationism' and 'ghettoization' ,  which 

offers a static view 

that every cu ltura l  commun ity is self-contai ned and self-authenticating and has a 
right to l ive by its norms .  Outsiders cannot judge or criticise it and shou ld  respect 
its autonomy. Mu lticu ltu ral ism ,  in th is sense, underm ines any kind of shared l ife 
and m il itates against the mu lticultural society itself (p .1 30). 

argue that the dominant d iscou rse in Western academia is one of 

international students as 'self-contai ned and self-authenticating' , p lacing 

an accent on ass imi lation to local educational values with the ru les and 

norms which a l l  students need to adhere to , if they want to succeed i n  

obtain ing a degree. Essentially, for me th is  is  institutional form of 

international isation  (Turner & Robson ,  2008, p .33), co ld  and impersonal , 

I 
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with l ittle p lace for any critique ,  d ialogue or negotiation of the pedagogic 

approaches.  The Western academy can (and often does, as I show in the 

next section) criticise and stereotype i nternational students' practices and 

assumes a position of superiority . 

On the contrary, m u lticu ltu ral- ism assumes a more dynamic and creative 

interaction of cu ltu res, wh ich have d ifferent l im itations and which i nfluence 

each other and benefit from a d ialogue. Such a d ialogue 

requ ires that d ifferent cultures should both be respected and brought into a 
creative interplay. It chal lenges the hegemony of the dominant culture ,  exposes 
its biases and l im itations, and helps create a composite cultu re in wh ich they can 
see something of themselves and which they can own with p ride as their 
comm on achievement. Mu lticu ltural- ism in th is sense is open ,  i nteractive, 
dynam ic a nd creative (Parekh, 2009, pp .  1 30-1 31 ) .  

For me mu lticu ltu ral- ism is also personal (Tu rner & Robson,  2008,  p.33) ,  

depend ing on  i nd iv idua l  world-views , com mitment and relationships bui lt 

by academics and students , rather than  'prescribed' at managerial level .  

At th is personal level mu lticu ltu rcil- ism has a transformative potential . Tian 

and Lowe (2009) suggest that ' international '  should not be used as a label 

attached to foreigners a rriving at HE ls  but rather ' used to describe those 

who emerge from such a transformative experience, whether they be 

"home" or "overseas" students' (p .662) .  I extend this view also to 

academics, hoping that as a result of mu lticu ltural- ism exchanges they 

may experience personal  and profess ional transformations and become 

more ' international ' as 'th rough gain ing understand ing of the Cu ltural 

Other one i s  better enabled to understand oneself, to d econstruct and 

reconstruct . . .  identity rather than retreating i nto a stereotyped , 

chauvin istic popu l ist national ism' (Tian & Lowe, 2009 , p .663). 

2009; Ki l l ick, 2009,  20 1 1 ,  Tian & Lowe, 2009; Harris ,  20 1 1 ) ,  i t  certainly is 

not easy to ach ieve. One approach is  to ' include content from other 

cultu res, perspectives and ph i losoph ies' (Ryan ,  2000, p .59) . In  this spirit, 

Haigh (2009)  implemented expl icitly mu lticu ltu ral e lements into a 

Although I hear some voices support ing such a vis ion of h igher education 

(hooks, 1 994, 2003; Trahar, 2006a,  201a1 ;  I ppol ito , 2007;  Haigh ,  2008 , 
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cu rricu lum in  order to 'embed and val idate the thought of cultu res other 

than Western' (p .27 1 ) .  Whi le he reported that learners responded wel l to 

m u lticu ltu ral material wh ich was overtly added to a curricu lum and where 

students' efforts were val idated d i rectly by marks , the same learners faced 

problems with a cu rricu l um impl icitly based on concept of dharma (where 

the whole design sh ifted the course 'from the descriptive and analytical 

modes characteristic of much Western academia and toward an 

This design and approach to learning was entirely new to learners and 

Ha igh noted that severa l  local students felt uncomfortable with it . He 

concluded that, although it is  ach ievable to bui ld some small elements of 

non-Western foundation into a curricu lum which can support the 

development of intercu ltural empathy, extending this approach to underpin 

a bigger part (or ent ire) curricu lum can create d iscomfort in  learners. I 

return to the topic of international is ing curricu la i n  a further d iscussion of 

the complexities of m u lticu ltu ral education (see section 4.4) but prior to 

th is ,  I consider various perceptions of international students that 

academ ics may hold . 

4 .3 .3 The 'burden '  of i nternational students and hegemony of Western 

HE 

The international learners ,  once 'attracted' and recru ited often are 

perceived as an extra burden , 'as s ites of Engl ish language deficiencies or 

"empty vessels" to be fi lled up with [Western] knowledge' (N innes & 

introspective and experiential exploration of the personal self. . .  ' ,  p.272) . 

Helsten , 2005 , p. 1 0) and 'needy of support . . .  i n  a kind of deficit 

model' (Jones and Brown, 2007, p.2) due to a mu ltip l icity of ' issues' 

rang ing from language and cultural , pedagogic (unfami l iarity with local 

pedagogies and expectations,  study habits and learn ing approaches), 

contextual ( relating  to classroom environment: i nstruction, expectations ,  

participation ,  or rather perceived lack of it, code of conduct) , social 

( isolatio n  and lonel iness, amount of contact with nationals), financial as 

wel l  as personal (pu rpose of sojourn ,  adaptabi l ity, openness to new 

experience) (Ryan & Hel lmundt, 2003; Byram & Feng , 2006; Caruana, 
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2007; Carol l  & Ryan ,  2005;  Ha igh ,  2008 ; Kreber, 2009) .  Carro l l  and Ryan 

(2005) state that ' many lecturers , faced with unfami l iar  student 

characteristics and needs,  are unsure how to respond' and ' it is easiest . . .  

to stick to their exist ing assumptions about and expectations of the " ideal 

student'" (p . 5) .  Therefore students are often expected to adhere to local 

standards,  adapt and change i n  order to fit in the host system - an 

expression of  u n iversities' colon ial izing tendencies (Cary ,  2004) . 

Tian and Lowe (2009) view the d ifficult ies that fore ign students face as 

international students. Such a s ituation leaves foreigners 'to find their way 

through their own efforts to as best an assim i lated position as they can 

manage' (p .665) . 

The risk of lowering  standards  i s  another  issue for many teachers who 

may avoid more chal leng ing content or harder ski l ls i n  their teaching for 

fear that i nternational students may not be able to cope due to perceived 

language inefficiency.  Even internationa l  postgrad uate students who are 

often h igh ly educated professionals in  their home cou ntry (Trahar, 2007 ;  

Robinson-Pant, 2009) can be marg ina l ised or i nfanti l i sed by some 

academ ics (Devos, 2003) as wel l as other  students who fai l  to see beyond 

the accent and the lack of native-l ike language fluency. El l iott's (200 1 , 

cited in  Devos, 2003) words show how patron is ing some of the academ ics 

may sound when referr ing to international students: 'we've passed 

students . . .  whose written Engl ish approximates that of a nine year old , 

whose spoken Engl ish is so poor it cannot be understood read i ly in  normal 

day-to-day conversation  . . . ' (p . 1 6 1  ). It is a d ifficult issue and there are no 

simple solutions but, l i ke Trahar (2006b ), I th ink it is ou r  responsibility as 

teachers to match the language we use appropriately to our students' level 

'the man ifestation of d ifferential power' where students 'are p laced in 

subord inate positions' ( p .666) 'of inequal ity and marg inal isation' (p.667). 

From this perspective it is not i nternational  students that a re be ing 

problematized but Western teachers and fel low students who are viewed 

as gu ilty of not be ing able or not making  an effort to 'meet half way' with 
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(not too low so that they have a chance to expand their vocabulary and not 
too high so that we do not jeopardise their chances of understanding). 

Furthermore, many teachers lack time, resources and sometimes also 
necessary knowledge, training and experience to support increasingly 
diverse students. Trahar (2007) recollects how her first encounters with 
international students caused her 'some considerable discomfort' (p.10) , 
led to in-depth self-reflection, investigation into various pedagogical values 
and practices and moved her towards a 'diversimilarity paradigm' that 
emphasises 'the appreciation of diversity and cultural similarities' (Ofori
Dankwa & Lane, 2000, cited in Trahar, 2007, p.15). Such a reflective, 
iterative approach could be highly beneficial to all educators, yet within a 
complex university scenario with many daily pressures and competing 
discourses there is often little space for reflection, careful consideration 
and an empathic stance, hence 'the degree of tolerance to otherness and 
different styles can dwindle quickly when teaching and learning demand 
more time, energy and patience' (Otten ,  2003 , p.14). 

Some writers (whose intentions are allegedly to provide guidance to both 
academics and students in order to improve international students' 
educational experience) suggest that 'the first barrier lies in the need to 
make a deliberate change of attitude about how knowledge can properly 
[sic] be handled' (Ballard, 1996, p.159, emphasis added) . According to 
such views it is them - the foreign students that have to learn, adjust or 
even drastically change to survive in a strange environment with an 
assumption that what they are adjusting to what is somehow a superior or 
a 'proper' (Western) way. The question of suitability and ethicality of 
knowledge transfer remains unrecognised by many Western teachers, 
who rarely consider the issues that students may face on their return 
home, such as 'the challenge of how to adapt to, or whether to make 
changes to, their institution's established academic practices' (Robinson
Pant, 2009 , p.417). Canagarajah (2002 , cited in Robinson-Pant, 2009 , 
p.419) reported a conflict between a pressure to conform to the academic 
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cu lture of h is  home u n iversity and the danger of h is work being rejected i n  

an international context (leaving h im in  a position of a 'periphery 

academic') , as he real ised that US standard academic practices were ' not 

just d ifferent, but superior [and central] , in  the g lobal context' (p.4 1 7) .  His 

Sri Lankan u n iversity col leagues found his new style of academic writi ng 

as 'unnecessari ly and unproductively contentious ' ,  using an 'authoritarian 

voice and critical stance' and 'aggressive ind ividual ism' (Western self

centred values); yet retreati ng to home academic practice meant rejection 

by the 'centre' academic community. 

Cerwonka (2009) argues that 'too often the West functions as the default 

norm' (p .722) by which the East is being measured . She refers to 'the 

civi l izing d iscourses that have long asserted the superiority of the West' 

and wh ich create power relationships that mark Eastern scholars [and 

students] as 'regional and peripheral and . . .  undermine the authority of 

their knowledge claims' (p .722). Ryan and Viete (2009) expla in that 

undervalu ing of foreign students' knowledge and experiences is frequently 

associated with the norm of a native speaker i n  the Engl ish-speaking 

environment: 'nativespeakerdom' and wh ich, accord ing to Schmitt (2005) , 

is l ingu ist ical ly problematic as native speaker fluency is based on the use 

of a shared set of memorised expression s  (tacitly agreed on as efficient 

and expected ways of language use), not from creative use of language 

(which often d i stingu ishes foreign students) .  Many teachers and assessors 

of written work may reward it 'as having academic abi l ity or value because 

it is similar to their  own' ,  a 'fantasy' implying that 'learning is occurring 

when the learner is becoming more l ike the lecturer' (litowitz, 1 993, cited 

in Ryan & Viete, 2009 , p .305) . I n  my recent practice as a tutor and marker 

of students' assignments I was faced with the very di lemma of whether to 

mark accord ing to the Western script (and pun ish  a student for non

conformance to 'academic standards') or recognise a d ifferent scholarly 

trad ition (by reward i ng a h igh ly creative, phi losoph ical ly advanced essay 

that excel led in comparison with all other students' work) . A native double

marker was h igh ly crit ical of th is work whi le I was torn inside, knowing that 
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i f  th is essay was referenced accord ing ly to local standards and written i n  a 

more detached , 'objective' way (see d iscussion in  chapter 1 ) , it wou ld 

have been g iven a h igh  grade. Although , as a resu lt of the markers' 

negotiation , the student passed , the grade was low and the student's 

being was 'shattered' ,  deeply affecting her confidence and self-esteem . I t  

left me  with a bitter aftertaste of powerlessness and  i njustice and a 

reflection , in l ine with Schmitt's (2005) suggestion , that 'as our student 

body international ises, we may also need to consider whether it is the 

academy that needs to shift its views of what constitutes good writing' 

(p .66) .  

The power of Anglo-American u niversit ies is  expressed through th is  

'nativespeakerdom' 'as cu ltu ral colon ial isation and the d isplacement of 

other languages i n  education and research and d isplacement of the 

intel lectual trad itions they support' (Marg inson , 2006, p .25 ; Cerwonka, 

2009) .  Marginson (2006) d iscusses a theoretical possib i l ity of languages, 

other than Engl ish ,  becoming 'alternative g lobal mediums' which is not 

being real ised due to relentless reproduction of 'the hegemony and 

homogeneity of Eng l ish ' .  He claims that 

The bedrock assum ption of Engl ish- language universities is that native English 
speakers have l ittle to learn in other languages. Along with the g lobal hegemony 
of universities in the Engl ish-speaking nations comes global i nsu larity, a 
bl indness to other languages and other cu ltures embedded in  them, regardless of 
the immense richness these enta i l' (p.37). 

The position ing of foreign students as i nferior and 'empty vessels' (Ninnes 

& Helsten , 2005 , p . 1 0) n ot on ly does not recogn ise the cu ltu ral richness 

they bring with them but also is accompanied by the d iscourse of 'decl ine 

of academic standards' as a result of the international isation of higher 

education (Devos,  2003, p . 1 56) .  Devos a nalysed a publ ic media textual 

representation of 'the western "will to power" over others , 'which is often 

related to the materia l  real it ies of pol it ical and eco nom ic domination which 

constitute colon ial i sm ,  i mperial ism a nd nee-colonial ism' (p. 1 57) . Such 

depiction of foreign students led Devos to pose a question of whether 

international students are 'also the "colon ia l  subjects" of/for our times' 
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(p . 1 58) .  Th is question occup ied an important space i n  my reflection on the 

often assumed superiority of Western 'world class' education (typically 

British and American ,  Deem , Mok & Lucas, 2008) .  Gustavson and Osman 

( 1 997) explain that such bel iefs are deeply rooted in 

a relativisation of Western culture which ,  in  its c la ims to represent the broadly 
humane, has , for centuries , oppressed, dom inated and almost destroyed large 
parts of the populat ions of the earth and trampled down its d iversity of cultures. 
This fact is easi ly forgotten by al l 
only see the good, the right and the beautifu l .  The dominating , oppress ive and 
destructive s ide of Western culture is concealed in such a perspective 
(Gustavsson & Osm an, 1 997, p . 1 83) . 

I t is easy to see how d iscou rses of superiority and hegemony can lead to 

stereotypical m isconceptions about the ( inferior) learn ing orientations and 

behaviou rs of i nternationa l  students that some Western col leagues hold . 

Biggs sketched an  over-exaggerated l ist of deficits (below) to make a point 

of, perhaps not a lways so obvious ,  stereotypical judgements: 

• 'They rote learn and lack critical th inking ski l ls . '  

• 'They are passive; they won't talk in  the class.' 

• 'They don't u nderstand what plag iarism means. '  

• 'They stick together . . .  won 't mix with the locals . '  

• 'They tend to look on lecturers as close to gods. '  (Biggs, 1 999, cited 

i n  De Vita , 2007, p . 1 56). 

De Vita (2007) comments on Bigg's efforts as a ' laudable i ntention to pul l  

the rug from under the feet of those teachers who ,  by viewing other 

academic cu ltural trad itions as i nferior products, use these general isations 

as an excuse to perpetuate i neffective and ethnocentric teach i ng 

practices' (p . 1 56) . 

4.3.4 Complexities of teach ing and lead ing in d ifferent cultural contexts 

Although the above mentioned stereotypical conceptions about 

international students' approaches to learning are unjust, often subject to 

m isinterpretation and exaggerat ion ,  there is  no denying that there are 

differences in  conceptual isations of learn ing and teach ing across cultures. 

In chapter 1 I have expla ined my choice of the sam ple in terms of 
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concentrating on partic ipants who came from fou r  cultu ral backgrounds. I 

provided some evidence for  the cu ltural d ifferences that stem from 

d ifferent socio-historica l ,  economic and pol it ical contexts and inform 

cultu ral values and ph i losoph ical trad itions .  I n  th is section I concentrate 

specifical ly o n  pedagogic practice with in  these four cu ltu res. 

The l iteratu re on learn ing in various  cu ltu res is vast and it is im possible to 

review and present concisely everyth ing that has been written about every 

culture that students come from (or even the four  cu ltures on which my 

research concentrates). Therefore I br iefly com ment here on some 

conceptions of d ifferent approaches to and bel iefs about learn ing and 

teaching , which 'when comprehended , can p romote understand ing and 

respect between ind ividuals  and d ifferent g roups . . .  [and] learning from 

ways unl ike one's own' (Tweed & Lehman , 2002 , p .90) . 

There is a p lethora of l iteratu re wh ich concentrates on  learn ing values 

associated with Confucian Heritage Cu ltu res (CHC) -

to China ( includ ing Hong Kong and Taiwan) ,  Japan ,  Korea and S ingapore 

where Confucian values are prevalent to varying degrees (H i ,  1 991t; Biggs, 

1 996). N isbett (2005) argues that the ph i losoph ies and ach ievements of 

the ancient Chinese and ancient Greeks 'were remarkably d ifferent, as 

were the social structures and conceptions  of themselves' (p . 1 ) and these 

stil l  exert i nfluence on ideas and educational  p ractices in education (Jin & 

Cortazzi , 1 998). Therefore it comes as no su rprise that the Confucian 

cu lture of learn ing is often presented i n  contrast to the Socratic culture of 

learning (Watkins ,  2000; Tweed & Lehman,  2002) i n  a d ichotomous way 

learn ing,  pragmatic orientations to learning ,  and acceptance of 

behavioural reform as an academic goal' (Confucian lture of learning) as 

it

cut

opposed to 'overt and p rivate questioning , expression of personal 

hypotheses and a desire for self-dtrected tasks' (Socratic-oriented 

a term used to refer 

that divides the East from the West. Tweed and Lehman (2002) i n  their 

analysis of the d ifferences between those two cu ltures of learning 

formulate a framework which emphasises effort-focussed conceptions of 
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l earn ing , p .93) .  They h igh l ight that most of research comparing Western 

and Eastern learners uti l ises Marton and Saljo's ( 1 976) d istinction 

between deep and surface approaches to learn ing ,  with a tendency to 

perceive Eastern (especial ly South Asian)  approaches as shal low, overly 

i nstrumental and reproductive, based o n  memorisation and not 

encouraging 'deep understanding'  (Kember & Gow, 1 99 1 ; Biggs, 1 996; 

Kennedy, 2002) ,  wh ich leads to a stereotypical and essentia l ist depiction  

of learners as presented i n  the section above . Yet th is is not an accurate 

reflection of the Confucian cu ltu re of learn ing , in  which students treat 

memorization as a path (and pre-requis ite) to u nderstanding (Kember, 

1 996, 200 1 ; Montgomery, 201 0) .  Memorization and understanding cannot 

be seen as m utua l ly excl us ive but rather  as i nterlocking  processes and a 

purely mechan ical memorization needs to be d isti ngu ished from 

memorization with u nderstand ing - 'deep memorization' (Tang,  1 994 , cited 

in Montgomery, 20 1 0) ,  wh ich can b e  seen as  a way of reta in ing what has 

already been u nderstood . The conceptua l isation of memorization not as 

rote , surface learn ing but as an  aid i n  u nderstand ing and consol idation of 

knowledge can cast some l ight on the so cal led 'Chinese paradox' (Marton 

& Trigwel l ,  2000) .  Watkins  and Biggs (200 1 ) expla in  that there are two 

aspects of th is paradox. Fi rstly, students from CHCs often out-perform 

(especial ly i n  maths and science) the i r  Western peers, despite their 

al leged 'surface' approaches to learn ing and secondly, in studies involving 

Chinese h ig h  achieving students' memorization appeared to be used in a 

way that led to h igh level of u nderstand i ng (Watkins & Biggs, 2001 ; 

Montgomery, 201 0) .  

The d isregard for memorization and l ea rn i ng  many facts was brought to 

my attention not on ly by the l iterature on  East Asian  students but also by 

Central East European students i n  th is  study ,  who questioned the amount 

of knowledge being transferred from teachers to learners i n  the GEE 

systems of education and were h igh ly critical of this 'encyclopaedic' 

knowledge, 'passive' learning and 'teacher-centeredness' (see chapters 7 

and 8 for examples and further d iscussion). It seemed that the encounters 
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with a d ifferent context and system of education  evoked their criticism of 

learn ing approaches sti l l  prevalent i n  thei r  home educational 

environments . Whi le I u nderstood how new ways of learn ing and the focus 

on more practical knowledge cou ld be attractive, I questioned students' 

d isregard for the sound base of factual knowledge they received , which I 

specu lated to be o ne of the factors i n  the i r  good ach ievement i n  the UK 

(Jankowska , 20 1 0) .  Here ,  I bel ieve , is j ust one of many examples of a 

d ifference i n  approaches to learn i ng ,  wh ich , when comprehended , may 

help enhance the practices of a l l  students: Eastern d rawing more on 

practical aspects and Western acknowledg ing that broad , genera l ,  wel l  

memorized knowledge can be a so l id foundation for further learn ing and 

understand ing . 

Moreover, as Fasokun ,  Katahoire and Oduran  (2005) suggest, in  African 

ora l  trad itions ,  where access to resou rces is l im ited , rote learn ing p lays an 

important role in  acqu i ring and passing on knowledge from generation to 

generation and i n  a variety of ways ( poetry, storytell i ng ,  r idd les and 

folklore) . An accurate transm ission of knowledge,  wh ich rel ies on a h igh ly 

developed memory is crucia l ,  perhaps much more than i n  the Western 

societies where most students have easy access to resources, incl ud i ng 

Internet and therefore there is no need to ' hold' al l  the facts in memory. 

Although the l iteratu re concentrates h eavi ly on CHC students in  

comparison with 'Western' students and i t  is more d ifficult to  find stud ies 

on African and CEE students' approaches to learn ing ,  th rough my 

conversations with students and reflectio n  on  my own experiences, I 

real ised that there a re some com mona l it ies i n  these systems of education , 

such as teacher-centeredness, respect for authority, facts and heavy 

transm ission of knowledge from a teacher to l earners. I n  the UK, however, 

the onus is more on self-d i rected , autonomous learn ing in  a more student

centred environment, where teacher is not seen as an u lt imate expert and 

a figu re of unquestionable authority , but more as faci l itator/enabler of the 

learning process. 
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While th is Western ' learner-cantered ' pedagogy encourages students to 

participate through tal ki ng  and active i nvolvement, i n  contrast, CHC 

pedagogy is often cited as an example of a teacher- and 'more cogn itive

centred' approach , where a ' learning-l isten ing' approach is more favoured 

(J in & Cortazzi , 1 998,  p .744) .  Being active in  the Chinese classroom, as 

J in and Cortazzi ( 1 995) exp la in ,  is about ' cogn itive i nvolvement, lesson 

preparation ,  reflection and review, th i nki ng ,  memorisat ion and self-study' 

(p. 71 ). Moreover, Tweed and Lehman (2002) po int out that Chinese 

students view effort as central to the learn i ng  process much more than 

their Western peers .  Hence academ ic  achievement in China is attributed 

more to effort put i nto organ ised studies (the harder and longer you work, 

the more you ach ieve) ,  wh i le in the USA, for instance, i t  is often attributed 

to less contro l lable factors , such as having an i nherent abil ity ( intel l igence, 

aptitude) or havi ng a good teacher (Hau & Sal i l i ,  1 99 1 i; Stevenson , Chen & 

Lee, 1 993; Stevenson  & Stigler, 1 992,  c ited in Tweed & Lehman, 2002) .  

This can be attributed to a strong sense of social responsib i l ity, not just for 

bank loan and needs to be paid off (Kennedy, 2002 , p.432) as 'u ltimately, 

focussed approach can a lso be l in ked to a more pragmatic and uti l itarian 

the Western ph i losoph ical ideas that ' learning should be its own end and 

that education loses mean ing if focussed on an extrinsic goal' (p .95) .  Yet, I 

wou ld argue that with the d i scourses of employabi l i ty and competitiveness 

gaining a lot more cu rrency i n  the UK (see chapter 3) and other Western 

countries a learner's  i nterest i n  learn ing is sh ifted towards a more 

uti l itarian o rientation as wel l .  

oneself but for important others or even society as a whole: 'within  a 

network of mutual ob l igations ,  the d ebt to the fam i ly is as tangible as a 

accomplishments are on behalf of the family's wel l-being and reputation . . .  

[thei r] social and economic insurance . . .  today's chi ld is tomorrow's 

ancestor' (Pratt, 1 999 ,  cited i n  Kennedy, 2002, p .432). This achievement

orientation to learn ing  in CHG, where education is viewed as a means to 

an end . As Tweed and Lehman (2002) suggest th is  can be contrasted with 
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Moreover, for CHC learners a concept of "'face" (mien-tzu) - having status 

in  front of others' (Kennedy, 2002, p .43 1 ) is particularly important. As 

Kennedy explains 'b lowing your own trum pet' and taking other learners' 

time to express i ndependent judgements is seen as egoistic and selfish 

and 'there is a strong pressu re to conform and act in the interest of the 

group .  Com prom ise , moderation and the mai ntenance of harmon ious 

relationsh ips are encou raged , i nd ividual ism and self-assertion  

d iscouraged ' (p.43 1 ) .  Therefore students are not encouraged to speak out, 

to question in front of others and to chal lenge or criticise (especial ly the 

(Bond , 1 992 , cited in Kennedy, 2002 , p .43 1 ). Th is however,  does not 

mean that CHC students do not question and do not th i nk  critical ly. While 

Western learners tend to question early in the process of learning in l ine 

with an idea that 'doubt shows that one is independent from others . . .  

[hence] the ideal type of th i nking is that which dou bts and evaluates 

others' thinking and generates new ideas' (Tweed & Lehman, 2002, p.95) , 

CHC learners locate the question ing and critic ising at the end of the 

learning process. Pratt and Wong ( 1 999 , cited in Tweed & Lehman , 2002) 

found that Chinese learners fi rst memorize, then try to understand and 

on ly after that th ink of appl ication and question ing and modifying . 

Question ing prior to knowledge gain is not a part of good learn ing; it can 

only come after acqu isition of knowledge and not i n  a way that threatens 

or chal lenges 'face' . Therefore , frequently reported CHC learners' 

reluctance to participate in classroom d iscussions ,  viewed by the 

Westerners in a deficit way, i n  fact cannot be treated as a sign of lack of 

engagement or 'passive learn ing' as 'the Confucian learner must actively 

work to acquire, u nderstand and apply essential concepts coming main ly 

from outside the self (Tweed & Lehman , 2002 , p.96) . 

I have sketched here some d ifferences in  approaches to teaching and 

learning , which may be b lamed for stereotypical , mislead ing 

conceptua l isation of international students as passive, rote learners, 
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relying on lecturers and treating them 'as close to gods' and struggl ing to 

become i nd ependent, crit ical and outspoken ind ividuals capable of 

question ing and chal leng ing others' ideas. However, as Montgomery 

(20 1 0)  offers 

The suggestion that Ch inese students' approaches to learning in a H igher 
Education context abroad are entirely governed by Confucian Heritage Cultures 
is s im i lar to the suggestion that Brit ish students respond to educational 
environments in the way that they do because of their Celtic heritage, because of 
Shakespeare or because of the i nfl uence of learn ing traditions from the 
Enl ightment era' (p.33). 

Cultures are not static or frozen in the past. Each system of education is 'a 

complex, dynam ic phenomenon , com pris ing a mu lt ip l icity of bel iefs and 

practices' (Grimshaw, 2007 , p .303) and socia l , po l itical and economic 

factors contribute to th is  complexity. As I exp la ined in chapter 3, cu ltures 

have 'b lurred boundaries' , they 'flow, change, interm ing le , cut across and 

through one another' (Hol l iday et al, 2004, p .4) and learners' attitudes, 

values and behaviou rs change in d ifferent  contexts and as a result of 

various experiences. Dichotomous ,  static approaches to cu ltures of 

evolving nature of a l l  cu ltu res . Yet, th inki ng about d ifferent 

conceptual isations of learn i ng and teach ing  can be usefui

understand ing some real issues that many fore ign students face when 

they transit between two , often very d ifferent, ways of learn ing and being 

in the world . 

Lou ie (2005) recogn ises that being away from a fami l iar environment can 

fal l ing .  Cutting off some of the ties without fal l ing is  not an easy task and 

' involves u nderstand i ng both host cu ltu re and home culture and how they 

can be both beneficial and harmfu l ' (p .23) .  Hence ignoring d isparate 

beliefs and val ues cannot create a space for open ,  honest exchange, 'a 

robust d ia logue' i n  which we can ask 'sensitive questions . . .  that can often 

be avoided because they can be embarrass ing ,  but are so crucial to ask if 

free us but at the same t ime evoke a sense of i nsecurity as 'cultural 

baggage' is l ike a 'safety net' , wh ich both restricts us and stops us from 

learn ing ,  often presented i n  the l iterature, d isregard th is powerful role of 

the learning context and students' abi l ity to respond to it as well as ever 

l in  
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we are to deepen ou r  u nderstand ing of those d ifferent backgrou nds and 

contexts' (Trahar, 20 1 1 ,  p.7) . Being more expl icit about our own practices 

(Carro l l ,  2005)  and a l lowing space to tal k  about the issues that students 

grapple with , their ways of knowing and being , their feel i ngs cou ld val idate 

them as learners (Baxter Magolda , 2001t) and create opportun ities for 

'dynamic' i ntercu ltu ral dialogue, a space of mu lticu ltu ra l- ism (Parekh , 

2009) and a crit ica l  pedagogical restructu r ing , not of what education 

should be, but of what it might be' (Harris ,  201 1 ,  p .21 8). 

Without such opportun it ies , as Wu (2002) and Tian and Lowe (2009) 

report i n  the i r  stud ies of Chinese learners ,  many students may feel 

inadequate, margi na l ised , i nfanti le ,  underm ined and uncomfortable, not 

knowing exactly how to behave and left to absorb cu ltu ral d ifferences as if 

by osmosis, especial ly 'in the face of perceived [by many international 

students] ind ifference or hosti lity from the host commun ity' (Tian & Lowe, 

2009 , p.672) .  I n sufficient support can lead to traumatic, rather than 

enhancing , l earning experiences as students cannot explore and 

experiment in an environment wh ich does not seem to be safe and 

welcoming .  Su l l ivan and Johns (2002) descri be such experiences as 

identity-threaten ing and state that 

on a psycholog ical level , dangerous teaching ,  which m ight be defined as that 
which threatens personal and social identity beyond the capacity to benefit from a 
chal lenge, is thought to invoke defence strategies that not only prevent the 
ind ividual  from engag ing in the learn ing opportu nity on offer but which actual ly 
promote resistance to it (p.221 ). 

In such unfavourable circumstances students' fear of fai lure can increase 

for their success and th is ,  together with the need to cope with everyday 

issues (without the i r  usua l  support systems) can lead to considerable 

stress and even mental health issues. 

It is not surpris ing that ,  in the face of com peting d iscourses of 

marketization and increased rel iance of un iversities on income from 

international recru itment on one hand and problematisation of international 

drastical ly .  Carrol l  and Ryan (2005) observe that i nternational students 

often are acutely aware of the h igh expectations fami ly and friends have 

1 22 



1 23 

Chapter Four 

students on the other, pub l ic debate often depicts the ambiva lence that 

un iversities fee l  towards these students. As Devos (2003) puts it: 

For many, international students are simu ltaneously a source of contempt (for 
their i nadequate Engl ish l anguage ski l ls) , resentment (that we have to accept 
them at al l) and paradoxically, anxiety ("wi l l  they l ike us [and tel l their friends to 
come and study here so that I sti l l  have a job]?") (p . 1 64). 

I n  such com pl ex circumstances, Carro l l  and Ryan (2005) argue ,  the 

chal l enge is to address both the needs of teachers and students by not 

'doin g  more' but rather 'by viewing the p roblem d ifferently' (p .5) ,  not in the 

rhetoric of b lame and deficiency that can ignore other ep istemolog ies, 

maintain knowledge hegemony and serve i nternational business and 

capita l ism , rather than the students' needs (N innes ,  1 999) b ut in the 

rhetoric of resource (Tian and Lowe, 2009) .  

4.3 . 5  Sh ifts i n  conceptual isation of an  i nternat ional student and 

internationa l isation 

Devos (2003) argues that there are 'mu ltip le stories or d iscourses about 

i nternationa l isation ,  which have currency at a particu lar time and place, 

and which intersect and are reinforced through institutional  and other 

forms of cu ltu ral  practices' (p . 1 58) . Since I have embarked on my PhD 

journey I have witnessed a gradua l  sh ift in the l iteratu re and discussions 

among col leagues from a problematisation  of i nternational students to 

more concerned and ' considered voices,  the d ialogical voices, the 

polyphonic voices, the critica l ly reflective conversations . . . ' (Trahar, 2006b, 

p .31 ) that tu rn away from blam ing i nternationa l  students for their deficits 

and the amount of engagement requ i red of staff to help them overcome 

these. 

Carro l l  and Ryan (2005) , for example, promote a metaphor of 'canaries in 

the mine' (p .9) ,  referring to the times when canaries were being taken 

u nderground to mon itor  the qual ity of a i r  ( if they d ied the miners knew they 

were at risk as wel l ) .  The argument is that i nternational students need 

more 'air' than l ocal students and that their  d ifficulties and struggles are 
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more visib le ,  h igh l ig ht ing issues in  the system ,  wh i ch may also be 

problematic to other students. By d rawing our attention to such problems 

international  students may necessitate improvements from which al l  

students can benefit. They also expla in that: 

By he l ping i nternational students to be on an equal footing with other students, by 
hel p ing them to learn and demonstrate the i r  abi l ity in appropriate ways, we do not 
need to lower standards .  I ndeed international students are often amongst our 
h ighest ach ievers once they ' learn the rules' and there is l ittle difference in their 
progress rates (DEST, 2004, cited in  Carrol l & Ryan ,  2005, p.8). 

Grey (2002) questions the perceived concentration of research on how 

i nternational students can be 'enab led ' to succeed academical ly and 

suggests that scholars should launch an i nqu i ry i nto how foreign students 

contr ibute to curricu lar enhancements. Th is sh ift towards regard ing foreign 

students more as positive contributo rs than  on ly as ' needy of support' is 

evident i n  more recent d iscuss ions. Jones (2007) , for instance, suggests 

that 

I nternational students are now seen to be at the heart of the Un ivers ity and a 
valuab le source of cultural capita l .  They help to provide the means of del ivering 
the [internationa l isation] strategy in that, amongst other things, they add to the 
d ivers ity of the institution and offer focal points of themed activities , such as 
events celebrating particu lar cultu res (pp.25-6). 

In this spirit i ntercu ltural commun ication and learn ing ,  as Tian and Lowe 

(2009) h igh l ight ,  ' is a two-way process that demands movement from both 

sides and is of benefit to both sides' (p.672) , particularly i n  a personally 

transformative model of in ternationa l isation .  Th is  may lead to portraying 

foreign students as messengers of d ifferent ideas and ways of being in the 

world ,  bring ing not on ly i ncome but a lso a breeze of freshness (Carrol l  & 

Ryan,  2005) , enhancing 'the g lobal perspectives of all students and staff 

(Jones, 2007, pp .25-6) and chal leng ing the dominant d iscourses. I n  th is 

approach , d iversity is welcomed and celebrated and international students' 

ways of knowing a re brought to the fore . However, this also bears a 

danger of depicti ng cu ltu ral values and perspectives i n  a way that 

reinforces stereotypes and constructs other cu ltures as static (Guest, 

2002) or 'exotic' (Haigh ,  2009,  p .27 1 ) ,  h ighlighting the 'otherness' , for 
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example ,  Wel ikala reco l lects a fee l ing that what was perceived as 

ph i losophy in her own country ' is theatre in the host country' (20 1 1 ,  p . 1 1 ) .  

have wondered whether i t  is i nternational students that requ i re attention 

or whether it is the hegemony of a Western system with its approach to 

international students as 'colonial subjects' (Devos, 2003, p . 1 58) that 

needs to be questioned even further. With th is i n  m ind , I considered 

Yang's (2002) question whether we should ' . . .  look at un iversities as key 

sites of struggle, where local knowledge meets g lobal knowledge in a 

battle to represent d ifferent worlds  in  d ifferent ways?' (p.85, emphasis 

added). Perhaps , i nstead of concentrating on students' problems or 

'deficits' it is time we i ncluded d ifferent knowledge and accounted for 

d ifferent ways of knowing,  not as 'exotic' but a healthy variety. Therefore, 

teachers have to r ise to a chal lenge of not only becom ing i ntercu ltural 

learners but a lso 'managers of intercultural learn ing environments' (Leask, 

Haigh (2008,  2009) suggests that it is loca l ,  stay-at-home students (and , I 

add ,  academics) who are not prepared fo r  the international isation of 

curricu la  and pedagogic approaches that are d ifferent as their 

'expectations are l imited by local tradition and [they] may resist the 

i ntrusion of outside ways of doi ng things' (2009, p.27 1 ) .  International 

students are already deal ing with cu ltu ral d iversity: they have crossed 

many boundaries , often speak more than one language, had to adapt to 

an u nfami l iar culture and gained d ifferent perspectives by operating in  

socially and cultural ly d iverse environments. Hence, 'most international  

students are a lready advanced learners ,  whi le many "stay-at-home" 

students are sti l l  novices' (Haigh ,  2008 , p .433) . Haigh (ibid) goes even 

further, suggesting that this may 'signal either ignorance or  apathy to 

"Othernesst"' , an example of a far reached and u nfair  statement 

(representing the other end of spectrum of views about i nternational and 

home students) . Nonetheless, I welcome Haigh's (2008 , 2009) 

suggestions and practica l efforts in i nternational ising curricu l um as 
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refreshing and a sign of a shift in, what I view to be, the appropriate 

direction, where: 

the chief chal lenge is to remove notion that ideas from non-Western trad itions are 
"exotic" and to establish them as normal . . .  , to develop courses and curricula 
that em bed and va l idate the thought of cultures other than the Western and 
present them to local learners without making them seem exhib its in a museum 
(Haigh, 2009, p .271 ) .  

I also embrace Barnett's belief that 'a university cannot, with d ignity, retain 
the title of "university" unless it upholds the collective virtues of tolerance 
and respect for persons' (Barnett, 2000, p. 27). University, in my view, has 
potential and should strive to become a site of multicultural-ism (Parekh, 
2009), where internationalisation is not viewed only as a means of bringing 
large numbers of international students or building collaborative links 
around the globe, but as an opportunity that provides benefits not only for 
learners but also staff and wider communities (Montgomery, 2010 ; Jones 
& Killick, 2007; Killick, 2007a, 2009 ;  Trahar & Hyland, 2011). In the 
Foreword to the UK government strategy 
Class Education we read: 

Putting the World into World

Developing and ma intai n i ng a world-class system begins with understanding the 
world i n  which 
which we are increasing ly dependent upon one another . . .  One cannot truly 
educate young people . . . without the international dimension being a very 

we l ive : the values and cultures of d ifferent societies; the ways in 

significant and real part of their learning (DfES, 2004, p.2 emphasis added). 

Hence internationalisation can be aligned with the integration of 
' international, intercultural, or global d imension into the purpose, or 
delivery of h igher education' (Knight, 2008), 'with an ethos of mutuality and 
practices geared at strengthening cooperation' (Kreber, 2009, p.2) and 
viewed much more positively as a means of increasing the quality of 
education for 'planetary citizenship' (Haigh, 2008) and preparing students 
to 'function in an international and inter-cultural context' (Knight & de Wit, 
1995, p. 1 3) .  Haigh (2008) proposes that a good approach from which to 
build is to assume that most students are international (p.432) and I 
suggest making a similar assumption about teachers. 
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I t  is  sti l l  ear ly days and a l l  these positive sh ifts in  th inking about 

i nternational  students and internationa l isation requ ire time and effort, for 

change i s  a slow process and there are sti l l  many issues to resolve. But 

one can remain opt imistic as long as there are co l leagues who question 

and critically review our  prog ress, who l isten to students' stories of 

'courage,  developing new knowledge, learn ing to survive and thrive i n  

d ifferent contexts, having one's perceptions chal lenged - and cha l lenging 

those of others' (Trahar, 20 1 1 , p .5) ,  who are response-able, acting 

ethical ly ,  sensitively and empath ical ly (Preston-Shoot, 201 2) and who 

advocate 'cultural ly relevant' (Ladson-B i l l i ngs, 1 995) pedagogy that 

centres on  principles of learn ing as a social ly constructed and complex 

activity and is respectfu l of students' knowledge and experiences. 

4.4 'Culturally relevant' pedagogy 

My d iscussion so far has presented education  in an i ncreasingly d iverse 

environment as an intri nsica l ly complex enterprise, fraught with chal lenges 

of competing d iscourses and 'the range and variety of missions' among 

which 'seeking to intel lectually enfranch ise an i ncreasing variety of people' 

(Turner, 2009,  p .240) is on ly one of many that HE ls  attempt. I n  such an 

environment, 'the opportunit ies offered by a d iverse educational context 

are not self-evident and self-fu lfi l l i ng i n  terms of . . .  i ntercu ltural 

competence' (Otten,  2003, p . 1 3) .  In this section I turn to concepts of 

pedagogies which are 'cultu ral ly relevant' (Ladson-Bi l l i ngs, 1 992, 1 995) ,  

involve 'connection' (Cadman, 2005) and provide 'th i rd space' (Kostogriz, 

2005, cited in Ryan & Viete , 2009; Trahar & Hyland ,  201 1 ) .  These 

concepts , a lthough perhaps not expl icitly, br ing hope for 'places of 

possib i l ity' (hooks, 2003) and change i n  academia .  Robinson-Pant (2009) 

exp la ins the idea of 'changing academies' 
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opposes the view taken by many students and lecturers that 'home' and 'host' 
un iversities are static and polarised in terms of their pedagogic approaches and 
academ ic cultures. Much l iterature on  international students tends to assume 
differences between 'us' and 'them' . . .  implying that there is one academic 
practice to wh ich students must adjust . . .  , rather than competing academic 
d iscourses with in both host and home institutions (p.41 8) .  

I bel ieve that teach ing and learn ing in  d iverse contexts requ i res 

com mitment to cu ltu ral awareness (or wil l i ngness to develop it) both from 

teachers and learners ,  as wel l  as read i ness to change through d ialogue,  

q uestion ing and chal leng ing each other's assumptions and practices i n  a 

respectfu l ,  open way. 

I n  th is spir it , Cadman (2005) proposes 'a pedagogy of connection' , which 

i nvolves changing classroom pract ices from ' h ierarchical teacher-learner 

relationship' and cal ls for 'the formation of a commun ity of i nternational 

scholars ,  one of whom is an Engl ish language experf (p .357) . Although I 

regard this as a positive proposition i n  the d i rection of m in im izing teacher's 

' power' and creating a more egal itarian classroom environment in which 

d ifferent ways of knowing are d rawn from and celebrated , I a lso recognise 

that in a d iverse classroom the one who is 'an Engl ish language expert' is 

not necessari ly a teacher (in fact, there may be no native Engl ish speakers 

i n  some of the classrooms) and that teaching and learn ing dynamics may 

trad itions (for example, predom inantly Chinese or Ind ian cohorts became 

'that most students [and teachers] a re i nternational '  (Haigh ,  2008 ,  p .432) 

and bring with them myriad values, bel iefs , knowledge and ways of 

cu ltu ra l ly relevant knowing.  Acknowledg ing it is the first step to bu i ld a 'o

pedagogy' which 'teaches to and through the strengths of ethn ical ly 

d iverse students' (Gay, 2000, p .29) and which 'empowers students 

i ntel lectua l ly , social ly, emotional ly, and pol itica l ly  by us ing cu ltural 

referents to impart knowledge,  ski l ls ,  and attitudes' (Ladson-B i l l i ngs ,  1 992 , 

p .382) .  

more pronounced in some postgraduate cou rses at the UoB in recent 

years) .  Therefore , it is perhaps better to assume and bu i ld  from a position 

change if the majority of students share sim i lar backgrounds or pedagogic 
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However, Turner (2009) warns that 'much of the pedagogical context 

framing [educational d iscussions] is also cu ltural ly rooted , resting on social 

constructions of student partic ipation that privi lege ind iv idual development 

but are neither accepted nor practiced u n iversal ly' (p.24 1 ) .  Ladson-Bi l l ings 

(2003) h igh l ighted the i nseparabi l ity of examin ing d ivers ity from examin ing 

epistemology as 'how one views the world is i nfluenced by what 

knowledge one possesses, and what knowledge one is capable of 

possessing is i nfluenced deeply by one's worldview' (p.399). Academics' 

bel iefs and assum ptions influence also their teach ing practices, 

sometimes negatively, as Arenas (2009) points out ,  and international 

students 'can help us to hold up  a mi rror to ourselves to identify and reflect 

upon our own teach ing and learning practices and the bel iefs that have 

own values and practices i n  academic "conversationr"' 

shaped them' (TIS ,  201 2 ,  para 8) .  Having a clear understand ing of our 

own cultura l  identity, which requires us to 'engage in  critical scrutiny of our 

(Ryan & Viete, 

2009, p .305) is essential if we are to aim for more 'generative and 

equ itable' pedagogy (ibid). Ryan and Viete (2009) cal l for a 'third-space 

pedagogy' (a term borrowed from Kostogriz, 2005, cited in Ryan & Viete, 

2009) ,  wh ich 

I nternational Students' Project (TIS ,  201 2) ,  cal ls  un ivers ities to avoid 

'problematis ing '  international students in a way that expects them to 

change and adjust to the new educational system and instead asks how 

the context can better fit diverse students' learn ing needs. It treats 

students as 'bearers of cu ltu re' (as opposed to 'bearers of problems') and 

'an asset to teachers who want to i nternational ise their pedagogy and 

cu rricu lum' (TIS ,  20 1 2 , para 7) for al l  students. It requires 'fundamental 

sh ifts in the ways that teach ing and learning is mediated , including through 

involves dynamic processes of growth and change, where we can learn from 
each other through the col l is ion, discussion and reflection of our myriad 
experiences . . .  [and which] would help us understand the impact of our 
position i ng as teachers and learners with d ifferent l ingu istic, cultural , d iscip l inary 
and experiential knowledge, and on our sense of ourselves in relation to others 
as writers, knowers and professionals (p .305). 

The 'th i rd space pedagogy' , and its examp le in the form of the Teach ing 
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d ialog ic interactions that are shared , respectfu l ,  and multivoiced' (Ryan & 

Viete , 2009 , p .305) . Fail ing to provide such 'th ird-space' which 

acknowledges, respects and connects to students' experiences and 

perspectives often resu lts, as Baxter Magolda (2001 )  argues, in students 

perceiving education 'as "not made for them'" and such 'hosti le learn ing 

environments created by marg i na l isation of particu lar students in terfere 

with learning'  (p .234) . 

Notions of 'cu ltural ly re levant' and 'th ird-space' pedagogy do not suggest 

one,  specific pedagogic approach . For me ,  cu ltu ral ly i nclus ive a pproaches 

to teach ing and learning are not just about a set of teach ing methods, 

havi ng more intercu ltu ral group activities or more cu ltural ly d iverse 

'content' , although I take serious ly Haigh's (2009) point that 'a lthough 

m any classes emerge as a cosmopol itan m ix, curricula rema in  Western 

and in the United Kingdom, British to the core' (p.272) and acknowledge 

that more work is needed to international ise them. The concept of 

'cultural ly relevant' pedagogy l ies on  the pri nciples 'that knowledge is 

continuously re-created , recycled , and shared by teachers and students 

a like' (Ladson-B i l l i ngs, 1 994, p .25)  and that the self is central to 

sharing authority - al l  dynamics that make pedagogy far more com pl icated 

than it has trad itional ly been (Baxter Magolda , 2001 , p .236) .  Through an 

open and critica l  approach to curricu lu m ,  wil l i ngness to reflect on , 

understand and embrace d ifferent ways of knowing (Cru ickshank, 2004) 

and continuous re-negotiation of how cu ltu ral ly relevant HE environments 

knowledge construction and therefore learn ing should involve 'exploration 

of learners' experiences and perspectives, integration of views among 

learners ,  analysis of exist ing knowledge from new perspectives, and 

could look l ike we can perhaps come closer to HE as a s ite of 'the deeply 

personal transformative possib i l it ies' (Ryan & Viete, 2009 , p .308) .  Like 

Ryan and Viete (ibid), through my personal experiences, find ings of th is 

research and several years of d iscussions with students, academics and 

imm igrants , I have become acutely aware of l ife transforming changes that 
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experiences;  they are not coeval with any of the objects or faces, or the very air I , 
n the daytime. I n  Engl ish, words have not penetrated to those layers of breathe i

This interval before the psyche from which a private conversation cou ld  proceed. 
when s leep used to be the time when my mind became both receptive and alert, 

reiterating what had happened images and words rose up to consciousness, 
du ring the day, adding the day's experiences to thos� a l:eady stored there, 

Now th is p1cture-and-wor� sho� 1s sp inning out the thread of my personal story. 
�nguage, and without it have no interio: lthe thread has been snapped . I gone; 
late the external world, i nter ior i mages - those images through which we ass1m 1

(Hoffman,  1 989, pp1 07-1 08). 

I held conversations with some 
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l iv ing and studying abroad can evoke (discussed i n  section 4.5 and 

chapters 7 & 8). Yet these experiences can also have 

int�nse impact . . .  o� �ne's sense of identity. From being previously competent, 
art icu late , a�d soph 1st1cated st�dents we suffered the tribulations of struggl ing _with such m inor things as bus timetables and more significant d ifficulties such as 
re�pond ing to lecturers in rud imentary ways that belied our true capabil ities. Our 
m inds  yearned for self-expression , for the sense of 'connectedness' that Cadman 
and Hai (2001 ) d iscuss as being central to positive learning (Ryan & Viete • 2009, 
p .308) .  

Hence, it is important to remember that 'transformative possibi l ities' often 

come with a price attached and are fraught with challenges, described 

below. 

4.4. 1 Chal lenges and opportun ities of cu ltural ly relevant pedagogy 

Ladson-Bi l l ings ( 1 994) h igh l ights that in order to take advantage of the 

possibi l ities that 'culturally relevant pedagogy' can offer all students must 

feel valued and experience success . However, it is  not easy to experience 

success i n  a situation where one struggles to find her way in a strange and 

perhaps unwelcomi ng ,  if not hosti le ,  environment. Before students tame a 

new environment, re-compose themselves and 'come to stand anew in the 

world ' (Barnett, 2007, p .31 ) many may experience losing voice in a way 

that Hoffman ( 1 989) so poignantly recal ls : 

The worst losses come at night . . .  I wait for the spontaneous flow of inner 
l anguage which used to be my night time talk  with myself, my way of informing 
the ego where the id had been .  Nothing comes. Polish ,  i n  a short time, has 
atroph ied ,  shrive l led from sheer uselessness. Its words don't apply to my new 

through  wh ich we take it i n ,  love it, make it our own - became blurred too 

I n  my research and i nformal encounters 

foreign students who bel ieved they remained unchanged

negatively affected (excluded ,  m isunderstood or even bull ied -

some who felt 

experiences which affected their confidence and self-worth} and some 
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who tal ked about positive , transformative experience of l iv ing and studying 

in a d ifferent cu lture (see chapters 7 & 8). As Crowther, Joris and Otten 

(2000) observe, a lthough 'the " real l ife" experience of cultural d iversity is 

without a doubt the most i nvolving form of learn ing . . .  the contact

hypothesis ( i ntercu ltural learning wi l l  occur automatical ly whenever people 

m eet long a nd intensely enough) has p roven to be wrong in many cases' 

( p . 1 5) .  Research ( McKin lay, Pattison & Gross, 1 996; UKCOSA, 2004; 

S pencer-Oatey & Xiong ,  2006; Caruana ,  2007) shows that some students 

come  to l ive and study i n  another cou ntry, yet they remain positioned 

with i n  the close-kn it circle of same nationa l ity friends, rarely i nteracting 

with home or even other i nternational  students . Th is may be due to either 

i ntentional choice (preference to stay with i n  in-group for support, pressure 

to be ' loya l '  to one's own culture or even fear of being ' infected' with 

foreign values and treated as 'a t raitor' (L iu , 1 998, cited in Bredel la, 2003) 

or an unfortunate set of circumstances,  such as for example d ifficulties in 

find ing work (Mehd izadeh & Scott , 2005) or not having enough to l ive on 

(UKCOSA, 2004) , wh ich l im it the amo u nt of social interactions. Among 

those stud ents who make contact ,  encountering the d ifference can 

i nstigate a crit ica l  reflect ion on their own cu ltural values and bel iefs, teach 

about partial ity of perspectives and rem ind  how d ifficult it is not to impose 

one's own interpretations onto others (Shope,  2005) .  Yet, this critical 

reflection may not always have positive outcomes. Al red (2003) , Turner 

(2006) and Luzio-Lockett ( 1 998) ind icated that, for instance, reflection on 

one's language proficiency or academic ab i lity may have a negative 

impact on students' self-esteem .  Some students'o' . . .  journey . . .  involved 

cons iderab le suffering and enforced personal  reflection in ways that 

tended to u ndermine confidence and , for some ,  the abi l ity to move forward 

effectively' (Turner, 2006, p .40) . 

Be ing unab le to express oneself i n  a host language is an i n itial , stressfuo

and commonly shared reaction to l iv ing and studying i n  a foreign country 

( Luzio-Lockett , 1 998; Alred , 2003; Carro l l  & Ryan,  2005 ;  Schmitt, 2005; 

Turner, 2006; Trahar, 2006a; Ryan & Viete , 2009 ;  T IS ,  20 1 2) which can 
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leave an ind ividua l  'truly d isabled and bereft' (van Deurzen, 1 996, p .57). 

Yet, simply speaking a language is 'not enough to ensure acceptance and 

belonging in a learn ing commun ity' (Ryan & Viete, 2009, p .306) , even if a 

student is a native speaker or proficient i n  a language of a host institution 

(accent and d ifferences in expression may mark h im  as 'd ifferent') .  Trahar 

(2006a) reports her d isappointment u po n  learn ing that one of the British 

students in her study judged international  students' intel lectual ab i l ities by 

the way they pronounced words. I n  my experience ,  this is a common issue 

and I myself often feel being judged by my accent and my national ity and 

therefore find i t  easier and more effective to express myself i n  writing . 

Stud ies repeated ly report that ,  d espite a pronounced argument for no such 

th ing as a standard Engl ish language (Kramsch , 1 998; Montgomery, 20 1 0) 

- i ronica l ly referred to as 'Eng l ish for the Engl ish '  by Stevens (2003) - and 

students' best intentions and efforts to take part in class discussions (and 

extra-cu rricu lar activities), the i r  attem pts a re often d ismissed by others not 

making effort to understand d ifferent accents, clu msy expressions or not 

ready to ventu re into unfami l iar territory that a conversation may enter 

(Ryan ,  2005 ;  Trahar ,  2006a ; Turner, 2006; Caruana, 2007; Tian & Lowe, 

2009; Montgomery, 20 1 0 ;  T IS ,  20 1 2) .  

Yet ,  taking part i n  d iscussions is  essential for  i nternational students 

(Gu pta , 2003) . Aside from its role i n  im proving the language, d ialogu ing 

with others is a means to open ing not on ly to the 'otherness' in them but 

also in self, to , often unconscious , aspects of oneself. To be intercultura l ,  

as Kristeva ( 1 99 1 ) asserts , is to be a 'stranger to ourselves' ,  as wel l  as 

others. It 
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presupposes a capacity to t�ke a third-person perspective on the self, so that one 
c�n r�flect on how one s actions and attitudes have affected the other and the _s1tua�1on . . . .  This penetration [between self and the otherl is never only an 
opening t�ward the other's experience and real ity. It s ignals a wil l ingness to see 
an� questio n  as assumptions one's most cherished attitudes: the core of our own 
bel iefs, approaches and com mitments (Watkins ,  1 999, p.255-6). 

My research provided ample evidence for students' self-questioning and 

becoming more self-aware , wh ich , in turn , often led to chal lenging their 

own cu ltural assumptions .  

Alred (2003) asserts that 'a  pedagogy of intercultural experience' should 

'provide opportun ities and provocations and support to look inside as wel l 

as outside' (p. 1 5, emphasis added). However, d ia loguing with others and 

with self requ i res a ski lfu l  i ntroduction i n  a safe envi ronment and practice 

(Watkins ,  1 999; Hughes, 2005 ;  Ryan & Viete, 2009) . It requ ires time and 

space for expression and patience to : 

wait for re lations to occur in this open horizon ;  to move toward difference not with 
denia l  or rejection but with tolerance, curiosity, and with a clear sense that it is i n  
the encoun te r  with otherness a nd  multip l icity that deeper meaning can emerge 
(Watkins, 1 999, p.255). 

Although I refer ma inly to international students, I believe that these kinds 

of conversations are immensely beneficial to local students (and staff) and 

su pport the agenda of I nternational isation  at Home (Jackson & Huddard ,  

201 0; Trahar & Hyland ,  201 1 )  and 'culturally relevant' pedagogy. 

De Vita (2005) a nd Gupta (2003) recommend schedu l ing small group 

d iscussions, wh ich create 'dynamic and interactive atmosphere' (p. 1 67) 

where ,  apart from questions concern i ng the material covered , students 

share their persona l  experiences. This g ives them opportun ities to 

i n terrogate and reflect on experiences, practices and assumptions with in 

d ifferent cu ltural systems and also, th rough describ ing their own 

experiences to others, invokes self-reflection .  It a lso takes away the 

anxiety of speaking up in  front of the whole class. Yet, Turner (2009) l ists 

severa l  chal lenges affecting group work, such as unequal Engl ish 

language ski l ls ,  qu ietness or si lence,  confl ict, communication issues, 

u n equal commitment, free rid i ng ,  time keeping and punctual ity, d iffering 
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expectations and cu ltural va lues .  There is  a lso a r isk of interrupting ,  

overpowering and overtak ing d iscussions  a nd/or tasks (usual ly by local 

students) or some students not having sufficient time to compose and 

articu late thoughts in a fore ign language (Carro l l  & Ryan ,  2005; Leask, 

2009;  Turner ,  2009;  Trahar & Hyland ,  20 1a1 ). Th is ,  I bel ieve, can be 

overcome,  at least partia l ly, by extending the notion of 'd ia logu ing '  further 

to include written d ia logues, both with self and others. Over the years of 

my participation in various fora d iscussing i nternational students' 

experiences in HE (such as T IS and H EAcademy events) I repeated ly 

encountered evidence that a l lowing  students to express themselves in 

writing through for example biogs,  on l ine d iscussions, d ialogue journals 

(CTL & Moon ,  2003; Hughes ,  2005) or Patchwork Texts (Wi nter, 2003) 

wh ich can be shared with other students and tutors plays a s ign ificant role 

in bui ld ing a sense of ' inc lusive learning atmosphere of mutual respect and 

connectedness' (Hughes , 2005, p .87). Among other benefits , a l lowing 

students to write takes away pressure to provide an immediate response 

and g ives them time  to th i nk  and com pose a message in a foreign 

language. I t  a lso makes issues of accent i rrelevant, and, although it does 

not el im inate grammar and styl istic issues by wh ich foreign students are 

easily recogn isable ,  I bel ieve it can take away some of the frustrations 

present in oral exchanges 

Moreover, i n  the classroom s  I taught I was conscious that 

. . .  my students [were] trying to place me somewhere, in some place, among 
some people, and in some category. I [saw] questions in their eyes about how I 
got here, what I speak, whether I speak English, how strong is my accent . . .  
(Chawla and Rodriguez, 2007, p .702). 

I n  my opin ion , s im i lar questions are being asked about fel low students. 

L ike Chawla and Rodriguez (2007) ,  I resist bei ng placed and placing 

others in one category because categories imply fixation ,  stagnation and 

(over)-simpl icity .  I a lso observe that categorisation becomes progressively 

more d ifficult as many stud ents and academ ics evade neat categorisation , 

ascerta in ing hybrid ity ( see chapter 2 )  and referring to themselves as 

'bicu ltura l ' ,  'cosmopol itan '  or 'acu ltural ' (Alred et al, 2003). I ncreasingly 
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more people come from m ixed backgrounds and none of the categories fit 

them ; for  instance one of the students who volunteered for the 

undergraduate study came forward as 'British' but h igh l ighted that it was 

not easy to categorise h im :  

I was raised in  Belg ium around people of many national ities across Europe, 
although I was main ly exposed to British cu lture .  At the age of 1 6, I was sent to 
board ing school in Kent where I spend the last 4 years. My parents come from 
very different background themselves ,  my mother has a rich 
French/Luxembourgish fam i ly and my father, a working class Dutch/Engl ish one. 
As a resu lt people cal l  me ' interesting '  . . .  (personal correspondence, 
29/1 1 /201  0). 

Resisting categories, I bel ieve, is important for 'cu lturally relevant 

& Rodriguez, 2007, p .707; see also hooks, 1 994). But it i s  certain ly 

chal leng i ng for students and teachers a l ike .  

Tian and Lowe (2009) h igh l ighted t he  i m po rtance of such efforts i n  their  

study of Ch inese learners who felt d issatisfied with teachers' lack of 

wi l l ingness to 'meet [them] h alf way' and a lso less able to communicate 

their d issatisfaction which led to 'a shared feel ing of being marg inal ised ' 

(p .666), wh ich was succinctly expressed by o ne of Gu ,  Schweisfurth and 

Day's (20 1 0) participants: ' I  just feel I d on 't belong here. It's not my place. 

pedagogy' as it can provide 'an arena that a l lows us to forge new spaces 

for our "selves" ,  and thereby free ourselves to newer possib i l ities' (Chawla 

I'm the guest and the guest is always less powerful' (p . 1 7) .  As Ryan and 

Viete (2009) observe, language has not only transitiona l  fu nction ,  but also 

can sign ify power relations; it determines who can speak and who 

becomes s i lenced and marg inal ised (hooks, 1 994) . The feel ing  of 

marg ina l isation can lead to a loss of self-esteem , a nother issue often 

reported by stud ies (hooks , 1 994; Hoffman , 1 989; Ryan & Viete, 2009), 

identities i n  order to achieve, especial ly if the curricu lum is Eurocentric' 

(Ryan & Viete, 2009,  p .307) , and to turn into 'the  other': 

and an attempt to take act ion to 'take on modes of participation that a re 

often al ien to them . . .  [and] may cause students to deny their own 
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Over here, I I am .t . . . .  I n  th is place my physical 
d iss im i larity to those around me wi l l  be magn ified to others and to myself. I shed 

I am expected to be (Chawla, cited in 

This can cause a profound confusion , a sense of lost identity and order, in 

Kristeva's ( 1 99 1 )  words :  'Confronting the foreigner whom I reject and with 

whom at the same time I identify, I lose my boundaries, I no longer have a 

conta iner . . .  I lose my composure ,  I feel " lost" , " indist inct" , "hazy"' (p. 1 87) . 

Forcing oneself to adapt and ass imi late - become the 'other' , for me, 

re i nforces the power of cu ltu ral and academic  hegemony. 

Tian and Lowe (2009) exp la in that, as a resu lt of marginal isation and 

be ing 's i lenced ' ,  some students in the ir  study formed a stereotypical image 

of 'the British teacher' :  a d is interested and d isconnected lectu rer, who 

uses jargon and local examples that i ncrease the d istance between 

i nternational and home learners.  This ,  com bined with home students' and 

teachers' stereotypical image of 'the  Ch inese learner' ,  can create a 

d ivis ion ,  not a 'space of possib i l ity' , and , i n  th is case, contributed to 

Ch inese students 'vo luntary withd rawal from thei r recogn ised position of 

inequa l ity and marg inal isation'  (p.666) to relying on their Ch inese 

their i nner circles and their rel u ctance to make contact with home or other 

co l leagues. I ron ical ly, much of the l iteratu re ( especial ly l iterature referring 

to South East Asian learners) ,  tal k  of students tendencies to stay with in 

foreign students (McKin lay, Pattison & Gross, 1 996; UCOSA, 2004; 

Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006; Caruana , 2007;  Montgomery, 201 0) ,  not 

recogn is ing a vicious  circle of fai led attem pts, l ead ing to feel i ngs of 

frustration ,  rejection and marg inal isation ,  forcing students to retract to 

places of safety and comfort that a ci rcle  of fel low students may offer. 

Creat ing spaces for respectful and m ultivoiced 'd ialog ic interactions' (Ryan 

& Viete , 2009, p .305) in the classroom can help combat feel ings of 

lonel iness (Ki ley, 2000) ,  inequa l ities and marg ina l isation (Tian & Lowe, 

2009;  Wu ,  2002) ,  r igid categorisation (Chawla & Rodriguez, 2007) and lay 

foundations for a s ite of mu lticu ltural-ism (Parekh , 2009) ,  both inside and 

outs ide of academia .  Bu i ld ing in  opportun ities for d ialogue, sharing and 
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learn ing  from each other can also enhance the sense of belonging and 

connect ion ,  that Cadman (2005)  views as centra l i n  learn ing.  De Vita and 

Case (2003) emphasise this point stating that: 

Having d iscussed some of the chal lenges and possible solutions that 

now turn to 'transformative 

4.5 'Learning for change'4 
- i ntercultu ra l  learn ing as a veh icle for 

personal growth through identity work 

In the previous section I sketched a vis ion of 'cultural ly relevant' 

pedagogy, wh ich leads students (and staff) to question their cultu ral norms 

and values,  chal lenges them and al lows them to chal lenge others. In this 

section I al ig n  my views with Walker's (2006) 'guarded optim ism about HE 

as a s ite for personal engagement, transformation and change through 

i nd ividual  development and the potential contribution of h igher education 

and its graduates to social wel l-being and l ife (p .3) . Ki l l ick (201 1 )  points 

out  that i n  Anglo-Saxon l iterature international  mobi l ity is often equated 

with s ign ificant, ' l ife-changing' learn ing , supported with 'extravagant 

claims' : 

that it helps "improve social justice around the world" (Bremer, 2006, p. 44); 
"changes the self' (Fantin i ,  2003 , p. 1 6); creates a global citizen who "becomes a 
cu ltural change agent, a potential key to world peace" (Fordham, 2005, p. 1 59); 
and "he lps society to weave the tapestry of peace" (Lutterman-Agui lar & 
Gingerich, 2002, p. 42) (cited i n  Ki l l ick, 201 1 ,  p.3) .  

l ntercultural learn ing is not just a topic to be talked about (thinking and knowing) it 
is also about caring, acting and connecting . . .  It entai ls the discovery and 
transcendence of d ifference through authentic experiences of cross-cu ltura l  
i nteraction that involve real tasks, and emotional as well as intel lectual 
participation (p.388). 

'cultural ly relevant' pedagogy offers,  I 

opportun ities' of i ntercultu ral  learn ing . 

Although these are exaggerated and over-optim istic statements, Kill ick 

(20 1 1 )  observes that 'messages of sign ificant learn ing and personal 

change permeate this field' ,  wh ich my own read i ng of the subject literature 

confi rmed . However, Erichsen (201r1 )  points out that available l iteratu re 

4 Borrowed from the title ofErichsen's (20 1 1 ) journal article 
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does not address i n  depth 'the learn ing process and how students change 

whi le studying abroad' (p . 1 1 0) or i ncl ude a poss ib i l ity of the international 

study experience to 'engender h igh ly reflective learning as wel l  as impact 

identity development' (p . 1 1 5) ,  aspects that became sal ient in  my research . 

I nstead , many stud ies aimed to identify factors of positive adaptation and 

success of i nternational students in order  to improve support services and 

some of them identified positive outcomes of the international experience ,  

such as i ncreased confidence ,  independence, foreign language 

profic iency or acqu i ring cu ltural competencies (for example Caruana, 

2007). Notwithstand ing ,  I bel i eve that i ntercultural learn ing - a term , which 

encompasses both the experience of encountering two (or more) d ifferent 

cu ltu res and the learn ing wh ich occurs through such an encounter (Alred 

et al, 2003) - can become a sou rce of personal reflection , development 

and g rowth . However, Coleman (2004) warns that students d iffer in terms 

of the extent to which they are affected by i ntercu ltural experiences 

because: 

i n  each i nd ividual case, biographic, affective, cogn itive, circumstantial variables 
come into play, with students' p revious language learning and aptitude impacted 
upon by their motivation, attitudes, a nxiety, learning style and strategies, as wel l  
as by unpredictable elements such as l ocation, type of accommodation and 
degree of contact with native speakers (p.583) .  

I con clude that whi le  the i nternational envi ronment of HE can be a site of 

ly 

be achieved by every student (see chapter 8) .  

There is a handfu l of studies on international students' transformation, on 

which I cou ld d raw (Gi l l , 2007; Mi l ler-Perrin & Thompson ,  20 1 0; Gu ,  

Schweisfurth and Day, 20 1 0 ; Erichsen , 201 1 )  as th is area remains under

researched , but the l iterature reviewed in chapter two, theories and 

concepts d iscussed further in this chapter and find ings from my research 

(see chapter 7 & 8) provide  a sound base for the claim that studying 

personal transformation ,  the extent of it wi l l  d iffer and it wi l l  not necessari

abroad can be a personal ly transformative experience. Additional ly, there 

is a lso a smal l ,  but stead i ly growing ,  body of accounts of how 

international isation affects the personal and professional development of 
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academ ics teach ing a d iverse body of students and some scholars adm it 

that intercu l tu ral encounters with students chal lenge them and provoke re

th i nking  of the ir  own position ing  and approach to learn ing and teach i ng ,  

inst igating pedagogic change (Appadura i ,  2001o; Trahar, 2007, 2006a,  

2009 , 201o1 ;  Robson & Turner, 2007; Haigh ,  2008, 2009;  Robinson-Pant, 

2009 ; Hamza , 20 1  O; Trahar and Hyland , 201 1 ) .  Trahar and Hyland (20 1 1 ) 

advocate 'the importance and value of the personal awareness and 

reflexivity . . .  especial ly in encounters with those who we may posit ion as 

"d iffe re nt" from ourselves, and i ndeed , by whom we find ourselves 

d ifferently posit ioned' (p.627) . 

Below I provide an overview of ava i lable l ite rature , which suggests that 

' intercultural learn ing has the potential to bring about profound changes i n  

international students themselves, transforming their u nderstand ing of the 

learn ing experience , self-knowledge, awareness of the Other, and val ues 

and worldview' (Gil l ,  2007, p . 1 67) .  G i l l  (2007) based these claims on her 

in-depth qua l itative study of the experience of postgraduate Chinese 

students in the U K. S imi larly, Erichsen's (20 1 1 )  study of international 

mature female students in the USA, reported the transformative nature of 

learn i ng with in  an international context, wh ich 'engenders deeply reflective 

learn ing and influences shifting conceptions of the self and requ i res 

' integrat ion and finding connection (adaptation and perspectival sh ift) ' but 

a lso 'd ifferentiation and reinventing oneself with i n  a new context ( identity 

development)' (p . 1 09) . M i l ler-Perrin and Thompson (20 1 0) found l i nks 

chapter 7 & 8 ) .  

(Erichsen ,  20 1 1 )  or 'separation and departure '  (Mi l ler-Perri n et al, 201 0) ,  

fol lowed up by a period of adaptation {G i l l ) ,  l im inal ity (Erichsen) or 

between studying abroad and gain ing a 'sense of identity' , which i n  turn 

contributes to both spiritual deve lopment and a 'deeper sense of 

vocational cal l ing '  (p.89) (both reported by some students in my study, see 

These stud ies flagged up personal transformation as a staged process, 

wh ich i n it ia l ly involves stress (G i l l ,  2007), 'd isjuncture' and 'getting lost' 
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'exp loration and d iscovery' (Mi l ler-Perrin et al) , i nd icated by a sense of 

neither belong ing 'here' or 'there' , being 'acultura l '  but , at the same time ,  

by i ncreased 'awareness of d ifferent bel iefs , val ues , attitudes and 

worldviews' and , as a resu lt of th is ,  ' i ntegrated d iverse perspectives into 

their own value system' (Gi l l ,  2007, p . 1 75) .  The fina l  stage was the one of 

' redefin ition '  (Erichsen) ,  'growth' and ' re-construction of self- identity' (G i l l) 

or ' retu rn' (Mi l ler-Perrin et a� , which is characterised by 'a g rowing sense 

of confidence, a wi l l ing ness and abi l ity to i ntegrate aspects of both 

cultu res i nto various  d imensions of their l ives ,  and a more developed 

sense of self and voice' (Erichsen , 20 1 1 ,  p . 1 22) as wel l  as 

'cosmopol itanism' .  

Mi l ler-Perrin and Thompson (20 1 0 ) refer to a period of study abroad as a 

jou rney of real ising identity and d iscoveri ng a p urpose i n  l ife . Moreover, 

l iteratu re points to the fact that 'un iversities are p laces , perhaps above a l l ,  

for the formation of  student identities' (Barnett & Di Napo l i ,  2008,  p . 1 6 1 ) ,  

natural s ites of  students' self-exploration , d iscovery and maturation 

(Baxter Magolda 200 1 ; Mi l ler-Perrin & Thompson ,  201 O ;  Ki l l ick, 20 1 1 )  

because academ ia chal lenges students to engage with new and d iverse 

knowledge and introduces them to the concepts of re lativity of knowledge, 

supporting a movement towards h igher identity o r  ego statuses (Marcia , 

1 980 ; Loevi nger, 1 987) and epistemolog ica l ly more d eveloped positions 

(Perry, 1 970 ; Kegan , 1 982; Baxter Magolda 200 1 ; Moore ,  2002 ; Hofer & 

Pintrich , 2002) ,  d iscussed i n  chapter 2. However, Mi l ler-Perrin and 

Thompson (20 1 0) indicate that these events may be 'compressed and 

accentuated' during studying abroad as students often experience crises 

(wh ich can act as a catalyser for self-reflection )  and s ign ificant educational 

events and experiences that can trigger identity development. Kil l ick 

(2009) suggests that HE has a role to p lay in help ing students in 'making 

their way' (a term borrowed from Baxter Mag olda,  2001s) in  the globa l ised 

world by supporting 'the processes of identity formation '  (p . 1 3) through, for 

instance, engaging them with personal development 'amidst the 

tu rbu lence of alterity - locating their  sense of self among the complexities 
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of l iving with and between g lobal others' , chal leng ing ethnocentrism and 

encouraging 'a sense of personal agency' (p. 1 3) .  Without focusing on 

identity and self 'among the g lobal Other' ,  Ki l l ick (201 1 )  argues, 

'capab i l ities lack purpose and . . .  students may remain cast adrift within 

uncertain location in  the world '  (p.2) .  

Below I look closer at each of the stages of i ntercultu ra l  development and 

relate them to the broader theoretical framework of transformative learn ing 

theory (Mezirow, 1 99 1 )  and concepts , such as 'trigger events' (Brookfield , 

1 987) ,  'th reshold concepts' (Meyer & Land , 2003; 2005, 2006 ,  201 0;  

Meyer, Land , & Bai l l ie ,  201 0) and 'self-authorship' (Baxter Magolda, 2001 , 

2004, 2009) .  

4 .5 . 1  Phases of i ntercultu ra l learn ing 

Phase One: 'getting lost' 

bel iefs learned at home was to place oneself at risk, to enter the danger 

zone '  (p3) . Land ing in th is zone  can be triggered by events which cause 

d iscomfort or perplexity which , in turn ,  evoke self-evaluation (Brookfield , 

1 987; Barnett, 2007). Meyer  and Land (2003) refer to this d issonance and 

d iscomfort wh ich learners experience when grappl ing with threshold 

concepts to attain a new worldview as 'troublesome knowledge': intuitive, 

conceptua l ly d ifficu lt and i ncoherent (see chapter 1 ) , whi le Mezirow ( 1 990) 

speaks of change i n  perspective , due to d isorienting ,  d ifficult and cal l ing 

into question our old mean ings of experiences, as transformative learn ing .  

He defines it as 'the process of learn ing through critical self-reflection ,  

wh ich resu lts i n  the reformulation of a meaning perspective to al low a 

Experiencing 'otherness' and being chal lenged can be both satisfying and 

psycholog ical ly d istu rbing .  hooks ( 1 994) reports that being 'changed by 

ideas was pure pleasure but to learn ideas that ran counter to values and 

more inclusive, d iscriminating and integrative understanding of one's 

experience' (p.xvi) .  He describes perspective transformation as 'the 

process of becoming critica l ly aware of how and why our  presuppositions 

have come to constra in the way we perceive , understand , and feel about 
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our world '  (p. 1 4) ,  how our attitudes,  bel iefs and values are based on a set 

of assumptions that are context specific (Watkins ,  1 999) ,  and therefore 

can change.  

l ntercu ltu ral encounters provide abu ndant opportun ities for experiencing 

understanding them from with in (p.2). 

As a resu lt of these experiences students can in itia l ly feel lost ,  d isoriented 

and stressed . It causes 'disjuncture' (Erichsen , 201 1 )  or d isorienting 

d i lemmas (Mezirow, 1 990,  1 991 ) and necessitates learn ing and 

adjustment in order to survive in  a new environment. 

Haigh (2009) suggests introducing non-Western aspects to the curricu lum 

as having a potential to induce s im i lar  d iscomfort in  home students and 

present them with issues so commonly experienced by international 

learners ,  providing a basis for I nternational isation at Home. 

'disjuncture' , confusion, surprise or  cu lture shock and can lead to 

perspective change. As Alred et al (2006) assert it requires: 

a d isappointment of the narcissistic assumption of the superiority of 'us' over 
'them'. It challenges us to be wi l l ing to become involved with otherness, to take 
up others' perspectives by reconstructing their  perspectives for ourselves, and 

Phase two: adaptation 

Having recovered from the in it ial shock of d issonance, in this phase 

students usual ly begin to relax and extensively explore a new territory. 

They encounter a lot of new, 'troublesome' concepts and try to reconfigure 

the i r  knowledge and resolve confl icts that they experience in  an  effort to 

understand some s ign ificant aspects of their world (Mezirow, 1 991  ) .  

Therefore thei r  efforts are integrative as they attempt to combine 'old ' and 

'new' knowledge, in a way that Jelfs' (20 1 e1 ,  p.403) poem 'Towards a 

d ifferent way of seeing,  of knowing and doing' describes: 
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Frayed faith 

Tired-looking 

A time to be turned upside-down 

A pathway opens 

Beautiful in-sights in  the barren place 

And where the bright sun penetrates newness grows 

I m ust move towards a different way 

. . .  of seeing 

. . .  of knowing 

. . .  of doing 

However ,  as I exp la ined in chapter one ,  threshold concepts are 

i rrevers ib le ;  once a learner u nderstands and incorporates them into 

exist ing knowledge there is no 'go ing back' . But at the same time students 

a re sti l l  exploring  and d iscovering many concepts and possibi l ities, 

occupying a space of l im ina l ity (Meyer & Land , 2003). Therefore, as 

Erichsen (20 1 1 )  reports they may fee l  l iving 'in a cultural no man's [sic] 

land' and being i n  a l imbo, neither 'he re '  yet and nor 'there' anymore 

(p . 1 2 1  ) .  

Stage three: reconstitution 

This stage is demarcated by a feel ing of 'finding oneself again' (Erichsen, 

201 1 ) .  Gi l l  (2007) views it as reconstitution  of identity through 'a process of 

encountering and i nteracting with the Other' (p . 1 76) , becoming more 

i ndependent, acqu iri ng  more knowledge and broader worldview and also 

throug h  speaking a second language ,  which , as Alred (2003) , stresses ' is 

the princ ipal means by which the process of identity formation takes place 

(p .22) . Erichsen (201 0) reports her participants' sense of re-establ ished 

harmony, emergi ng 'stronger, more confident and able to settle down into 

their reinvented identity and l ifeworld '  (p. 1 23) . 

Although many researchers (Baxter Magolda, 2001e; G i l l ,  2007; Mi l ler

Perrin & Thompson , 201 O ;  Erichsen , 201 1 )  view cultu ral learning as 

sequentia l  transformation ,  I bel ieve that it is not a simple and l inear 
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process but l i ke any development (see chapter 3) a complex, messy 

journeying  back and forth through variou s  cycles of reconfigurations. Whi le 

some aspects of l iving and studying in  a foreign country are 'befriended' 

and i ncorporated i nto personal  knowledge, others may remain 

expansion as ' learning  to embrace cu ltural , spiritua l ,  and intel lectual 

d iversity a nd confl ict wi l l  broaden students horizons and deepen thei r  

sense of p lace i n  the world '  (Mi l ler-Perrin & Thompson ,  20 1 0 , p.97). 

'troub lesome' for longer and perhaps some wil l  never be integrated . I take 

Murphy-Lejeune's (2003) view that intercultural experience does not 

necessari ly lead to a com plete persona l ity change but supports personal 

I conclude th is chapter with hooks'  view that: 

The academy is not parad ise . But learning is a place where parad ise can be 
created . The classroom with all its l im itations remains a location of possibi l ity. I n  
that fie ld of possibi l ity we have the opportun ity to labour for freedom, to demand 
of ourselves and our comrades, an openness of m ind and heart that al lows us to 
face real ity even as we col lectively  imagine ways to move beyond boundaries, to 
transgress (hooks 1 994, p .207) .  

In th is chapter I have d iscussed i nternationa l isation of HE (with its 

p romises and pitfal ls ) ,  the com plexities of teaching and learn ing i n  

d ifferent cu ltural contexts and the chal lenges and opportunities of 

cultu ra l ly relevant pedagogy. 

In the fol lowing three chapters I present my research journey and its 

find i ngs.  
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Chapter Five 

As ind i cated i n  chapters 1 and 2 ,  I came to work in the CETL and 

embarked o n th is  PhD journey as a novice to the field of PDP , pedagogic 

research and the Engl ish educational system . Although its principles 

sounded prom ising ,  offering something I felt my past continental education 

lacked , I wondered how students of d ifferent cu ltural backgrounds 

perceived and engaged with PDP and whether they felt it made any 

d ifference to their l i ves. Being a member of the CETL team whose aim 

was to propagate and embed PDP in the curricu lum and introduce 

interventions that cou ld enhance students' employabi l ity, I also had a 

practical a im of fi nd ing ways of improving pedagogic practice and 

supporting students' engagement with PDP. Rather grand ly, I imagined 

that having  researched this subject I wou ld be i n  a position to offer 

solutions and make recommendations. 

Having  left the CETL - a home to 'PDP enthusiasts' - half way through my 

stud ies, I entered g rounds of ' real' academia, where I encountered 

d iscip l inary d ivides (Kreber, 2009) ,  a variety of pressures and d isparate 

i nterests and h ierarch ies of importance (where usual ly neither PDP nor 

i nternational  students were the h ighest priority) . This chal lenged my ideas 

about PDP and  made the expectations of what my research could achieve 

more real i stic .  

I n  th is chapter I describe the first stage of my research, present the in itial 

th inking beh ind th i s  project, its research questions and approach to data 

col lection  (see stage one on the t imel ine, figure 2) . I n  this phase I explored 

the concepts of PDP among the 'experts' (academic staff responsible for 

i ntroduction  of PDP at the UoB), conducted a smal l  pilot study and 

col lected a l arge proportion of my data - the activities , whose outcomes I 

present below. 
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5. 1 Exploring the local UoB context - staff conceptions of PDP 

Although I began form ing a p icture of a broader governmental PDP 

agenda ( see chapter 2), I bel ieved more clarity about the local vision of 

PDP and ways of implementing  i t  across the u niversity was needed in 

order to better understand the context and conceptual ise specific values 

that the u niversity wanted to p romote to its students . The CETL team , 

which was charged with the responsib i l ities of implementing and 

promoting agendas of PDP and employab i l ity and enhancing teaching and 

learn ing across the un ivers ity , explored m any d ifferent ideas, theories and 

tools ,  which cou ld promote and support learners '  personal , academic and 

professional development. I n  fact so many that, at times, I 

overwhelmed and concerned that I was los ing track of what was core 

(among many activities that the CETL was engaged in). Therefore , when 

an opportun ity arose to conduct a concept mapping activity (method 

described below) wh ich cou ld take stock of concepts that members and 

associates of the CETL team he ld on PDP ,  I d id not hesitate. In itia l ly, I 

a lso thought th is  cou ld provide me with the data that cou ld be used to 

compare academics' and students' ideas of PDP in  order to note any 

commona l it ies and d ifferences. However,  th i s  activity served mainly as a 

p latform for d iscussions on  the local understand ings of PDP, rather than 

as a means of e l iciting data that cou ld  be compared with data from 

students, because the CMs gathered from academics were sketched on 

the top ic of P D P  whi le the stud ents' depicted a broader area of PD. 

Moreover, the students '  maps were ind ividual ly d rawn , whi le academics' 

maps (although in the first i nstance d rawn ind iv idual ly) served as an in itial 

poi nt for  smal l  g roup d iscussions,  as a resu l t  of which they were merged 

into agreed group maps, and later i nto one common map, representing the 

local conceptua l isation  of PDP  at the UoB.  This section describes the 

process of coming to an agreement of what val ues and aspects of PDP 

were core to the loca l  un iversity context, and as such , should be 

d issem inated among col leagu es across the institution and promoted to 

students . 

felt 
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5 . 1 . 1 Concept mappi ng as a research method 

I came across the concept mapping techn ique at the Society for Research 

i nto H igher Education (SRHE)  conference (Kinch i n ,  Cabot, & Hay,  2006) ,  

shortly prior to com mencing  my PhD .  It struck me as a potentia l ly usefu l 

means of gathering data ,  but at the same time (and more importantly) , as 

a techn ique wh ich a l lowed time for a qu iet reflect ion on a top ic at hand 

and provided a way of  captur ing students' knowledge in  a form of a visual 

representation - two aspects that I felt were important i n  encounters with 

internationa l  students, who (as l expla ined in chapter 3) often requ i re more 

time to form their answers i n  a fore ign language and may appreciate a 

visua l  support that CM cou l d  offer. As I report further i n  th is chapter ,  

students found th is too l  particu larly he lpfu l .  

A CM techn ique was developed by  Novak ( 1 998) and Novak and Canas 

(2006) as a too l  that has a potentia l  to capture learners' knowledge of a 

particular topic and therefore 'make the learning visible' (Kinch i n  & Hay, 

2007) as the teacher can 'see' students' ideas about a particular  topic  and 

eva luate the acqu is it ion of key concepts . If CMs are sketched on several 

occasions, progress in students' thinking can be captured and assessed. 

For this reason CMs have been used to describe students' knowledge of 

particu lar  topics ,  d iagnose the gaps i n  knowledge ,  mon itor learn ing 

progress o r  measure the i mpact of  specific i nterventions ( Kinch in  & Hay, 

2007; Kinch in & Hay, 2007;  Hay, 2007, 2008; Kinch in ,  Lygo-Baker  & Hay, 

2008 ; Kinch i n ,  Cabot & Hay, 2008; Jankowska , 2009, 201 0a ,  20 1 0 b) .  

Through such gathering of evidence about students' knowledge of key 

concepts i n  a particular area, teachers are able to spot m isconceptions o r  

gaps and  provide feedback to the learners. 

representation  of the knowledge captured in a CM promotes the 

i ntegration of new and exist ing knowledge. This can contribute to 

Novak ( 1 998) and Novak and Canas (2006) suggested that the visual 

mean ingfu l learn ing .  As Atlay, Gaitan and Kumar  (2008) exp la in , learn ing 

is  a process which requ i res conscious ,  on-go ing effort i n  con nection-
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making between existi ng (prior) knowledge, cu rrent experiences and 

future events. In th is research I was particu la rly i nterested in the 

connections students make between their pr ior educational and 

d evelopmenta l  experiences and current ones, how they negotiate between 

both as a result  of experience of a (usual ly) d ifferent system of education 

and whether their futu re goals were affected (and if so , in what way) . At 

th is po int i n  my research , I was keen to explore possib le variations in the 

m ethod . It was not unti l m uch later, that I began th i nking of concept 

mapping as a valuable too l  fo r  reflection and d ialogu ing  with students 

(Jankowska, 201 0b) ,  wh ich I further  d escribe in  chapter 5 .  

Concept mapp ing is not a new i nvention as the idea of graphical ly 

representi ng concepts and the i r  in terconnections has been used for many 

years and in various forms of maps/d iagrams/spiders, especial ly in  

v isual and conceptual  representation of PD that both staff and students of 

d iverse cu l tu ral backgrounds cou ld reveal (d iscussion fu rther in this  

chapter) and assess the usefu l ness of the CM techn ique as a research 

creative tasks l ike b rainstorming (Buzan , 2006) . However, Novak's method 

( 1 r998) has some d isti nctive features that make it un ique and usefu l in the 

i nvestigations of conceptual d evelopment .  

Accord i ng  to Novak ( 1 998) i n  a concept map :  

• Concepts are h ierarch ical i n  that the y  i nclude big , inclusive and 

important ideas (placed at the top) and subordinate/exemplary/non

inc lusive (below), 

• Concepts are l i nked with arrows (d i rection  of an arrow is important) 

and a l l  the arrows should be label l ed with a word or a short phrase 

matter, 

• Concepts appear once but a number  of l i nks can be made between 

many concepts and the sam e  l ink ing word/phrase can be used 

more than once . 

wh ich explai n the nature of association .  The l i nked concepts form 

propositional statements which reveal understand ing of the subject 



Chapter Five 

The fact that the concepts are l inked with the arrows and label led is a 

d istinctive feature of CMs and helps to ach ieve a fu l ler understand ing of 

the knowledge that is  avai lab le to a learner at a particu lar moment i n  t ime.  

F igure 5 below represents the key features of CM (Novak & Canas, 2007) . 

F igu re 5 :  The key features of concept maps (Novak & Canas, 2007) 

I n  h is theory of assim i lative learn ing ,  Ausubel ( 1 963) stressed that what 

the learner a lready knows is the most important single factor influencing 

learn ing and therefore the teacher should ascertai n  th is and teach the 

learner accord ing ly. Kinch in  and Hay (2007) conclude that there are three 

d imensions to prio r knowledge:  its richness, structure and m i sconceptions .  

They cla im that a l l  of  them can affect the qual ity of learning and that 

students can learn from their  teachers effectively,  provided there is 

sufficient overlap between the material to be learned and the student's 

prior knowledge. The impl ication of th is statement for teach i ng g roups of 

d iverse students (who often have qu ite varied prior knowledge and 

educational experiences) can be rad ical , especia l ly in  the field of  impl icit 

areas such as PD .  
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I used CMs to capture the academics' rep resentations of PDP and 

faci l itate a d iscussion about the local vision of PDP at the UoB ( see 

section  below) as wel l  as a research too l  in further data col lection .  

5 . 1 .2 Process of negotiating the 'shared vision' 

The group  of pioneers of PDP at the UoB was i nvited to take part in this 

exploratory activity at one of the monthly CETL team meetings in spring 

2007 .  Th is activity was a imed at taking stock of the col lective conceptions 

of PDP that the team members held , in an attempt to d iscuss and create 'a 

shared vision of PDP at the UoB' .  Hence it was not a formal ly a research 

task a imed at data col lection . Participation was voluntary and the 

ind ividua l  data , col lected through CMs, were not used beyond the first 

session - on ly the small g roups '  maps and the fina l  team's map were used 

in reports. Consent to use the data was obtained verbal ly and no written 

forms were used .  

Th is activ ity was proposed t o  the d irector of the CETL, who schedu led it i n  

the fol lowing monthly meeting .  Members of the team not p resent at the 

meeting  were g iven an o pportun ity to sketch the i r  ind ividual maps, wh ich 

then cou ld  be shared with the rest of the team.  Fou r  ind ividuals sent their 

maps pr ior to the meeting and a further nine members of the team 

sketched their individua l  m aps at the meeting .  Th is exercise provided each 

ind ividua l  with an opportun ity to reflect o n  and capture their ind ividual 

u nderstand ing of PDP p rio r  to a group d i scussion .  On completion of the 

i nd ividua l  task, those present d u ri ng  the activity were asked to form three 

groups (consisting of three participants each) a nd I d istributed the maps of 

those not present among the g roups, with a request for the material to be 

included i n  the group d iscussions .  Each smal l  g roup d iscussed their 

ind ividua l  maps, looked for commonal i ties,  clarified any d iscrepancies and 

com posed a fina l  group map they al l  agreed with . 

At the end of the session these three g roup maps were presented to the 

whole team for a further  d i scussion .  This revea led several d ifferences 

between the maps. As the time  for th is task was l im ited and data were 
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I used CMs to capture the acade mics' representations of PDP and 

faci l itate a d iscussion about the local v is ion of PDP at the UoB (see 

section below) as wel l  as a research too l  i n  further data col lection. 

5 . 1 n.2  Process of negotiating the 'shared vision' 

The group of pioneers of PDP at the UoB was invited to take part in this 

exploratory activity at one of the month ly  CETL team meetings in spring 

2007.  Th is activity was a imed at taking stock of the col lective conceptions 

of PDP that the team members he ld ,  in an attempt to d iscuss and create 'a 

shared vision of PDP at the UoB'.  Hence it was not a formal ly a research 

task aimed at data col lect ion .  Participation was volu ntary and the 

ind ividua l  data , co l lected through  CMs, were not used beyond the first 

session - on ly the smal l  grou ps '  maps and the final team's map were used 

in reports. Consent to use the data was obtained verbal ly and no written 

forms were used .  

Th is  activity was proposed to the d i rector of the CETL, who schedu led it in  

the fol lowing monthly meeting .  Members of the team not present at the 

meeting were g iven an opportu n ity to sketch their ind ividual maps, which 

then cou ld be shared with the rest of the team . Four ind ividuals sent their 

maps prior to the meeting and a further n ine  members of the team 

sketched thei r ind ividua l  m aps at the m eeting. Th is exercise provided each 

ind ividua l  with an opportun ity to reflect on  and capture their individual 

u nderstand ing of PDP p rior to a group d iscussion.  On completion of the 

ind ividua l  task, those present du ring the activity were asked to form three 

g roups (consisting of three participants each)  and I d istributed the maps of 

those not present among the groups, with a request for the material to be 

i nc luded i n  the group d iscussions .  Each smal l  group d iscussed their 

ind ividua l  maps, looked for com monal it ies, c larified any d iscrepancies and 

com posed a final group map they a l l  agreed with . 

At the end of the session these three group maps were presented to the 

whole team for a furthe r  d iscussion .  This revealed several differences 

between the maps. As the tim e  for this task was l imited and data were 
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quite rich, it was decided that I would take the group m aps away to 

analyse them more closely and present a suggestion for a common vision 

- one final, shared map at the following meeting. 

The three group concept maps and the key points raised during the 

discussions are presented below. 

Group 1 

One important notion expressed in this map (see figure 6) was that PDP is 

a non-linear process (the group represented this idea also visually) , which 

should lead to self-actualisation. 5 

Reflection, incubation and understanding were captured as enablers of the 

PDP process. Although the notion of incubation did not appear in other 

CMs, during the discussions it was agreed that it was a pertinent one and, 

as such, should be included in the 'final vision'. Incubation periods can be 

quite important to some students who may require more time than others 

or need some periods of reflection with no 'visible outcomes'. It was 

agreed that these periods may vary greatly, especially among students 

who are diverse in background and experience. The discussion around 

this subject led to the recognition of the importance of personalised 

learning and the necessity of a flexible curriculum, which would support 

students' development at different levels and stages, no matter how 

quickly they move or how much risk they are prepared to take. 

what way, and, surprisingly, it is not linked to prior experiences and 

5 Self-actualisation here does not refer to any specific psychological term (e.g. Maslow's 
understanding of it). As the group did not explore the exact meaning of ' self-actualisation', I can 
only assume that the group referred to a sense of enhanced self that may come from a completion 
of PDP cycle, which may also be marked by achieving a particular goal or 'a product' (for 
example, a degree) . This, in tum, may indicate an end of a particular stage/ cycle of development 
rather than complete self-fulfilment, when an individual becomes what he/she could potentially be 
(Maslow, 1968). 

The map is divided into two separate sections with no apparent connection 

between right-hand side (PDP) and left-hand side (collaboration). 

Reflection ( depicted on the right side) influences PDP but it is not clear in 
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knowledge (on the left) or to u nderstanding and self-actual isation .  The left 

side of the map conveys some important concepts relat ing to social 

learn ing and processes, col laboration, environment (which enables 

col laboration and impacts on experiences and knowledge available to 

learners), prior knowledge and experiences which influence learni ng (both 

formal and informal)  and forms a base for personal ised learn ing ( learn i ng 

approach specific to ind ividuals) .  

Although this map ca ptured several important concepts, it also revealed a 

chasm between learn ing activities with in  a social context and PDP 

dep icted as a h ighly ind ividual ,  activity executed by i nd ividuals, for their 

own sake (paral lel to a Western vision of self- improvement for its own 

sake, d iscussed in chapter 3) .  

Pe,sonallsed
learning 

Formal 
learning 

Social 
Processes 

Informal 
learning 

RefleC11on 

Pnor Incubation
kna...iedge 

+ 
Expenences 

Unde1s.land1ng 

-...__,__ Non • linear process 

Resulls n 

Setf-actual1sa11on 
( end-producl ) 

Figure 6 :  Group 1 's CM 

Group 2 

The second group's map is more developed , with more concepts and 

r icher l i nkage. Awareness seems to be the core concept ( l i nked to many 

other concepts and interl i nked with two other main branches). Although 

the l i nkage between the main topic of PDP and awareness was not 

named , the g roup d iscussion establ ished that PDP not only requ i res, but 
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person needs to become aware of self (and one's motivations, goals ,  

interests , personal  preferences, prior knowledge, external  world , 

also supports , the development of awareness. In order to pursue PD a 

plann ing) ,  opportun ities (plann ing ,  vision ,  goals) ,  the world around her and 

her ski l ls/ab i l it ies. Becoming more aware of these aspects supports 

plann ing and further development of 'habits' and patterns of behaviour, 

contributing to l ife- long learn ing (which , in turn ,  enhances employabil ity) 

and can lead to personal change, enabl ing learner development. 'Learner 

development' , as the fol low-up d iscussion clarified , is seen as a 

continuous process th rough l ife-long learn ing ,  lead ing to further 

development and clos ing the loop ( in l i ne with the fi rst group's idea of a 

non- l inearity of PDP).  

The awareness of one's own goals and motivations can lead to the 

creation of an ind ividua l's personal vis ion and can d rive engagement with 

learning and development. The concept of vision ,  although expressed on ly 

by the second  group ,  was agreed to be an important one and was 

incorporated in the 'final version' of the experts' map. 

It was noted that social  relationships were central to PDP as they provide 

role models (teachers ,  peers; fami ly and other important people) and may 

influence motivation .  

I nteresting ly,  a concept of reflection (h igh l ighted a s  core i n  P D P  l iterature, 

see chapter 2), although placed at the top of the map, was not central in 

terms of its l i nkage. There is on ly one l ink  from awareness to reflection 

('awareness of reflection') and (as in group 1 's map) there are no l inks to 

other concepts (for example, prior knowledge, self-awareness, learner's 

development, motivation) .  There is no mention ing of record ing (another 

aspect of PDP, h igh l ighted in the l iterature). 
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Role Models 
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Figure 7: Group 2's CM 
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facilllate 

Employability 

Lifee• long ) 
learning 

Group 3 

The third g roup's map is the most developed one, with the largest number 

of concepts and the richest l i nkage. The concepts of personal d imension 

of development, developmental processes, reflection , planning and 

employabi l ity are central in  this map. 

The personal d imension of PDP enta i ls simi lar concepts to the ones 

represented under awareness in the second group's map (values, 

aspiration,  motivation ,  self-belief, self-efficacy, confidence,  self-esteem 

and interests, goals, vision , prior knowledge, self-awareness, personal 

preferences, engagement, awareness of external world , opportun ities, 

plann ing ,  habits/patterns, ski l ls/attributes and creativity - a concept wh ich 

was not included in the previous groups' maps) . Learning is depicted as 

both a personal and social activity that leads to development. This kind of 

representation is paral lel to the notion of learner development in the 

second group's map. Learn ing is based on experiences (that help 

contextual ise the process of learning). Learn ing has also a more academic 

dimension represented in this map (knowledge, research, assessment, 
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learn ing resources , record) .  However, ' record' comes from 'assessment' 

and it seems that it is outcome-driven, rather than for a sake of 

documenting PD.  

Development is described as a journey which has a start and end point ,  

and later, in  the group d iscussion i t  was l inked to the notion of a l ife-long 

and cycl ical process, depicted by groups 1 and 2 .  

Reflection is treated as  one of the most important d imensions of PDP, 

wh ich leads to development and is based on experiences. Further 

d iscussion h ighl ighted that reflection should be l inked to real- l ife 

experiences and ski l ls .  Experiences on their own may not lead to further 

development un less a person engages in reflection on and learning from 

them for the future . 

Employabi l ity is  treated as another key d imension of PDP. Plann ing is 

understood to be crucial for employabil ity and career (depicted as a 

personal work journey, which is un ique to every ind ividual) and there are 

several factors affecti ng employabil ity, for example, ski l ls ,  relationsh ips ,  

experiences and critical th inking . 

Sk,11s 

Figure 8: Group 3's CM 
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After the task of group concept mapping and d iscussion ,  I content 

analysed and compared the maps, wrote summaries for each of them 

(paying close attention to commonal ities and d ifferences) and proposed a 

l ist of shared ideas in the form of a CM ( see figure 9 below). 

Figure 9: CM of main points collated from three group maps 

Following this, a meeting with the d i rector of the CETL was arranged to 

further d iscuss and agree on the main points from al l  three maps and 

some ideas expressed only in one or two maps, which seemed particularly 

salient to the local understanding of PDP that began forming at the 

meeting .  I presented the col lated vision (figure 9 above) back to the team 

at the fol lowing meeting,  asking for their views in  an attempt to agree on 

the final version .  

After the close investigation of the maps and further d iscussion ,  an 

agreement was reached on several concepts that were perceived as key 

to the understanding of PDP held by the CETL team.  However, we were 

also aware of the chal lenges in representing PDP - a very complex and 

multi-layered construct, with several qu ite abstract d imensions both to the 

academic community and students . We agreed that a clear, concise 

version was needed in a form which would convey the main messages 

(represented in the key points below) to students and academics in an 
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accessible way. A model of PDP was d rawn after in-depth negotiations 

and a graph ical representation has been used as a basel ine for a 

discussion of how PDP cou ld be implemented at the UoB (Jankowska & 

Atlay, 2007, see figu re 1 0  below). 

Curriculum 

Personalised Learning 

, Jo'ti rne\' 

Planninglnd 1v1dua l  

Act ion ·, 

Knowlcdg11 Skills 

Learnmg .Awareness f------1 t-----; 
Style 

Attitudes 

Retlec1 1on Suppor1 
Feedba,;;f. 

Sp,ntual  
Dnve 

Career 

lnte tact ,on 

Figure 1 0 : Model of PDP used at the UoB 

5 . 1  .3 The key points included in the final 'vision of PDP at the UoB' 

The following points come from the CETL team's maps and d iscussions on 

PDP and many of the elements h ighl ighted here were further developed 

and used in various reports, recommendations and formal documents 

distributed across the un iversity; for example some elements were 

included in the educational strategy (Atlay, 2008) and documents related 

to the curricu lum review carried out in 2008 (Atlay, Gaitan & Kumar, 2008). 
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• PDP is a non-l inear process, which begins with understand ing of 

self (self is central to PDP) and through reflection leads to an 

'enhanced ' self (see figu re 1 1  below) . A variety of activities within 

the curricu lum can support the development of self-awareness. 

Non-l inear process, lead ing to self

actual isation 

Self 'Enhanced' Self 

Figure 1 1  : PDP as a cyclical process 

• Awareness of self is the first point in  a journey (and should be 

further supported through the curricu lum) ;  it encourages self-growth 

and contributes to a greater awareness of the purpose of the 

process (see figure 1 2) .  Awareness can be d i rected external ly 

(opportun ities, expectations, self-presentation) or internal ly (self

awareness, spiritua l  awareness) ,  and both need to be developed . 

Grow self 

Curriculum 

Awareness 

Awareness 

Figure 1 2 : Growth of awareness 
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• Growth takes the shape of a spiral  (see figure 1 3  below) ; students 

go th rough the levels of d evelopment at their own speed (some of 

them wi l l  develop more qu ickly than others and the pace may not 

be even throughout the p rocess) . Some students m ay be more 

eager to take risks and travel longer d istances, wh i le some others 

may not be prepared for such cha l lenges. The same student may 

be ready to take qu ite a big risk in one field , but not necessarily i n  

another .  

PDP is also referred to as a l ife- long journey which leads to self

enhancement and self-actua l isation (and has stages with some end 

Figure 1 3 : Sp i ral  representation of d evelopment 

• 

products , l ike ach ieving  particu lar goals in d ifferent  d imensions). 

• Self is at the centre of a l l  the p rocesses ( it i s  represented through 

the personal d imension i n  al l the maps and l i nked to many 

concepts, such as ski l l s ,  attitudes, experiences, opportun i ties ,  

expectations, knowledge and the overal l  vision of l ife) .  

• Personal ised learn ing  is a veh ic le for learner development. It shou ld 

take i nto account i nd i vidua l  needs,  val ues, goals (d rives) ,  styles, 

p references and actions a n d  be supported by feedback, i nstruction 

(from others) , motivation and refection (on a learner's behalf) . I t  is 

i m portant to recogn ise that learn i ng i s  a social act and even though 
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Pr ior knowledge and experience are important and should be drawn • 

ences poses challenges for teaching and a curricu l um experi

d es ig n .  

Relationsh ips ,  role models, influential others and environment also • 

p lay an i mportant role in PD and social d imension of learning 

shou ld not be u ndermined . 

• 

with defin ing and explain ing reflection . 

• 

Universities UK, 2007) is mentioned only in the last map and only in 

It has been noted both in the l iteratu re (see chapter 3) and by many 

one. However, I 

I 

1 6 1 

learn ing theory, 1 963) .  Although this may seem to be an obvious 

the art of reflection if the group of PDP pioneers at the UoB had difficulties 
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it i s  i nd ividual i n  nature, it a lso happens through i nteractions.  

Learn ing i s  i nterl i nked with (or leads to) development and various 

aspects of l earning have been captured in al l  the maps. 

Curr icu l um ,  social world and future career i nfluence personal ised 

learn ing  and interact with each other. 

upon i n  students' learning (this is in l ine with Ausubel's assimi lative 

statement,  the assimilation of d iverse students' prior knowledge and 

Reflection appears in al l the maps (hence seems to be an important 

concept) but is not further described or l inked to many other 

concepts i n  two out of three maps. This may indicate chal lenges 

Recordi ng (one of four key elements in the definition of PDP, 

rel at ion to assessment. 

co lleagues at the UoB that students often struggle with reflection (do not 

understand the concept itself, do not know what exactly reflecting involves 

o r  do not see the purpose of doing it) and have problems d ifferentiating 

between a mere description and reflection ,  often not going beyond the first 

wondered how we could expect students to u nderstand 

indicate below, d ifferent aspects of 

PDP and reflection  may be required for d ifferent purposes; for example, a 

student may have to reflect in a more structured and focused way for 

portfol io , learn to articu late his 

n conceptua l is ing it. Moreover, as
i

l 
specific assignments or a professionai
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strengths and evidence particular skills or present himself in a favourable 
lig ht. Yet , the same student's personal reflection may be less structured , 
focused on private needs, desires, fears, challenges and weaknesses that 
require tackling in order to move foiward. This personal reflection may be 
at odds with institutional or societal values or requirements, as described 
in chapter 3. Students may find it difficult to draw a line between the two , 
and in my experience of marking e-portfolios some students may lean 
towards one or the other end of the spectrum , either providing more 
formal, devoid of personal reflection, dry accounts or much more informal, 
emotionally loaded and private diary-like entries, which may be difficult to 
read and assess by markers. 

Having reviewed the maps and recorded the discussions I was struck by 
the inherent tension between the 'two faces of PDP: public and private' 
(Draper,  2009, para 4, table 2 below). On the one hand, PDP is supposed 
to promote institutional values, be product-and-outcomes-oriented, equip 
students with specific skills, knowledge and enhance their employability; 

oriented . 

Table  2: Two faces of PDP: publ ic and private (adapted from Draper, 2009) 

Publ ic ( institutional) Private ( personal )  
More focused on a product More focused on a process 
Imposed ( institutional view) Self-generated (what and how best for 

individuals) 
Control l ing Empowerina 

Others' iudaements Self-reveal ino experience, reflection 

Efficiency? Self-efficacy 

Knowledqe acauis ition ( instrumental )  LearninQ for the sake of learninq 

For employabi l ity, ski l ls useful to others For improving one's education, 
aspects valued bv vourself 

A repository to help the university To serve one's own needs 

Learning to say th ings to impress Analysing what you real ly need to 

employers improve yourself 

Not mentionina anythino bad ldentifvina what vou need to improve 

Learn ing to articulate real strengths Learn ing to bu i ld on strengths (own 
sake) 
Lookina forwardLookina backwards 
Reflective writing that is about what Writing "reflection" that staff want to 

see vou real ly th ink reaard less of whether 

on the other one, it should also enhance self-awareness, support personal 
growth (chapter 3) , serve an individual learner's needs and be process

1 62 



Chapter Five 

I it l ooks good or relevant to others 

The group maps presented in this section included both public and private 
elements of PDP. Perhaps both should be included in the curriculum, but 
they need to be clearly presented, explained and signalled to students 
(and tutors and markers) to avoid confusion and make requirements for 
specific tasks explicit. 

The activity described in this section facilitated the team's thinking about 
PDP and channelled our efforts to come up with a clearer vision and 
representation of aspects of PDP that were decided to be core for the 
UoB. It also helped me better understand the local context and fuelled my 
thinking about the complexities of PDP. 

5.2 The beginnings - piloting ideas 
Being a novice to the field of PDP and the UoB academic environment, I 
felt it was important to pilot my initial ideas both in terms of possible topics 
for the interviews I was planning to conduct and test out my research 
methods. I hoped that a pilot study could alert me to the underlying issues 
and help me gather some general ideas that students might have on the 
topics related to PD and PDP. 

5.2 .1 Initial argument and research questions for the project 
My initial thinking about this project followed the argument that in order to 
make the experience of PDP relevant and valuable to international 
students the following areas needed to be investigated in-depth: 

• students' prior representations and experiences of PD (and PDP, 
where relevant), 

• students' perceptions and experiences of PD and PDP and related 
issues of employability, teaching, learning, epistemological 
development and reflection during their studies, 

163 



Chapter Five 

• possib i l it ies of incorporat ing multicu ltu ral aspects i nto the del ivery of 

PDP,  especial ly in cu ltu ral ly d iverse academic environments, such 

as the one of the UoB. 

Consideration of these areas l ed me  to a formulation of the fol lowing 

research questions :  

1 .  What do PD and PDP m ean to students from d ifferent cu ltu ral 

backgrounds? Are they important and to what extent? 

2 .  Can concept maps captu re the representations of PD of students 

from d ifferent cu ltu ral backgrounds? 

5 . 2 .2 The research methods 

I n  chapter 1 I com mented on my i n it ial position as a qual itative , broad ly 

phenomenolog ical ly  inspired researcher, practically orientated towards 

methods that would not on ly be my ways of col lecting data but also cou ld 

potentia l ly  become tools for reflection , supporting  and empowering 

students to take charge of their m ean ing  making ,  wh ich Novak (1 998) 

sees as 'the central purpose of education' (p .9). Below I i ntroduce the 

second research method used i n  th is stage: interviewing .  I v iewed these 

two methods as complementing each other wel l . I perceived concept 

mapping as a tool to captu re the visual representation of current 

knowledge (I was interested both in the structure and content of 

knowledge) and as a pre l iminary task (focusing students' attention ,  

evoking reflection on the top ic ;  a lso al lowing students for whom Engl ish i s  

often a second language both more t ime to th ink  about the  topic and a 

way to express themselves through a d ifferent med ium) and an interv iew 

as an opportun ity to d iscuss other aspects of PD and PDP (perhaps not 

captu red i n  the maps). 

saw an interv iew as a su itable research method with its focus on 

partic ipants'  meanings and experiences, aimed at eliciting their own 

interpretations. Interviews can 'yield rich i nsights i nto people's biog raphies, 

I 
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experiences ,  op in ions, values, aspirations, attitudes and feelings' (May, 

20 1 1 ,  p 1 31  ) .  Kval e  ( 1 996) provides a convincing rationale for using 

i nterviews in social research : 

If _YOU want to kn�w how people understand their world and their life , why not talk 
with them? I n  an interview conversation ,  the researcher l istens to what people 
themselves tel l  about thei r  l ived world, hears them express their  views and 
opin ions in their own words (p . 1  ). 

Having settled o n  interviews as one of my methods early on in the 

research process, I had to decide on the degree of their structure 

(Wengraf, 2001 , Kvale & Br inkmann,  2009). As I thought of the topics I 

wanted to address , I real ised I was leaning towards a ' loosely' structured 

interview. I wanted to maintain some l evel of comparabi l ity of themes 

across the i nterviews, yet, at the same time, a degree of flexib i l ity was 

important to ensure there was room for possible interventions to 'probe' for 

further answers (May, 201 1 ) .Therefore, I settled on a sem i-structured 

interview, i n  which I cou ld seek both ' clarification and elaboration on the 

answers g iven' and which would g ive me ' latitude to "probe" beyond the 

answers' (May, 201 1 ,  p . 1 38 ,  orig inal emphasis) . 

The p i lot phase began with the 'scripting of the i nterview' (Kvale & 

Bri nkmann ,  2009, p . 1 30) ,  wh ich wou ld  determine the topics to be covered , 

alongside the suggested questions, a frequent approach in sem i

structu red interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann,  2009). I n it ial ly, I closely 

fol lowed my i nterview gu ide and was anxious to ask al l  the questions and 

in a simi lar sequence. This uneasiness was l i nked to my re lative 

i nexperience with research interviewing (even though I cou ld d raw on my 

cou nsel l ing ski l ls and experience) and the fact that the act of 'double 

attention' (Wengarf, 200 1 d, p . 1 94) was in itially particularly chal lenging.  

Wengraf (2001 ) explains that a researcher needs to both l isten to the 

interviewee's responses to understand what she is trying to say, and, at 

the same time,  ensure that a l l  the top ics are covered (at the level and 

depth requ i red ) with in  the avai lable time-frame - a ski l l  which most 

researchers develop g radual ly. As I l istened to the recordings I real ised 

that in some of the earlier interviews I missed opportun ities to fol low my 
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i nterlocutor and ask further questions as I was ' rush ing through the 

quest ions rather than  working with the answers' (Wengraf, 200 1 , p . 1 98) 

and tried to stick too rigidly to my interview gu ide .  I n  others , especia l ly with 

i nterviewees who were particularly 'chatty' I found it d ifficu lt to interrupt or 

intervene,  wh ich, at t imes, opened space for rich descriptions of periphera l  

s ignificance to the topic. However, these 'excursions' away from the topic 

a lso ,  at times, yielded surprising , yet h igh ly relevant responses, lend ing 

themselves more to a narrative analytica l  approach , employed later. This 

i l l ustrates that researchers are rarely able to thi nk  of al l  the possible topics 

and questions as 'the interviewees bri ng forth new and unexpected 

aspects of the phenomena stud ied '  {Kvale & Brinkmann , 2009 , p . 1 1 2) .  

Hence I needed to remain open and l isten careful ly to the students , ' in l ine 

with the purpose of an explanatory study - to d iscover new d imensions of 

the topic stud ied ' (ibid) . 

As I ga ined more experience and confidence in  my interviewing skil ls I 

started relaxing , al lowing more pauses for 'thinking time' (both for the 

i nterviewees and myself) , p rob ing ,  p rompting and asking for clarifications 

and examples as I realised that 'the i nterviews are not merely "tape 

record ing sociolog ies" , to use Bourd ieu's expression , but actively fol lowing 

up on the subjects' answers , seeking to clarify and extend the interview 

statements' (Kvale & Brinkmann , 2009 , p .7) . 

5 .2 .3 Scope and sample of the pi lot study  

I pu rposefu l ly chose to broaden the area of inquiry and ask students about 

the i r  u nderstand ing and experiences of PD and teaching and learn ing i n  

genera l  as wel l  as PDP ,  as not a l l  interviewed students experienced or  

were ab le  to identify PDP .  Therefore , in the  pilot study CMs were sketched 

on  the topic of learning and the i nterviews i ncl uded a variety of questions 

that focused both on issues of learn ing, teach ing and adaptation to a 

d ifferent educational system and PD and PDP. 
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This study was limited in size due to its exploratory nature and included 

five students with d ifferent cultural backgrounds, namely Chinese, African ,  

Eastern European, North European and British. These groups were 

targeted for the study due to their largest representation at this time in the 

UoB's student population and were perceived as significantly different 

from each other (in terms of cultural background and educational and 

social systems they came from). Both undergraduate (1ast year) and 

postgraduate students were invited to part take in the pilot study and 

factors other than the background were not taken into account, as it was 

more important to trial my approach rather than aim for a more purposeful 

sample. 

Table 3: The pilot study's sample 

Pseudonvm National ity Level of study Gender 
Ben British UG M 
Essi Danish UG F 

Jun Chinese PG M 

Katka Slovak PG F 
Victor Zim babwean UG M 

5.2 .4 Data collection 

The data comprised the CMs and interviews, obtained between March and 

June 2007 from students who volunteered to take part in the pilot. 

The participants were recruited through on-campus and online (VLE) 

adverts, inviting students to take part in approximately 1 hour interviews 

(see appendix 3). All participants were given a comprehensive consent 

form at the beginning of the meeting ( see appendix 4) . The students' 

identities were disguised by the use of pseudonyms (see table 2 above). 

Ethical considerations were already described in depth in chapter 1. 

Each session began with instructions of how to create a concept map and 

each student was then asked to sketch a CM on the topic of learning (with 

the prompt question 'What does learning mean to you?' ) .  The tim ing for 

this task was not controlled due to the ind ividual, personal nature of this 

activitya- some students compla
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others needed much more time to reflect on the topic. The sem

interviews took place immed iate

-structured 

5 .2 .5  Data analys is  

5 .2 .5 . 1  Analysis  of  CMs 

The CMs obtai ned d u ri ng  the p i lot  study represent the general ideas 

various cu ltural backgrounds. 

Table 4: Structu re of CMs - a typology (Kinch in ,  Hay & Adams, 2000) 

Type/ Structure L inkage Scope for Further 
Character istics development l i nkaqe 
Chain l inear, top to each concept no further Little 

bottom on ly l inked to addit ions possibi l i ty 
those possible other of further 
immediately than at the l inkage 
above & below bottom of the 

structure, 
deletions d isrupt 
the overa l l  
structure 

Spoke sing le- concepts al lows for Some 
level led, l inked d i rectly further add itions possibi l ity 
radia l  to the core to the structure, of further 

concept deletions do not l i nkage 
interfere with 
the overa l l  
structure 

Network h igh ly often multi- both add it ions Further 

i ntegrated & level led and deletions l inkage 

students had on the top ic of learn ing and were analysed using the basic 

typology of concept maps ident ified by Kinch i n ,  Hay and Adams (2000), 

which i ncludes chains, spokes and nets (table 4 below) to describe the 

structure of students' knowledge. I also carried out a content analysis of 

that revealed the conceptua l  variety i n  concepts used by students of 

hierarchical possible, 
without 
substantial 
d isruption 
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I represent the hypothetical examples of those three structures (created 

with simple concepts that students could potentially use) in the figures 

below: 

Person-al devel-Opment 

I 
leads to

I 
(c.aret:rJ 

I 
shou Id lead to 

_l 
( och,ever-) 

leac-s to

I 
( wccess I 

T 
I<, a Oout rea Ising

I
c-;;� 

Figure 1 4: Chain 

Figure 1 5: Spoke 
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Figure 1 6 : Network 

Novak ( 1  998) proposed a simple typology of learning ,  which can be 

mapped onto CMs' structures in the following way: 

Table 5: Learn ing types (Novak, 1 998) 

Learn ing type Corresponding structure & 
man ifestation 

Non-learning: the lack of cognitive 
change 

lack of new concepts in the following 
map, 
absence of new l inks to prior 
knowledqe 

Rote learning:  some new knowledge 
added but l ittle attempt at meaning-
making ( ind icative of lack of deeper 
understanding & assimi lation of new 
knowledge) 

some new concepts in the following 
map, 
absence or l im ited number of l inks 
between new and previously learned 
material 

Meaningful learning: new knowledge 
added & a significant change in  
knowledge structure 

new concepts added and/or l inks 
developed to prior knowledge, or 
meaningful l inkage of new concepts to 
prior knowledqe 

Kinch in  and Hay (2007) claim that chains are the simplest structures, and 

as such usual ly represent non-learn ing,  spokes indicate a learner's 

potential for some learn ing (usual ly rote) and on ly networks can capture a 

learner's shift towards meaningful learning . The impl ication here is that a 

learner, who repeated ly produces chains in subsequent CMs has not 

learned much,  wh i le a learner with consecutive spokes has learned in a 
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rote way and a learner who moves from less to more complicated 

networks or moves from chains/spokes onto networks has learned 

meaningfully. 

In my opinion, this is a very simplistic and limited vision of learning .  It does 

not attend to many factors, such as learner's motivation, teacher's abil ity 

to convey the concepts, context, as well as complexity, multipositionality 

and multidirectionality of learning, discussed in chapter 3 .  Like other, over

simplistic models it assumes that an increase in complexity of structures 

indicates learning and if a learner does not exhibit it in a given period of 

time than he has simply not learned. 

Despite its limitations concept mapping can be a good tool for evaluation 

of concepts that are available to learners at any given time, and as such 

was attractive to me as a research tool. 

Kinchin and Hay (2007) suggest that when a person draws a map of the 

same topic several times it is possible to make comparisons and observe 

a cogn itive change (or its lack) and 'measure' it both in quantitative 

(number of concepts occurring) and qualitative (the richness of ideas and 

conceptual richness of the maps. 

5 .2.5 .2 Analysis of interview transcripts 

As Smith (1995) points out, there is 'no one correct way to do qual itative 

analysis' (p.18) and every researcher needs to find a method of working 

with the data that suits her. The pilot study, I hoped, would provide me 

with a way to get a feel of what method would be suitable for my data. 

Although I expected to engage in grounded theory analysis in the main 

part of my research (see chapter 6), I found it difficult to apply in the pilot 

study due to the small number of participants (limiting a scope for constant 

comparisons, advocated by Glaser & Strauss, 1 967) and due to my initial 

interest in cultural comparisons (each participant in the pilot represented a 

linkage) way. The analysis of the CMs gathered in the pilot study and the 

next stages of the research investigated both the overall structure and the 
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different cultural group). I was also more interested in trialling the methods 
in terms of gathering data (both CMs and interviews) ,  refining my 
technique and questions and getting accustomed to the technicalities of 
research ,  rather than focusing mainly on the analysis (there was no 
intention to draw on this data in the final analysis of the research). Hence, 
instead of following the steps that are part of GT, I decided to engage in a 
thematic analysis, loosely drawing o n  Smith's ( 1 995) interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (with some elements of grounded theory). My 
analysis was an iterative process, i n  which I read each transcript several 
times and used the margin to note down anything that I found important , 
striking or significant. I read the first tra nscript and stopped to analyse it 
before I moved onto the next one. I read the first time for the general gist, 
the second time I began making notes and, on subsequent readings, I 
started coding chunks of data. I then began thinking of emerging themes 
(which I noted on the other margin of the transcript). Following this, I listed 
the themes on a separate piece of paper, which I re-wrote several times, 
as I progressed thinking about various connections, clusters relating to 
similar aspects and organising sub-themes under bigger, superordinate 
concepts (categories in GT). I then used the list from the first interview 
when I read the second one, looking for more instances of the themes I 
have already identified and adding new themes. Here I began noticing 

- Chinese, Katka - Slovak and Victor - Zimbabwean) felt that it was much 
less prescriptive than the systems  of their home countries. 

These differences prom pted a reflection that I should remain sensitive to 
these 'controversial' aspects in my further 

treated the five interviews as case 
research. Although I had a list of 

themes and comparisons within them, I 
studies and below I provide a sample (one case study), where the data 

differences between the participants' ideas or explanations ('deviant 
cases') which puzzled me. For example a British student saw the 
educational system he went th rough as rigid and 'more p rescriptive' than 
in other countries (see Ben's case study below), while other students (Jun 
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from the concept map are being further illuminated by the insights from the 
interview. 

5 .2.5 .3 Example of analysis of data from the pilot 
In this section I present one concept map and discuss a corresponding 
interview to provide an example of my initial analysis, discuss briefly some 

As the participants were interviewed (and sketched a CM) only once, it is 
not possible to discuss any cognitive change, but rather provide snapshots 
of students' understandings of learning and PD at that particular time. 

5.2.5.4 Case study - pilot 
Ben - a British undergraduate (Public Relations, extended degree, level 0 ). 

Ben's map conveys two separate concepts (see figure1 7): learning from 
life experience, and learning ( or rather lack of it) from institutions. It 
portrays a division and discrepancy between life experience, which, for 
Ben, is the best form of learning (and something that can never be taught) 
and learning that happens within educational institutions (which is not real
life learning). Learning begins at home, with parents teaching their children 

Although he recognises that all people will be educated and 
institutionalised to some degree at some point in their lives, he is aware of 
the discrepancy between this kind of education and ' real l ife' and between 
the institutional culture and values and his personal values. Ben acquired 
a distrust of education at schools and other institutions and an 
appreciation of the world of experiences as a source of real knowledge 
that cannot be taught and, instead, is learned from mistakes. This topic 

of the key preliminary findings from both the maps and the interviews and 
offer observations and reflections on the use of my methods. 

'the way of l ife' and passing on to them cultural values and norms of 
behaviour (affecting the way in which the world around is perceived). 
Peers are another source of social and informal learning and exert 
influence on the way Ben perceives the world and processes information. 
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has been even more prevalent in the interview that fol lowed sketch ing the 

CM.  

Home 
Learning occurs from 
home. Our ideas and 

way of life are traosfer:red 
onto us from our parents 

1.cultural values 
ducates an individual 

/ 

Cuttural values 

Equaly, our cultural values 
influence our outward projection 
outwards life. Culture plays an 
important part in learning about 
morals, values and attitudes. 

Peer groups also form 
part of education process. 

Leaming starts from the home LEARNING 

lnstituttons 
Be it educational or organisational an 
have their own culture. Leaming also 

occures here. Af some point an 
individual wiH come in contact with 

one of these elements responsible for 
development or change. 

Every individual in the t 
century will at some 
point be educated 
by any of these 
institutions. 

Peer groups 

As part of a sub-culture. peer 
groups have an influence on our 

learning. The way we see the 
wortd or process information may 
come through an association with 

our peers 

life experience is the 
best form of learning. 

t can never be taught. 

Life experience 
The best experience that can never be 
taught and of course the best way to 

learn from mistakes and 
develop in one's life. 

Life experiences are my lessons in 
organising our taughts and sometimes 

can even earn us a living. 

Figure 1 7 : Ben's original map 

Ben d id not fol low the instructions closely and the map seemed to 

represent a 'story' with further descriptions under each concept. Although ,  

accord ing to the typology of  CM structures (see table 4) i t  should be 

classified as a simple, underdeveloped chain , on closer examination it 

revealed more complexity. Puzzled by this and unsure how to approach 

the analysis, I consu lted Dr David Hay (personal exchange, 22/06/2007) 

whom I saw as a recogn ised expert in  the technique of concept mapping . 

He suggested re-drafting the map in a way that fol lows CM rules and g ives 

more justice to its complexity. At this point I d id not question or think about 

the impl ications of altering my data in  this way. Below (see figu re 1 8) I 

present the re-drafted version of Ben's map. 
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Life experience Cao ntver bt � Taught I Leaving 

lslhe 11 lorrn of 

Home 

Ideas . NO LINKS HERE . 
inffuence 

Change Parents 

witil 

Wrl come rllo 

Have their 0'M\ 
ICuttural value,r 

LifeEducation 

Figure 1 8: Ben's re-drafted map 

In  the interview, Ben revealed that he had had some work and learning 

experiences in the world beyond academia and rea lised that employers 

value a h igher education degree and , for that reason ,  it would be very 

difficult for him to progress in his chosen career without a degree. 

Furthermore, studying at the un iversity started affecting Ben's self

portrayal .  Previously Ben had seen himself as an underachiever and since 

join ing the UoB he had begun acqu iring more confidence and perceiving 

himself as a successful learner. He real ised he wanted to prove to h imself 

and his fami ly that he could 'pass [his] degree flying [with] colours ( . . .  ) 

exploding colours' .  He aimed not only for a degree, but also getting 'a first' 

and thought that apart from 'proving himself this wou ld a lso give h im 

access to a better career, and u ltimately, a better l ife . He also recogn ised 

that he could actual ly learn 'a great deal ' .  This m ight indicate subtle, but 

important, changes in Ben's attitude to formal education. However, this 

transition seemed not to be fu l ly made yet. Although he recogn ised that 

learning had started to affect h im on several levels ,  he was sti l l  critical of 

formal learning and educational institutions. 

Ben continued talking about a distinction between learning in school (very 

prescriptive) and learning at un iversity (more independent). At un iversity, 
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students are suddenly u nder pressure to do a lot and i ndependently, which 

in tu rn encourages development of new, valuable ski l ls .  The fact that there 

is more freedom ,  choice and personal responsib i l ity at un iversity level 

seemed to better suit Ben's needs as a learner and may be l inked to the 

fact that such an  attribution of responsibi l ity is more common in Western 

cu ltures . However, th is personal responsibi l ity is somethi ng that other 

students may struggle with , as in the case of a Chinese participant in this 

sample .  

The theme of l ife-long learning and l earn ing from experience, especial ly 

from m istakes ( or learni ng even when one is not aware of his own 

and a wish to broaden h is horizon  at every opportun ity. He mentioned h is 

personal and psychological growth , h is learn ing preferences , and his 

abi l ity to reflect and make his own judgements .  He bel ieved that self

evaluation is 'one of the most important th ings any person can ever do' . 

He also felt he was a good planner who l iked to have everything outl ined 

on a piece of paper and be able to assess h imself against h is plans and 

dead l i nes ;  he bel ieved it kept him focused on ach ieving his goals. 

5.2 .5 .5 Overal l  analysis of the CMs 

network was i n  an  unusual , circu lar shape . The absence of chains 

6 below represents an overview of the five maps, with their key concepts . 

learn ing) was a lso important for  Ben . He h ighl ighted h is open-mindedness 

None of the five CMs was drawn as a chain . One map (Katka's) was a 

typical spoke with one concept at the centre and others branching out from 

it. However, the remai n ing four  cou ld not be easily placed in  one category. 

Ben 's  and Essi 's maps were drawn as chains ,  but the complexity of 

concepts used and fu rther descriptions were more typical for a network, 

Jun 's  spoke had one branch developed i nto a network, and Victor's 

(structural ly the s implest maps), m ight indicate that a subject had been 

wel l  thought through and/or was an important topic for the students. Table 
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Table 6: Overview of the p i lot study's maps 

Participant Overal l Overal l themes 
structure 

Ben (British ) Chain/network Learning from real 
l ife versus 
learn ing from 
institutions ,  
Transm ission of 
cultural values 
and their role in 
shaping people, 
Social learn ing 
(from peers)  

Essi (Danish) Chain/network Life-long ,  
continuous 
learn ing and 
academic learn ing 
as particu larly 
important, 
Social learning 
(from fam i ly and 
own ch i ldren) 
Cultural learn ing 

Jun (Chinese) Spoke/ Formal educatio n  
network (gain ing a variety 

of ski l ls  and 
partici pati ng in 
activities, us ing 
'approved' 
knowledge & 
ski l ls) 
Socia l  learn ing 
and affection 
(fam i ly, friends) 

Katka Spoke Learn i ng as 
(Slovak) horizon-
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Concepts used 

Learn ing from home 
(transm ission of cu ltural 
values, ideas and 
behaviour) 
Cultural values i nfluence 
our l ife Social learning 
(from peers) 
Learn ing form educational 
institutions 
Learning from real l ife (as 
the best form of learn ing) 
Learn ing from m istakes 
Life experiences = the 
best learninq lessons 
Life experiences 
Learn ing as a continuous 
process 
Learn i ng is something 
very i mportant 
Learn ing shoul d  not be 
restricted to educational 
i nstitutions 
Academic learn ing is very 
i mportant (gives 
advantage in l ife , 
i ncreases employabil ity) 
Learn ing from family 
(prepares for l ife, provides 
support), from own 
ch i ldren (changes you 
completely, makes you 
stronger), Learn ing from 
people (teaches about 
cultural d ifferences 
backgrounds, en l ightens 
about d ifferent cultu res & 
rel iq ions) 
Formal learn ing 
Education 
Qual ifications 
Different ski l ls 
(communication) , Take 
advantage of skil ls 
Use learn ing ski l ls for 
understanding 
Use approved knowledge 
Real-l ife practice 
Learn ing activities 
Self-learning 
Meeting new people 
Outside affection (from 
parents and friends) 
Broaden mind, 
Meet new people, 



New resources , 

Develop new ski l ls , 

University ( institution), 

Victor 
(Zimbabwean) 

auto nomous learning and they placed the responsib i l ity, both for the 

explained that if a learner fai ls it is not on ly h is/her responsibi l ity and, 

simi larly, , 

. 

, 

, and skil

Chapter Five 

Obta in  new information,  
broaden ing 
experience, 

communications skil ls ,  
learn ing as both 
chal lenge and fun 

l ife, 
Chal lenge, 
Fun 

Network ( in  a learn i ng as a way *learning is a way of l ife 
circular of l ife - a cycl ical ,  D iscover what you don't 
shape) on-going process; know Exchanging ideas 

Socia l  exchanges learning about myself 
absolutely central and others around 
to learning, Understanding the world 
Learning about we l ive i n  
self, others ( of Better myself 
d iverse cu ltural Better future from learn ing 
backgrounds) and Understanding where I 
the world around come from & other 
lead ing to cultural backgrounds 
'bettering' of self Opening my mind 

Seeing th ings that my eye 
can't see (sociolog ical 
view) but understanding 
them 
Bri nging people together 
Giving everyone chance 
i n  l ife 
We go the same cycle 
faQa inl 

*concepts represented i n  the circu lar way ( in a repeated sequence) 

It is d ifficult to d raw any conclusions from such a smal l  sample, but I noted 

a few i nteresting aspects (both in  the CMs and interviews) ,  to which I 

wanted to pay attention in  the main study. Firstly, Ben and Essi ,  the British 

and Danish students (Western) ,  both mentioned employabi l ity and 

process of learning and for its outcomes, in the hands of the learner. 

However, Jun  (Chinese) reported that many Ch inese students place the 

responsib i l ity for learn ing in the ir  teachers' and parents' hands (he 

if he/she ach ieves it is also the teacher's success). Students are 

supposed to learn only what the teachers tel l  them and what is i n  the 

books they study from ('approved knowledge' in his CM) Jun was also 

gain ing qual ifications, knowledgefocused main ly on his formal education

ls ,  although he also mentioned strong emotional l i nks with parents
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teachers and friends. Katka (Slovak) seemed to concentrate on learning 
as a horizon-broadening experience, through acquiring new connections, 
skills , knowledge, resources and she viewed learning both as challenging 

knowledgeable, all-rounded and to discover what path she should take in 
life). For Victor (Zimbabwean) learning was 'a way of life' based on social 
exchanges - learning from and with others. He was the only person 
explicitly expressing ideas of equal opportunities for all human beings, 
bringing people together and studying the social world. 

Lack of space does not allow me to present the whole analysis of the 
interviews; therefore I note here only a few main themes: 

• Some aspects of learning seemed to be related to cultural norms 
and values, especially the role of the learner and the teacher, the 
relationship between them, the issue of power and distance and 
strategies for learning. 

• 

(however these may also be influenced by cultural values and 

norms). 
• Reflection proved to be a difficult subject to talk about (and provide 

specific examples) for all the students. They all agreed that 
reflection is about looking back and comparing the past with the 
current situation, evaluating and aiming at improvement. Only Essi 
elaborated on the art of structured and supported reflection, its 
benefits and value for the future. It seemed that students needed 
more explanation as to why they should reflect, how and in what 
ways this could contribute to their learning and development. 

and fun. She turned inwards in self-exploration and dedicated time to 
broadening her horizons in many different areas (in order to become more 

Some other aspects seemed to be more personal, reflecting 
students' individual preferences. For instance ,  attitudes towards 
planning, reviewing and recording stem from personal preferences 
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• They a l l  commented on  the usefu lness of feedback in  their 

assignments , but not al l  of them felt they were taking a fu l l  

advantage of the tutors' feedback. 

• Record ing seemed not to be valued by the participants (apart from 

Ess i ) .  

• l ntercu ltu ral learn ing appeared to be an important theme. All the 

participants spoke of cultural values and d iversity. They recognised 

the value of studying abroad , in a foreign language and among 

other  students from d iverse cultu ral backgrounds. Th is experience 

was described by the four foreign students as both fascinating and 

cha l leng ing - chal leng ing the ideas they had about themselves and 

othe rs and push ing them to re-evaluate some of their previous 

conceptions .  They recognised the need for adaptation (to some 

extent) and conscious re-shaping of some of their learn ing 

practices ,  but some  also raised questions and concerns about the 

future re-adjustments they may have to face upon their return 

home.  They al l  agreed that studying and l iving abroad was a 

horizon broaden ing experience and al lowed them to learn far more 

than  they wou ld  normally learn back home. It was also a high ly 

g ratify ing experience - gain ing a foreign degree was seen as a 

worthy ach ievement back in  their home countries . 

• l n tercu ltu ral learn i ng instigates personal change, it may lead to 

deeper reflection  and self-assessment, requ i re fu rther adaptation 

on the learner's behalf and lead to a personal change (in values, 

ways of do ing th ings or  i n  l ife d i rection ,  aspects identified in  the 

l iterature reviewed in chapter 4 ) . The students recognised that 

these changes can be irreversib le ( irrevers ib i l ity of threshold 

concepts was d iscussed in chapter 1 )  and probably would have not 

happened had they stayed back home. 

• A degree of personal change was seen as crucial i n  learn ing.  

In terms of eva luation of the technical aspects of the study and the 

methods used , I noticed that al l  five students reacted positively both to 
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concept mapping and interviewing.  They commented on taking part in this 

study as a valuable experience and an opportu n ity to stop and reflect over 

their own learn ing and PO - issues they rarely focused on and verbal ised . 

for a l l  students . This provoked me to th ink further about the use of CMs 

(further  d iscussed in chapter 6) .  

5 .2 .6  Adjustments introduced as a result of the p i lot study 

As a resu lt of the p i lot study I made some adjustments to how I used my 

methods,  to the su bject of CMs and began re-considering the analytical 

fram ework. 

The CMs o bta ined during the exploratory study represented the general 

ideas students had on learn ing and were gathered in order to find out how 

'content' related to personal development wou ld be revealed in them , as 

wel l  as to test the concept mapping technique and interviewing questions 

for the future study (constituting the researcher's train ing). However, the 

topic of learn ing p roved to be far too wide to tease out students' ideas on 

PD and PDP.  Hence, I changed the topic of the CMs from learn ing to 

personal  development and refined the interview questions for fu rther data 

col lection ( see chapter 6 & 7) . 

The p i lot stage interviews were conducted immed iately after the 

participants fin ished sketching their CMs. Th is proved to be ineffective in a 

few instances as I had no time to clarify the understanding of a concept 

map and ask any further questions. Hence, I changed the procedure and 

i ntroduced a short break wh ich al lowed me to fami l iarise myself with a 

particu lar  map, ask a participant to fi l l  in any gaps (for example lack of 

l i n kage labels) and ask any further  questions in a fol low-up interview. I 

a lso real ised I needed to provide clearer instructions for concept mapping 

as some  students may be unfami l iar with this way of capturing ideas. 
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As each student sketched on ly one map ,  I d id not have a chance to tria l  

the analytical framework , which focuses on the comparison of maps d rawn 

on at least two separate occasions (to track any changes to both the 

structure and the content of the maps) .  However, I started th inking about 

the epistemological assumptions underlying some key statements in the 

assimilative theory of learning (Ausubel , 1 963) and the concept mapping 

framework , such as for example , the assumption that maps with more 

concepts and l inks represent a more complex understand ing of PD or that 

change in the structure of a map can ind icate the development of students' 

th inking . As I have noted above , having reviewed l iterature on 

development (see chapter 2 ) ,  I started wondering whether the lack of 

structural or conceptual change in the maps may not necessari ly be an 

indicator of the lack of progress , but perhaps an indication of ' incubation' 

I questioned 

whether there is a possibil ity that a map with fewer concepts and l inks is 

not ' inferior' to another one, more densely populated . Perhaps , a student 

who thought through a particular topic may end up with a more 

inks is core, rather than with'condensed' ,  coherent version with what he thn

a 

perhaps 

chaotic map, fi lled with not fully understood concepts and l inks? Perhaps 

how one organises his map is an indication of a student's ability to 

synthesise, organise and present information in a concise way ( and if so, 

less is more)? 

Jn this chapter I described the first stage of my research journey ('settling') , 

in which I explored the concepts of PDP among the academic staff 

responsible for the introduction of PDP at the UoB) and conducted a smal l  

pilot study. I introduced concept mapping as a research tool and began 

exploring the advantages and chal lenges of using this method in my 

research . As I indicated in the final section of this chapter (above), I began 

grappling with unsettling thoughts about the way of analysing data 

proposed by Novak ( 1 998) and Kinchin and Hay (2007) as this seemed to 

bo rather limited and simplistic in terms of their claims about 'measuring' 

learning . Although I suspected that I would have to find other ways of 

, s2 

or occupying a zone of l iminality (Meyer & Land , 2005). 
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analysing my data , I was still unsure how to change my approach. Hence 
in the next phase of my research I still applied the initial framework to see 
i f  my doubts would be confirmed. Chapter 6 describes my further analytical 
struggles. 
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Chapter S ix: Stage Two of the Journey ( 'grounding' )  

The opening section of this chapter discusses the changes that this 

research project has undergone, setting the scene for the analysis. It 

reports on the second stage of the research project (see the timeline, 

figure 2 ), which comprised of a concept mapping activity for a cohort of 

postgraduate students from the Business School at the UoB and 

interviews conducted with a sample of eleven these students. An in-depth 

analysis of CMs and the initial analysis of the interviews conducted with 

the use of grounded theory (GT) is fol lowed by a reflection on the 

limitations of these approaches and a formulation of the rationale for 

moving onto a narrative framework of analysis for the interviews (chapter 

7) . 

analysis (presented in this and the following chapter), it was decided that 

the data collected from the PG study should become the main focus of my 

research, and as such, is reported on throughout the remain ing of this 

thesis. 

In addition to the general research questions for the entire research 

project ( listed in section 5 .2 .1)  I formulated the fol lowing question as 

specific to the PG study: 

• Does reflective writing (BLOGs, e-portfo lios, concept maps and 

cultural learning journals) contribute to the generation of personal 

development itself? 

However, I also encountered various problems with collecting the 

'artefacts' - pieces of reflective writing - which were initially thought of as 

an additional source of data. A combination of students' non-submission of 

non-compulsory pieces of reflective writing and a change in the University 

6.1 Changes i n  the research project and research questions 

As I described in chapter 1, the initial plan for my research has undergone 

some changes. As the project progressed and I added further layers of 
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e-learning platform that precluded access to some student material meant 

that students' reflective writing could not be analysed in a systematic 

manner. 

As the result of these multiple changes the research questions were 

adjusted and grouped in one set, as follows: 

1 . What are students' prior representations and experiences of 

personal development (PD)? 

2.  What are students' perceptions and understand ings of PD & 

PDP? 

3. Does concept mapping contribute to the generation of personal 

development itself? 

6.2 Background, scope and sample of the PG study 

The sam ple for the PG study consisted of students recruited from a large 

'Communication in Business' PDP-oriented module (123 students of 

culturally d iverse backgrounds). 

At that time (2007/2008) the university had a model of a PDP spine which 

ran through most undergraduate (and was also introduced to some 

postgraduate) programmes (Atlay & Jankowska, 2006). That meant that at 

each level of study there was a module which had PDP-related content. 

Many undergraduate programmes had a PPAD (personal, professional 

and academic development) module at level one, which was intended to 

have a subject focus (introduction to the discipline and the course and 

subject content) but, at the same time, would highlight academic learning 

skills and introduce PDP. At level two, a PDP (professional development 

planning) module focused on career planning and work-related learning 

(or a suitable alternative) was introduced . It would build on PPAD but 

accentuate professional content, emphasise the process of PDP, cover 

career management skills and orient students towards thinking about their 

future career. At level three PDP was proposed to be provided through the 

185 



Chapter Six 

curriculum - in most cases through the final project or dissertation, and 
emphasise the skills and attributes students have developed through their 
studies. These units slowly disappeared and their content was embedded 
in the curriculum. 

At a postgraduate level, a combination of all the above was required. In 
Business a new module ( 'Communication in Business') was developed for 
several programmes (HRM, Leisure Studies and Business Studies) with a 
view that its content could be adjusted to the specific needs of different 
subject areas (Atlay & Jankowska, 2006). 

In the winter semester of 2007 I assisted with further amendments (and 
their evaluation) for the 'Communication in Business' module in Business 
Management Studies. My role was more advisory and I acted as a PDP 
insider (see chapter 2), who came to provide some assistance with the 
PDP content, the means of its delivery and evaluation of the changes 
made. The changes introduced to this module included making the focus 
on PD even more explicit than before and a lot of effort was made to 
ensure that students gain deeper understanding of self, diverse others and 
various developmental opportunities (Jankowska & Smart, 2007). With this 
in mind, we introduced several elements (e-portfolios, concept maps, 
biogs and a discussion board) that we hoped would offer space for 
reflection and a multidimensional dialogue that could open students' minds 
to different opinions and world v iews. Although I did not teach on this 
module and was not involved in any assessment, I was invited to several 
sessions, during which I introduced students to CMs and provided training 
in e-portfolios. I also co-created questions for biogs and co-facilitated 
d iscussions on the discussion board (in Blackboard, the UoB's VLE). 
Therefore I was known to the students and my sample was opportunistic 
as the participants for my research were recruited from within this module. 
I was transparent about my role in the CETL, my research interests and 
my (limited) involevement with the unito- as a facilitator of PDP. At he 
same time, I emphasised my location outside of the teaching team, 
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making sure that students understood I was not involved in teaching or 

marking and that they were free not to participate or withdraw from the 

study I conducted. As I explained in chapter 2, students often treated me 

more like another postgraduate student, rather than a member of staff. 

Chapter Six 

All students experienced concept mapping, but for the purpose of this 

research only the maps of students coming from four cultural 

backgrounds, initially targeted as the groups with the largest 

representation among the student population at the UoB at the outset of 

my research (see chapter 1 and appendix 1 ), were included for the 

analysis (32 maps in total, including 1 0  Chinese, 15 African , 5 GEE and 2 

British students). 

The interviews were advertised during the tutorials in which CMs were 

interviews. However, one participant dropped out during the semester, and 

the final analysis is based on the data obtained from eleven students : four 

GEE, three Africans, two Chinese and two British - further demographic 

data is provided in table 7 below. 

Table 7: PG sample:  students who were interviewed after taking part in a concept 
mapping exercise 

Participant's Background National ity Gender Age Previous 
Pseudonym experience of 

PDP (on a 
British UG 
programme) 

sketched (asking for the volunteers from the above mentioned four cultural 

backgrounds) and twelve (from thirty-two) students volunteered for the 

1 .  Precious African N igerian F No 

2 .  Matej CEE Slovak F 22 Yes 

3. Aneta CEE Slovak M 23 Yes 

4. Ling Chinese Chinese F 22 No 

5. Mei Chinese Chinese F 21 No 

6 .  Eszti CEE Hungarian F 28 No 

7. Kate British British F 22 No 

8. Masha CEE Russian F 21 No 

9 .  Aki l i  African Tanzanian F 27 No 

1 0. Aseye African Ghanaian F 26 No 

1e1e. M ike British British M 38 Yes 
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6.3 Data col lection 

The data were obtained between October 2007 and January 2008 .  I 

introduced the whole cohort of the students to concept mapping as a 

classroom activity . The students sketched the maps individually at the 

beginning and at the end of the module but only the maps of those 

students who had signed a consent form were gathered. The maps drawn 

by 32 participants of targeted backgrounds were chosen for analysis. 

Therefore, in total 64 maps (time 1 and time 2) were gathered and 

analysed . I advertised the interviews during the seminars and individuals 

who chose to volunteer were invited for an interview that would last 

approximately one hour, at the time and place convenient to them. This 

provided me with the time necessary to familiarise myself with individual 

students' maps and prepare possible questions with regard to their maps. 

The students had also time to reflect on their maps and often were keen to 

refer back to them during the interviews. 

All the students obtained a short description of the study (printed advert , 

see appendix 3) and were given consent forms (one for the CM and one 

for the interview, see appendix 4) . 

I provided an instruction on how to create a CM (see appendix 5) to all the 

students simultaneously at each session and I was available all the time to 

clarify any issues. A question 'what does personal development mean to 

you?' was used as a prompt for reflection on PD. The students had 

approximately 30 minutes to complete this task as the rest of the time was 

dedicated to the usual teaching. Those who finished quickly were asked 

not to interrupt others. 

The interviews were conducted within two weeks after the concept 

mapping task. They lasted between 20 and 70 minutes and were 

conducted only once (at the beginning of the semester) as the data was 

intended to complement information obtained via biogs, cultural learning 

journals and e-portfolios. 
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6.4 Concept mapping - capturing representations of PD 

The data from the CMs were analysed in two ways through: 

• content analysis of 64 CMs produced by 32 students at the 

beginning and at the end of the module, aimed at discovering more 

general inter-group tendencies (cultural comparisons) ,  

• a case study analysis of a subsample of twenty-two CMs from 

eleven students at the beginning and at the end of the module, 

aimed at gaining an insight into individual understandings and 

progression over time 

6 .4 .1  Findings from content analysis of CMs 

6 .4 .1 . 1  Concepts 

In total , the maps drawn by the participants at the beginning of the module 

contained 1 89 concepts and those drawn at the end contained 225 

concepts. These concepts g ive a detailed picture of participants' 

representation of PD. 

In average each participant used 1 3 .6 concepts and 17.3 l inks per map 

(table 8 below represents the average number of concepts and links for 

each of the four  groups of students) . 

Table 8: Concepts and l i nks - by cultura l  g roup at the beginn ing and end of the course 

Means of concepts No of l i nks 

Beg inning of End of the Beginning of End of the 
the module module the module modu le 

AF 1 3 . 1  1 3 .3 1 6 .3 1 6 .7 

GEE 1 2.6 1 0.6  1 5 .4 1 1 .8 

CH 1 3.6 1 3 .5 1 9. 1  1 9 .0 

BR 21  .5 24.5 32.0 31  .0 

Total 1 3 .7 1 3.6 1 8 .0 1 7 .3 

In average, British participants used substantially more concepts and links 

in their maps than any other group. However, as the group was small , it is 

difficult to attribute this to cultural differences or language proficiency. 

Other individual factors, such as age (one of the two British students was 
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a matu re student with a lot of life and work experience) or previous PDP 

experience could have influenced the complexity of the maps. 

Africans and Chinese students used almost the same number of concepts 

and lin ks at the beginn ing and at the end of the course. Only CEE used 

slightly fewer concepts at the end of the course and even fewer links. As I 

explained i n  chapter 5 ,  in the light of Novak's (1 998) theory and its further 

developments, this could be disappointing as an increase in number of 

concepts and links is seen as progress . In section 5 .2 .6 of chapter 5 I 

introduced some thoughts on other possible interpretations, wondering 

whether producing consecutive maps with fewer concepts may actually 

indicate 'progress' as well. Perhaps in the course of re-working knowledge 

a student may combine some concepts into higher-order ones, eliminate 

some lower order concepts (or linkage) or remove mere examples that do 

misconceptions removed. I shall return to this topic in the next part of this 

chapter, looking closer at individuals' maps and the change in  them over 

time. 

The most frequently used concepts were the same at the beginning and at 

the end of the module with slight changes in the hierarchy and included 

concepts such as PD, family, friends,  educational qualifications, career, 

education, job, experience, children and marriage .  

These concepts indicate the following as the three main areas in  PD: 

• Social (fam ily, friends, children, marriage), 

• Educational (qualifications, education, experience - these relate to 

learning more than career), 

• Employab ility (career, job). 

not add much to the map . I also reasoned that through development in 

students' conceptual understanding ideas may not only become more 

refined, but also some previously held views may be abandoned or some 

Although the above clusters of concepts were important to all groups, I 

was keen to explore whether there were any inter-group differences in 
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relation to concepts used by students of different cultural backgrounds. 

Table 9 below represents the types of concepts identified as most 

frequently used by four cultural groups at the beginning and at the end of 

the module. As there were a large number of concepts featured in the 

CMs produced by each group,  I sorted them in the order of frequency of 

use, which indicates the hierarchy of importance of particular concepts for 

each cultural group. Therefore the emphasis of the analysis is on the 

rank/position (number in brackets) of the concept, rather than the precise 

percentage (although % is also used for the ease of comparison of data). 

Table 9:  Concepts used m ost frequently by four cu ltural grou ps 

Groups6/ 
Concepts (ranks 
& %) 

African 
Beg 

African 
End 

Chinese 
Beg 

Chinese 
End 

CEE 
Beg 

CEE 
End 

British7 

Beg 
British 
End 

Personal 
developm ent 

( 1 ) 
7 .5% 

( 1 )  
4.4% 

(1 ) 
7.4% 

(1))
7.4% 

(1 )  
8.5% 

(1 )  
9.4% 

(1 ) 
4.7% 

( 1 )  
4.1 % 

1 .6% 
Career (4)

3 .5% 
(3) (2) ( 1 )
3.4% 3.8% 4.1 % 

3.7% 3.8% 
Family (2) (3)

4.5% 3% 
(2)
5. 1 %  

Educational (5) (3) (2) ( 1 )  
qualifications 1).6% 4.4% 4.4% 4. 1 %  

3.4%2 .2% 
Education (4) (4) (3)

3 .5% 1 .9% 3% 
(2)
3.8% 

Job (3)
3% 

(5) 
2 .2% 

(2)
3.8% 

(1 )
4.7% 

Opportun ities ( 1 ) 
4. 1 %  

2.5% 3.4%3.7% 
Friends (3)

4% 
(3)
3% 

(2)
3.8% 

Challenge (2)
3.8% 

Family effect (2)
2.5% 

Relationship (4)
3% 

Social activities (3) 
3% 

1 .9% 2.5% 
Rel igion 

2 .5% 
Chi ldren 

Marriage (5)
2.5% 

(5)
1 .6% 

Fun (2)
3.8% 

Experience (4)
2.2 %  

(3)
3.4% 

Knowledge (5) 
2.2% 

(3) 
3 .4% 

Personal 
satisfaction 

(3) 
3.4% 

(2)
3.8% 

6 Number of participants in each group: African n= l 5 ,  Chinese n=l O. CEE n-=5 ,  British n=2, 
concepts at the beginning n= 1 89, concepts at the end n=225 
7 British participants used a variety of concepts and therefore 39 other concepts at the beginning of 
the module and 40 concepts at the end of the module are ranked in the second position 
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Self-awareness (3) 
3.4% 

Self-improvement 
3.4% 

(2 )
3.8% 

Self-limits (3) 
3.4% 

Self-actua l isation (2)
3.8% 

University 
2.2% 

(2) 
3.8% 

Own business (3) 
3% 

Money (4) 
2.2% 

Lifestyle (5) 
2.2% 

Personal ity ( 4) 
2.2% 

Usefu l person (5)
2.2% 

As table 9 above shows, personal development was the most frequently 

used concept by all students, both at the beginn ing and at the end of the 

module (see the top of the table) . This is not surprising, given that PD was 

the topic of investigation and each map had at least one concept relating 

used PD and some other concepts equal ly frequently - at the beginning of 

the module job and personal development were used most frequently; at 

the end career, educational qualifications and opportuni ties were used as 

frequently as PD. 

A concept of educational qualifications seemed to be of particular 

importance to Chinese and British partic ipants. Fam i ly  and friends were 

frequently mentioned by al l the participants, hence social life proved to be 

an important area of personal development, regardless cultural 

background. However, the concepts of marriage and children were 

specifical ly used by Africans and highly prioritised. Moreover, only Africans 

highl ighted rel igion (spiritual development) as an important aspect of 

development. 

CEEs were preoccupied more with self-exploration (self-awareness, self

improvement, self-l im its, personal satisfaction) and academic development 

(knowledge, experience) . At the end of the module this tendency was not 

to it . However, it was used less frequently by African participants (who 

used it nearly half as often at the end of the course). Bri tish participants 
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only retained, but more concepts are added (self-actualisation , university) .  

CEEs were the only participants who explicitly highlighted the notion of fun 

in learning as well as challenges in development. 

Chinese students stressed social life even more than other groups - apart 

from the concepts used by all the students (family, friends) they mentioned 

social activities and personality ( beginning of the module) and relationship 

or being a socially useful person (at the end). They valued education and 

educational qualifications particularly highly. They were the only group that 

referred to money, salary and life style (in terms of the quality of life). In 

relation to career, at the beginning of the course they mentioned having 

own business as a priority; towards the end a general notion of a job was 

used more frequently. 

These data indicate that although there are some common areas of 

importance in PD for all students (education, career or family), there are 

also marked inter-group differences pointing to the areas of particular 

significance for some, but not other, groups of students (religion for African 

students, money and business for Chinese students, self-awareness, self

realisation , self-improvement for CEE students). However, as I have 

already indicated in chapter 2, my sample was a small one and I have no 

intentions of generalising from these results. 

6 .4 . 1 .2  Links between the concepts 

According to Novak ( 1 998), Novak and Canas (2006), Kinchin and Hay 

(2006), linkage in CMs is meaningful in terms of how central the concept 

are always clear or correct as there may be some misconceptions 

represented as well (although this relates more 

I 

to maps sketched on 

factual topics in science, rather than personal topic of PD, as suggested 

in chapter 5). Moreover, it does not guarantee the meaningfu lness of all 

or the group of concepts is. Usually, the more links spring from a concept, 

the more attention is given to this particular area, it is better represented 

and the author of a map has more ideas about how a given concept 

corresponds to other concepts. This does not mean that the connections 
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connections as some links may lead to mere exemplifications of the same 

idea or some other trivial concepts. Nonetheless, they show a direction of 

relationship between the concepts and form propositional statements (in 

the way described in chapter 5). 

Figure 1 9  below represents the most frequently linked concepts at the 

beginning and at the end of the module. 

L 

k 

s 

18.0 

16.0 

14.0 

12.0 

10 _0 

8.0 

6.0 

4.0 

2.0 

0.0 

Concepts 

Ill'! Beginn ing End 

Figure 1 9 : The most frequently linked categories at the beginn ing and at 
the end of the module 

As figure 19 above shows, generally the most l inked types of concepts 

were similar both times, with small differences in order. Two of them were 

exchanged for others (in place of experience and social activities at the 

beginning of the semester, relationships and social development appeared 

more frequently linked at the end - yet this is insignificant as the l inkage 

still related to the area of social development and relationships) .  

Educational qualifications and family were linked more often at the end, 

while friends and family (in terms of support received) at the beginning of 
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the module. Students might require less support from their families than at 

the beginning of a Masters' course and they may be thinking more about 

their qualifications and career (this was linked considerably higher at the 

end of the module) as they approach their graduation and, perhaps some 

of them, begin to plan their family life as well. 

6 .4 . 1 .3  Categories of concepts 

I began content analysing data with the use of an Excel spreadsheet, 

constructed for this particular purpose in order to quantify concepts (and 

links) used by the participants . I looked at the concepts used within the 

whole sample as well as individually by each of the 32 students and within 

the four cultural groups. However, students used a variety of concepts in 

large numbers (1 89 concepts at the beginning and 225 concepts at the 

end of the module), which often related to particular themes and could be 

grouped together under fewer categories to allow more meaningful 

quantitative comparisons. For example,  concepts relating to a 'career' 

theme included a wide variety of concepts, such as job, job satisfaction, 

work experience, own business, own brand, salary, promotion, job 

prospects, managerial position, choice, industry, work placement, 

coaching, retirement, employability, career change, etc. but essentially, 

they all refer to the area of professional development. 

Hence, I looked across all the concepts and assigned categories to the 

concepts of similar themes. I repeated this task systematically until a clear 

pattern of 24 categories emerged (taxonomy below in table 1 0  in an 

alphabetical order). This allows looking for broader tendencies within the 

data gathered. 

Table 1 0: Taxonomy of categories with examples of concepts 

Cate o 
Career Job, job satisfaction,  own business, salary, promotion ,  

ros ects , mana eria l osition 
Challenges Chal lenges, crossing boarders , d iscovering 

weaknesses, mistakes 
Culture Others' background, new culture, interest in cu lture, 

cu ltural knowled e 
Dai l activities 
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Death Death 
Dreams Ach ievements, expectations, qoals ,  better future 
Educat ion Educational qual ifications, u niversity, grades, formal & 

i nformal ,  educational pro1:1ression 
Environment Positive environment, l ivinq area 
Fam i ly  Family, parents ,  s ib l inqs ,  chi ldren ,  fam i ly support 
Feel i ngs Love ,  trust, hate , jealousy 
Finances I nvest, fi nancial security, buy th ings, money 
Health Healthy, med ical check-ups, healthy meals, exercise 
Learning  Train ing courses, knowledge, continuous learn ing ,  

study 
Opportun ities Oooortun it ies, options 
Personal development Reflection ,  journey, feedback loop, changes, self-

d iscovery 
Personal attributes Responsible adult , determ ination,  curiosity, interests, 

personal ity 
Professional Professional qual ifications 
qual ifications 
Relaxation Fun, de-stress 
Rel ig ion/sp i ritual God , spiritual activities , sp iritual growth, heaven 
development 
Self-actual isation Personal growth, happiness, 'gathering fru its' ,  self-

esteem ,  self- improvement, wholeness, enl ightenment, 
peace 

Ski l ls/abi l ities Writing ,  com m unication ski l ls ,  interpersonal sk i l l s ,  
l isten ing,  sk i l ls  development, confl ict management 

Social isation/society Val ues/bel iefs, status, social responsib i l ity 
Social relations Friends, partner, helping others , social activities, 

relationsh ips, su pport, arguments 
Trave l l i nq Travell i nq ,  hol idays , movinq countries 

As can be seen in table 1 0 , some categories conta in many more concepts 

than others . Categories such as career, education or personal 

development are qu ite 'dense' as the students included a variety of 

concepts relat ing to them . On the other hand , a category such as death 

has on ly one concept because it would not fit into any other category and 

yet, as l i sted by a few partici pants, it could not be omitted from the 

analysis. 

L ike the concepts ( see section 6 .4. 1 . 1  ) , the categories were sorted based 

on the number  of t imes the concepts featured in the CMs produced by 

each group,  with the emphasis of the analysis on the rank/position of 

category, rather than the precise percentage.  If a category was used less 

that 4.9% by any of the groups it was excluded from a comparison (see 

tab le 1 1  ) .  As tab le 1 1  below ind icates, there are not many large 
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differences between the types of categories used most often at the 
beginning and at the end of the course by the cultural groups. 

Table 1 1 :  Categories of concepts used by each cu ltural group at the beg inn ing and end of 
the module 

Groups8/ 
Categories 

African 
Beg End 

Chinese 
Beg End 

CEE 
Beg End 

British 
Beg End 

{ranks & %) 
PD ( 1 ) 

1 2 .2% 
( 1 ) 
1 1 .6% 

( 1 ) 
1 2 .2% 

( 1 )  
1 2.2% 

( 1 ) 
1 1 .6% 

(1 ) 
1 1 .6% 

(1 ) 
9% 

( 1 ) 
8 .7% 

Career (2)
1 0 .6% 

(2) 
1 0 . 1 %  

(2)
1 1 %  

(2)
1 1 %  

(2)
7% 

(2)
7% 

( 1 ) 
9% 

( 1 ) 
8 .7% 

Education (2) 
1 0 .6% 

(2)
1 0 . 1  % 

(2) 
1 1 %  

(2)
1 1 %  

(2) 
7 .% 

(2)
7% 

Learn ing  ( 1 ) 
1 1  .6% 

( 1 ) 
1 1 .6% 

( 1 ) 
9% 

( 1 ) 
8 .7% 

(2) (2) 
7% 7%

Fam i ly (3) (3) 
8 .9% 8 . 5% 8.5% 8 .5% 

Self- ( 1 ) (1 )(3) 
1 1 .6% 1 1 .6% actual isation 7.3% 8 .5% 

8 .5% 
(2) (2) ( 1 )  
7% 7% 9% 

Social 
relat ions 7 .3% 

(4)
7.8% 

Rel ig ion (5 ) 
5 .7% 

(5) 
6.2% 

Cultu re (2) 
7% 

(2) 
7% 

Dreams (6) 
4 .9% 

(6) 
5.4% 

(4) 
6 . 1  % 

(4) 
6 . 1  % 

Personal ( 1 ) 
9% 8 .7%attributes 

Ski l ls and ( 1 ) ( 1 ) 
9% 8 .7%abi l it ies 

Some categories appeared to be of the same frequency as others and 
they are listed under the same number, for example learning, personal 
development and self-actualisation were used equally frequently by CEE 

= =8 Number of  participants in each group: African n 15 ,  Chinese n I O. CEE n=5, British n=2; 
=concepts at the beginning n 1 89, concepts at the end n=225 
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students ( 1 a1a.6% of codes belonged to this category) and are in the same 

first position in table 1 1, while for African students categories of career and 

education come in the same second position (10.6% of the total number of 

codes) .  

As table 1 1  above shows PD comes as the most frequently used category 

for all the participants. The category of learning is used frequently only by 

CEE and British (in both cases in the most frequent position; for GEE ex 

aequo with personal development, while for British ex aequo with other 

categories). Religion appears as an important category only for Africans, 

and similarly, concepts relating to culture are used more frequently by 

CEE than any other cultural group. The British, on the other hand, were 

the only students who frequently used concepts under categories of 

personal attributes and skills/abilities. 

is excluded from the analysis the above 7 categories account for over 50% 

of all used categories. 

Generally, the area of employability ( career), education and learning, and 

social life (family, social relations) were the most important in personal 

development. The category of dreams include students' visions and 

desires in all of the above areas and seems to indicate that personal 

development is about striving to realise those dreams. 

6 .4 . 1 .4  Links between the categories 

The most frequently linked categories in total (at the beginning and end of 

the module) include PD, career, education, self-actualisation (concept 

used commonly by the participants but not unpacked by them in terms of a 

precise mean ing), social relations, learning, fam ily, and dreams. They are 

shown in figure 20 below. 
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Figure 20 : The most frequently linked categories in total at the beginning 
and end of the module 

The same categories were the most frequently linked at the beginning and 

at the end of the module, with slight changes in hierarchy only. They 

represent 73.7% (at the beginning) and 74.8% (at the end) of the most 

linked categories in total . PD was the most frequently linked of al l the 

begin ning) and 56.6% (at the end of the module) of the most frequently 

linked categories. One third of the l inks included personal development 

and career (30 .8% at the beginning and 30 .5% at the end), indicating that 

these areas were the most prominent in the students' maps. Career, 

education and dreams were l inked more frequently (while learning was 

linked less frequently) at the end of the modu le, indicating students' 

categories - not surprisingly, as it was the main topic of investigation .  

Excluding PD, the above 7 categories (out of 24) represent 55.3% (at the 

orientation towards future - their goals and professional and academic 

ambitions, rather than learning per se. Self-actualisation was another 

category linked less frequently at the end of the module - this is harder to 

explain but perhaps the students were turning more outwards, rather than 

inwards, thinking about tangible goals in their professional development, 

rather than more general self-realisation and self-exploration. 
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The most frequently used  categories and the most frequently l i n ked 

categories were practica l ly the same (apart from learn ing which was l i nked 

less frequently at the end of the mod u l e) .  This ind icates that not on ly the 

above 7 categories are the most important in  the students' descri ptions of 

personal development, they a lso have more concepts l i nked to them -

hence they are more central and better represented than  other less 

frequently l i n ked categor ies .  Table 1 2  below presents the most frequently 

l i n ked categories at the beginn ing  and at the end of the modu le  by each of 

the fou r  grou ps. 

Table 1 2 : The most frequently l i n ked categories by each cu l tu ra l  grou p at 
the beginn i ng and at the end of the modu l e  

Groups9/ 
Most l i nked 

African 
Beg End 

Chinese 
Beg End 

CEE 
Beg End 

British 
Beg End 

categories 
(ranks & %) 
Career ( 1  ) ( 1 ) (1 ) ( 1 ) (2)  (3) 

1 3.8% 1 1 .8% 1 6% 1 3.2% 6% 6.25% 6.5% 
Education (2) (2) (2) (5) (3) (2) 

8.8% 1 0 .3% 1 1 %  1 1 .3% 5 .2% 5.5% 9 .7% 
Social (3) (3) (3) (3) (3) 
relations 8 .8% 7.5% 8.6% 1 0% 7 . 1 % 6% 
Rel igion (5) (4) 

4.3% 6.4% 
Self- (4) (5) (5) (4) ( 1 ) (1 ) (2) 
actual isation 6.3% 5.8% 6.3% 6.8% 22% 9 .4% 6.25% 
Fam i ly (2 ) (6) (6) (2) (4) 

1 0 .4% 5.6% 5 .7% 1 1 .3% 6.5% 
Learn ing (4) (5) (2) (5) 

7.6% 5.8% 1 1 %  4.8% 

Ski l ls/ab i l ities (7) ( 1 ) (2) 
5% 9 .4% 6.25% 

Chal lenges (2) 
6.8% 

Personal (2) 
attributes 6.8% 

Finances (7) (6) 
5% 5 .2% 

Dreams ( 1 ) 
1 8 .5% 

Dai ly ( 1 ) 
8.6% 5.6%activities 

These data ind icates som e  d ifferen ces between the four groups. 

9 Number of participants in each group : African n= l 5 ,  Chinese n= lO .  CEE n=5 ,  British n=2, 
concepts at the beginning n= l 89, concepts at the end n=225 
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For African students the most linked categories were almost the same at 

the beginning and end of the module, with an exception of religion (more 

frequently linked at the end of the module) and family (less frequently 

linked at the end of the module). Career and education were the most 

linked categories, both for African and Chinese participants in this study. 

Religion is the category used exclusively by African students both at the 

beginning and end of the module, indicating centrality of spiritual 

development in PD for these students. 

Chinese students linked career with other categories even more often than 

personal development, which is unusual as PD was the topic of 

investigation, and for all other groups of students it was the most 

frequently linked category. This indicates that Chinese participants in this 

study were quite strongly career oriented, but, as the time passed, they 

started concentrating more on family issues as well (family was not among 

most lin ked categories but at the end of the course it came in the second 

position, together with education) .  

CEE students linked PD most frequently and other categories were used 

substantially less. Self-actualisation was the most frequently linked 

category both at the beginning (22%) and at the end of the module (9.4%). 

Skills/abilities was a much more frequently linked category at the end of 

the module (9.4%, as opposed to 2.6%) . Learning, which was frequently 

linked at the beginning of the module was linked less frequently at the end 

and is not included in table 12 above. The same applies to the category of 

family. Challenges, personal attributes and career were linked more often 

at the end of the module than at the beginning. It seems that CEE 

participants in this study were quite strongly self-oriented - concentrated 

on self-actualisation, their own skills/abilities, personal attributes and 

challenges they needed to face. Such a tendency differentiated them from 

all the other groups. I have reflected on these observed tendencies 

elsewhere, specifically the socio-historical and educational factors that 
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might infl uence CEE attitudes to learn ing and personal development 

(Jankowska , 201n1 ). 

For British students (simi larly to GEE) persona l  development, a lone, 

accounts for one th ird of the most l i nked categories at both times. A 

category of d reams was not frequently l i nked at the beg inn ing ,  but at the 

end of the cou rse it accounted for 1 8 .5% of al l used categories . Hence PD 

and dreams account for half of the most frequently l i nked categories at the 

end of the modu le  (49 .6%) . The order of other categories changed as wel l ,  

and  for example dai ly activities , self-actual isation ,  personal attri butes and 

ski l ls/ab i l ities were the categories l i nked less than before. 

6 .4. 1 . 5  Lim itations of us ing concept mapping for  cross-cultu ral 

comparisons 

Although the analysis of CMs sketched by 32 participants from the 

Masters 'Communication in Business' modu le casts some l ight on the 

h ierarchy of i mportance ascribed to d ifferent concepts with in personal 

development and ind icates both general trends in the whole group as wel l 

as some interesting i nter-group d ifferences, I am aware of the l im itations  

of this type of a nalysis .  The sample is too smal l  to permit any  sophisticated 

quantitative a na lysis and there are sign ificant d ifferences in the nu mbers 

of students with i n  each cultu ral group - for exam ple, there were 1 5  African 

but on ly 2 British participants in th is sample.  This is because MSc courses 

in the Busi ness School at the UoB attract a large number of international  

students and in  th is particu lar cohort of students there were on ly 2 British 

students.  Moreover, these 2 British students represented another level of 

d iversity, typical  for the UoB student popu lation (61 % of fu l l -time 

postgraduate students enro l led in  201 1 /1 2  academ ic year are mature, 

29.6% part-t ime and 70 .5% are from non-White ethnic grou ps , with I nd ian  

students form ing the largest group - 38 .82%, data obtained from 

Managementinformation at the UoB, personal correspondence ,  31  

October 201 2) .  One was a mature ma le  student with a responsib i l ity for a 

young fam i ly and  an establ ished career and wealth of experience 
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(educated, worked and lived in the UK all his life) . Another one was half 

British, half Cypriot, younger female, without much work experience or 

family responsibilities (educated to a secondary level outside of the UK) .  

Moreover, although the observed tendencies are interesting, due to a 

small sam ple and my awareness of cultural, ethnic, social and many other 

possible differences within each of the groups, limited generalizability of 

these results is possible. Therefore, these results should be treated with 

caution and any conclusions viewed as relevant to this particular cohort 

and context alone (Business MSc studies at the UoB). 

Furthermore, as I explained in chapter 1 ,  as my research progressed, I 

became more aware of cultural complexities and difficulties inherent in 

cross-cultural comparisons, more realistic about what I could achieve 

within this project, more concerned about methodological coherence and, 

above all, more interested in individual perceptions, representations, 

understandings and experiences of personal development and PDP. 

Hence, further sections of this chapter aim to capture individual data from 

a more phenomenological perspective . 

6 .4.2 Findings from a case study analysis of individual students' CMs 

As I have explained in section 5 .2, eleven students took part in the 

interviews that followed the concept mapping classroom activity. This 

section presents some of the findings from the maps sketched by these 

eleven students at the beginning and end of the semester (22 maps in 

total), offering an insight into i nd ividual students' understandings of PD 

and its progression over the course of the module. 

Although previous research (Novak, 1 998; Kinchin, Hay & Adams, 2000 ;  

Kay, Kinchin, 2006 ;  Hay, 2007) has shown a clear division between 3 

various structures (chains, spokes, nets) and between 3 various outcomes 

of learning: non-learning, rote learning and meaningful learning (see 

chapter 5 ), it became apparent to me that those kind of typologies might 
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be more useful in  approach ing academic subjects (where the i nstruction of 

the main concepts can be more easily outl ined and mon itored) .  The 

process of ' learning' about personal development is much more vague, 

intangible and d ifficult to pin down and these classifications may become 

more blurred or even,  in some instances, i rrelevant. For example, 

according to Novak's theory, the lack of cognitive change (lack of new 

concepts and new l inks) suggests non-learning, wh ile the addition of some 

new knowledge, without l i nking it to the pre-existing knowledge, ind icates 

rote learning. As the examples and commentaries below show, this does 

not always apply to an individual's knowledge of personal  development. 

Below I present four  examples of the maps students sketched at the 

beginn ing and at the end of the module and offer commentaries ( in  total 8 

CMs; the remaining 1 4  CMs' analysis can be found in appendix 6) .  As 

from the beginn ing of this research project I was interested in how 

students coming from different cu ltural backgrounds understood PD and 

PDP, I include examples of CMs from each of the four broad cu ltural 

groups (later, in chapter 7, I present the i nterviews' ana lysis corresponding 

to the maps I present in this chapter. 

Aneta (CEE) 

Is lo Starts with Knowing My Pno111ies Wl5l!MLLearn 
QE)l[I QP■ENJ f-------+I ind Lrfe- Values 

So. I 
can 

ls 10 
And 

Head the Righi Watching,  L1slenmg. 81 
Oil'ect1on in my Life Absorbmg Information 

Then I 
By ha't-e 10lmp,ove 

Doing Different Things . 
Nol .A.lways the Same 

To find 
out whal 
I have to 

Meeling & Tal�mg to 
People from D1ffe,e111 Knowing what l C,:1n & 

I h3ive Can, Do Bac�;grounds &. 
Counlnes 

Se-e the Chal!en91c>h ,n 
Life 

Figure 21  : Aneta's first map 
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1mp1ove 

And
Is about whichListening le'" talking /�"---\ 

rnore
�-�-� �-�-� 

' It 1s not one process 
but continuous rncle 

PERSONAL Skills I need 

/�s about 
\ 

) Then look at/ 
Be open (le,

everyir.igMd Is about \
\ _,,,,/ what sk i l ls  Ie"'e1vone ar04.rd �t understanding 

need to achieve my 
those goals 

Passions (things I _!___. To be able to set my l.Jfe values Goals m l ife
like doing) 

Figure 22: Aneta's second map 

Both Aneta 's maps conta in sim i lar concepts although they are expressed 

in a sl ightly d ifferent way. The concepts in the second map are articu lated 

using more professiona l terms (ski l ls ,  goals, l ife values, passions), than 

those used in the fi rst map ('knowing what I can and can't do' , ' head the 

right directions') ,  as if Aneta had acquired a new way of expressing PDP

related ideas. Both her maps are spokes; however, the second map can 

be classified more as a spoke/net due to the central concept of PD be ing a 

continuous circle articulated through the shape of the drawing .  The second 

map underli nes the student's deeper understanding of the cycl ical nature 

of PD processes and the need for continuous improvement (which was not 

so clearly formulated in her first map). Although the concept of self

awareness is not d irectly expressed in the second map, its elements are 

present in other concepts (and l i nks) in  the second map as wel l .  

Although , at first glance, i t  seems that there is no sign ificant change in the 

structure and l inkage of both maps, the second map represents a more 

developed , cohesive and clear vision of personal development as if the 

student had acquired both the knowledge and new language to express 

her concepts and the abil ity to organise her conceptual vision in a more 

thought-through way. Such a change, in  Novak's terms , would be most 

l ikely classified as meaningful learn ing .  

205 

https://everyir.ig


�--,--� \In 
Seconda,y outcome 

Chapter Six 

Mike (British) 

!rKreasedResull1n9 �esull1ngOpportumt1es1n 

Act1on1n9 

(,et a Bette, Job 

Rerngnismg 

Cor1 ! 1nu 1 ,g 
Tmp1c,,ernent 

Personal Growth / 
Wish lo Change 

lm�lement,ng
(,cimmumcating l 

Understanding 

.About Others 

lr, ner (htdderl) Self 
(Johar1) 

Tiansferable Sh i ls 

answe,s 

esuttmg 
m 

Greater 
Ernployab1l1 y 

F eedbacl. 

Figure 23: Mike's first map 

TraJectorv 
- Journey r,f setr d1scorery 
- Idea to ha·,-e c ladtv or Ult1male Goal, then you can mai-:e a good plan 
- D1 cunto make a plan unless you �owwhatyouwant to achieve 
- tnc1emenlal Changes 
· Small Sleps 
-Wani Options 
-Want ta work to, companies fa, vec11s and then mo·fe up/on
• Conlinuous Learmng f OB't'elopment
• Postttve Remforcement 

- Ceo of Mul!inat1onal - Cttree1 ObJeclrve 

r�,.-
. Peace Cools Other branch I 

- l'l�,oleness Allematrve Plan 

· Financial Goals 

�, Self 

Assoc.,ate member 
CIPD Chartereo 

lnstrtute ofPersonal 
Oe1i·t1lopment 

F a,lure Loop 
Get feedback1/ 

Reflection 

Newtrair,!ng
Ptiote2 

Pro1ect Mana9e-ment 
Trainmg 

C>d l  

4D 

Goals 

Feedback i 
Reflection 
I 
!

i 
,; A 

MCET 

Msc 

Modo,n
C.eer
Prcmle 

Jo,n Ch rtered 
Management 

lnS1,Me
(MU,11) 

- Truth [ Pe,s""" 8En9 (Hons)
Enli9hlenmen1-

Figure 24: Mike's second map 

206 



Chapter Six 

Mike enjoyed creating both concept maps and made several remarks 

about their relevance and usefu lness to h is  stud ies and l ife.  He also 

expla ined that he reflected on the task in depth , and th is ,  in tu rn,  faci l itated 

changes i ntroduced to h is  second map.  

M ike's language resembled the PDP language used by staff (described in  

chapter 4) .  This is most l ikely to be due to the years of work (and CPD) 

and l ife experience as wel l as h is interest in  the field of human 

management and development. 

M ike's first map was a spoke , but a much richer spoke than any other 

students, with rich l i nkage (mu ltid i rectional as wel l ) .  H is second map can 

be d ifficu lt to classify as Mike d id not fol low the concept mapping ru les and 

tried to represent h is  vision of personal development in  a form of the 

journey from po int A to B , with possible d iversions, loops, factors and 

goals .  However, the richness of the concepts and their interconnections fit 

the defin it ion of a net. 

Both of M ike's maps were much more developed in comparison to his 

peers and reflected his reflexivity. They both concentrated sign ificantly on 

areas of career development and education ;  the first map also 

The second map represented a more persona l ised journey, although sti l l  

concentrated on career and education . 

I n  h is fi rst map, M ike described PD as a ' logical process' , which can be 

'possib ly non-l inear' and ' ind ividual (un ique)' . He also high l ighted the 

importance of feedback and review in this process. In his second map, 

M ike defined PD as a 'journey of self-d iscovery' , which is  continuous and 

clearly non-l i near. Therefore he seemed to have gained more assu rance 

about the non-l i nearity of the process . 

i ncorporated self-awareness and reflection about inner and publ ic self. 

I n  h is second map M ike referred to establ ishing goals , both ' u ltimate goal' 

(such as being 'CEO of multinational [company]'  in terms of career or 

'truth , en l ightenment, peace and wholeness' in terms of 'personal 
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development goals '  and 'fi nancial goals') and mi lestone/goals . Mike 

h igh l ighted the im portance of goals and planning in the fol low-u p interview 

but explai ned that it is 'd ifficu lt to make a plan un less you know what you 

want to achieve ' .  He underl i ned the importance of taking 'small steps' and 

' i ncremental changes' and having a 'positive reinforcement' . M ike also was 

clear about h is wishes (having 'options' and 'want[ing] to work for 

compan ies for 5 years and then move up/on' ) .  He kept the 'u lt imate goal '  

i n  h is m ind and bel ieved it is important to try to ach ieve i t ,  but he was also 

aware that he m ight need to take an alternative route ( route C in  the 

second map) .  Moreover, in  the second map Mike also highl ighted a crucial 

role of mistakes or fai l u res in development, as by re-doing things we can 

learn more (feedback is seen as an important source in one's effort to 

improve). 

Although ,  at fi rst g lance,  M ike's second map may look less developed 

(with fewer con cepts as wel l ) ,  I perceive it as more thought-through and 

developed . The concepts from the fi rst map were incorporated into a 

cohesive vision represented in  the second map as if Mike made more 

sense of them (personal ised the concepts acquired in  the course of 

studying and worki ng) .  
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Mei - Chinese 

Pe1sonal i ly
Keep 
heal1hy 

Sports excise 

Learn Forg,vable 
Socral 
life 

olpful 

Go to School Find a Job Resull Love my 
Parents 

ForgTVe others 
fau\Js 

Make Friends The 
,im 

l(eep 
Goodlook,ng 

Help othets 
when they need 

The 
result 

Eam Moneya-s 
much as 

sslble to f d 

mv Fam11 �e �=�======e Be Useful in the i�=p=o�e ••e ==============-- Society
lGet a Deg1ee --

and Use ,1 

Figure 25 :  Mei's first map 

Educa!lon 

We do 

Do 

( 
Keep lf'l touc.h w�h 'e

) 
... 

el Iel�rves Love 
S Resped �.&re-rCs 

W,11

'" 

Job 

W,11 

Can 

) 

Earn some )
money 

Can 

Buy thmgs 
whrch I lrke 

Figure 26: Mei's second map 

Mei's first map was a spoke, with one net-l ike branch - one concept was 

interl inked with four  other concepts to create a more complex and richer 

area . Her second map had more features of a net, with more concepts and 

a richer l inkage between them . However, the concepts evolved around the 
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ones derived from the fi rst map and seemed to be just thought-through 

more carefu l ly ,  i nterl i nked i n  a more meaningfu l way and presented i n  a 

more organ ised way. 

In Mei 's fi rst map,  a key concept (the on ly one i nterl i nked with the other 

four concepts) was the one  of u sefu l ness in the society. Th is  concept 

d isappeared i n  the second map ,  as wel l  as another  one l i nked to it -

forg iving others' fau lts . And a lthough Mei 's second map sti l l  revealed the 

importance of socia l  l ife , especia l ly  fami ly  con nections and friendsh ip ,  

there were new concepts added i n  her  second map ( 'go to pubs' , 

'travel l ing ' ,  'job development' , ' buy th ings wh ich I l ike ' ,  ' learn d ifferent 

cu ltu re') .  I n  her second map, the density of ideas related to self

development was g reater and there was a shift towards self-imp rovement 

for herself, not for others .  This is  in contrast to the ideas expressed i n  the 

fi rst map ,  whi ch evolved a round  self- im provement for the sake of serving 

others .  

The noticeab le changes i n  her maps suggest the tendency to experiment 

with new ideas coming from a d ifferent cu ltu re . Mei m ight have tr ied out 

new th ings  and activities ,  wh ich perhaps were not so common or 

accessib le  for her before .  She m ight have been i n  a transition po int where 

her own cu ltu re clashed with a Western one and led to an incorporation of 

more ind ividua l istic aspects . Some of those 'new things' were con nected 

with the cu ltu re of consum ption ( rather superficia l ) ,  but she also 

incorporated a new concept of a 'job  development' .  

Although there are few structu ral changes, Mei s l ightly sh ifted 

conceptua l ly (though many concepts a re sti l l  superficial) . Mei 's maps are 

an exa m ple of a change that perhaps just sta rted happening and is not 

fu l ly reflected i n  the maps,  hence it is d ifficu lt to classify it using Novak's 

typology. 
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Akil i (African )  

Figure 27 :  Akil i 's first map1 0  

10  *This participant drew a map of  a mounta in by hand but in  order to 

transfer it to an electronic version I had to map the data onto a ready

made picture. 
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Figure 28: Akil i 's second map 1 1  

Aki l i 's maps posed a challenge for analysis as she used two d ifferent 

metaphors (drawings) for the two concept maps (hence some of the 

concepts d iffer). However, the overal l  feel of understand ing of PD as a 

lengthy process was s imi lar i n  both maps. 

Aki li 's first map represented a mounta in ,  where PD was compared to the 

process of cl imbing.  Reaching the top of the mounta in g ives a feel ing of 

satisfaction and a l lows 'fru it' gathering ('career development' and 'social 

and culture satisfact ion') .  PD is also equated with learning processes, and 

1 1  *This participant d rew a map in the form of a tree by hand but in order to 

transfer it to an electronic version I had to map the data onto a ready

made picture 
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influenced by factors such as age, resou rces ,  coach ing and technology. 

On the way to the top there are cha l lenges,  represented i n  th is map by 

clouds ,  ra i n ,  thu nderstorms and floods.  Aki l i  commented l ater ( in the 

i nterview) that reach ing the peak, however ,  is not the end of the journey as 

the whole process is a cycl ical one - after reach ing one mou nta in  a person 

need s  to set off for another one ,  and i n  this way more experience is being 

gathered . 

The second map was a metaphor of g rowing a tree . PD here is  p lanted 

with a seed of personal desire and the journey u p  to the top (gathering 

fru it) is fuel led with determ ination to ach ieve and ambition in  l ife . 

Commun ication seems to be an  i mportant process faci l itating the growth 

( both i nterna l  com mun ication with self and with others) .  On the way to the 

top one gathers knowledge, ski l ls and experience (through exchange with 

others) .  The fru its here are not on ly concerned with a good career and 

social l ife and cu ltu re ,  but also sp i ritua l  development and technolog ical 

advancement. Career in th is map is related also to qual ificatio ns and may 

mean employment or  self-employment. Technological advancement in  her 

fi rst map was one of the factors in the development, wh i le in the second 

map i t  is a consequence of development (and go ing with the pace of the 

world ) .  

Aki l i  a lso made an observation that 'fru its are d ifferent to d ifferent people 

accord ing to their  personal  desire' . 

There is  no expl icit notion of cycl i cal  development i n  the second map,  but 

this may be due  to the metaphor used , rather than  a change in Aki l i 's 

be l iefs . 

Both maps are rich and represent a cohesive vision of PD .  The second 

map introduced some more professional language ('personal desire ' ,  

'ambition ' ,  'commun ication ' , ' knowledge' , 'skills ' ,  and 'experience') , but 

lacked some of the concepts from the first map, especia l ly the idea of 
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development being  cycl ical , the cha l lenges o n  the way and some factors , 

wh ich play an  im portant role in the process . 

Such maps pose chal lenges for ana lysis as Aki l i  d id not fo l low the 

instructions and came up with someth ing between a CM and a drawi ng .  

Therefore i t  is more d ifficult to look at the structure or l i nkage of the 'maps' 

and classify them accord ing to Novak's typolog ies (chain/spoke/net, non

learn i ng/rote-learn ing/meani ngfu l learn ing) .  

However, from a research point of view, these maps may ind icate Aki l i 's 

requ ire more reflection ,  or more engagement i n  th i nking it through , good 

presentation and the wi l l  to get the story across, perhaps more than a 

network could convey. 

6 .4 .3 Discussion 

Accord ing to previous research (Novak ,  1 998 , Kinch i n ,  Hay & Adams, 

2000 , Kay, Kinch in ,  2006 , Hay, 2007) the structure of a concept map is a 

good ind icator of understanding of the topic at hand . Through this 

research I have come to bel ieve that a lthoug h  this may be a general 

i nd icator, g iving an idea of students' concepts and the complexity of 

relationsh ips between them , it is al so a n  overgeneral isation and should be 

treated with caution .  I n  my research chain- l i ke structu res were rarely  seen 

i n  students' work on PD. This may be because students have probably 

a l ready spent some time th inking about PD and their goa ls (they had 

made some important decisions in l ife , such as for  example continu ing 

education at un iversity). They were m ost l i kely i nvolved i n  some form of 

reflection about self, ski l ls ,  ab i l it ies, i nterests, personal  fit for the future 

career, even if it was done more impl icitly rather than as a structu red , 

conscious reflection . 

read iness to chal lenge instructions and produce someth ing that su its her 

imagination and way of expressing her ideas. Creating metaphors may 
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The students sketched more complex structu res l i ke spokes or nets , wh ich 

are easier to develop or a mend .  The majority of them represented their 

knowledge i n  the form of a spoke ,  which often became a more com plex, 

developed spoke or  a net in the fol lowing map,  therefore showing the 

move towards a more developed understand ing of PD.  

However, i n  the l ight of data gathered from th is study, I was not convinced 

that the lack of structu ral change (or m i n imal change) can indicate non

learn ing or rote learn ing .  Although every learn ing process is a complex 

one ,  the process of developing persona l ly may be a much more 

com pl icated one - non-l inear, prone to change due to l ife ci rcumstances, 

d ifficu lt to captu re and measure ,  sometimes marked with the periods of 

regression , stagnation ,  transition or reach ing dead-ends. Perhaps, at 

times, a learner m ay need to step back and revisit her opinions and bel iefs 

without going into detai ls .  The mode l  of PDP used at the UoB (presented 

the key points ,  in a clear ,  v isual ly captivat ing form . 

It m ight also be possible that the representation of the knowledge i n  such 

a personal , intangib le su bject as personal  development is more prone to 

being i nfluenced by contextua l ,  external cond itions and i nternal states -

the level of personal exposure may depend on who it is presented to , 

when ,  where and for what purpose. 

i n  order to be able to progress fu rther. Therefore, even the d isappearance 

of some concepts lead ing to a less com plex map (with fewer concepts and 

l i nks) m ay not be a sign of regression .  I t  m ight be that what on the surface 

looks l i ke a simple representation ,  can contain more complex or 'meta

concepts' captu ring knowledge in a succinct form . It is possible that 

through organisation and simpl ification of the concepts learners are able to 

provide a clear, coherent representation of their  personal knowledge ,  

in figure 1 0) is such a simpl ification of a very complex and deta i led 'shared 

vision '  of the staff involved in implementation and propagation of PDP (see 

figu re 9 ) ,  d rafted in a way that was felt to be succinct, yet commun icating 
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In some cases, concept maps wh ich , accord i ng to the existi ng typology, 

should be classified as non-learn ing can actua l ly be a sign of a stable ,  

wel l -developed and cohesive knowledge of the subject. In such i nstances,  

a person may have a clear 'vision '  of thei r personal  development and th is 

wi l l  not change easi ly (Masha,  see append ix 6 ) .  Th is ,  I th i nk , i s  someth i ng 

that d ifferentiates the top ic of PD from other, more 'defin ite' , content

specific subjects . I t  can be argued that with in  every su bject there are key 

concepts that a student has to acqu i re in o rder to grasp the su bject 

knowledge and progress in  her learn ing .  I n  that case , a move from a l ess 

developed to a more complex structu re of a map ,  with more concepts and 

more mean ingfu l l i n ks wou ld ind icate an ep istemolog ical progression . 

However, i n  PD there is no defi n ite number of concepts that need to be 

acqu i red , and neither is there a ' right' o r  'wrong'  answer to what PD shou ld 

enta i l .  Moreover ,  there shou ld be more focus on  the process , rather than a 

fi n ished p roduct - a number of concepts acqu i red . There is a g roup of 

concepts which seem to be important for the su bject of PDP in  the British 

educational system ,  but even th is can be contested as they may not be 

equal ly relevant or  usefu l to the students of other cu ltu ral backgrou nds 

(and vice versa) - for example an idea of  sp i ritual deve lopment being 

important to PD,  as represented by several African students i n  th is 

research project does not usual ly feature in i nstitutional approaches to 

PDP. Furthermore ,  the consensus on what concepts are core i n  PD and 

PDP is not  easy to ach ieve (even among academ ics, charged with the 

responsibi l ity of propagating PDP,  as I documented in  chapter 5 ) .  

Therefore, i t  is d ifficu lt to  specify exactly what every student needs to 

know and ach ieve in  the area of PD,  as every ind ivi dual is  d ifferent and h is 

or her personal development goals wi l l  be d ifferent as wel l .  I n  scientific 

fields, it may be easier to defi ne the u lt imate set of concepts wh ich need to 

be acqu i red , so that the student can com prehend a particu lar area of a 

study. I t  m ight also be easier to target the 'th reshold concepts' (Meyer & 

Land , 2005) - concepts that are crucial for understand ing a su bject i n  

question .  Once they have been g rasped a nd mastered , a student can 
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move onto the next leve l .  The threshold concepts also trigger change in 

the learner and in that sense the learner is  transformed and cannot go 

back through the thresho ld . I t  may be more d ifficu lt to identify (and agree) 

on key concepts in PDP as u lt imately it is up to every student to decide 

how far they travel i n  the process. On the other hand , some students 

commented o n  thei r need for more structu re, support, tools and d i rections 

in order to progress with their personal development and recogn ised that 

concept mapping can be a valuable tool , su pporting their reflection - an  

idea I e laborate on  fu rther in the next section . 

6 .4.4 Moving  forward - socia l ly med iated concept mapping 

Al l but one of the students (Masha) was positive about us ing CMs. They 

felt that the task engaged them cogn itively and provided space to pause i n  

their l ives and reflect on  aspects they rarely have an opportun ity to expla in 

and d iscuss with others . Several students reported feel ing so submerged 

i n  the task of concept mapping that they became unaware of the time and 

surround ings (wh ich Csikszentmihalyi , 2008, refers to as the state of flow). 

They suggested that participating i n  such an activity cou ld be beneficial to 

other students. 

Such comments led me to reflect on the usefu lness of concept mapping 

not on ly as a research techn ique,  but a lso potentia l ly as a tool for 

reflection ,  wh ich cou ld offer a way of captu ri ng and structuring ideas and 

( if done repeated ly) , provide an opportun ity to document a personal 

development jou rney and reflect on changes. These thoughts, 

strengthened by my interaction with the l iterature on social construction of 

learn ing  (Vygotsky, 1 978; Raymond , 2000 ) ,  mean ingfu l learn ing (Ausu bel 

et al, 1 978; Novak, 1 998) ,  transformative learn ing (Mezirow, 1 991 , 2000) ,  

threshold concepts ( Meyer & Land , 2003, 2005, 2006, 201 0 ;  Cousin , 

2006,  201 0) a nd reflection (Moon , 1 99 1 , 200 1 ) as wel l  as a g rowing body 

of research on d ifficu lties with reflect ion and development of meta

cog n itive ski l ls  (Toml inson ,  1 999 ; B leakley, 2000 ;  Eraut, 2000 ;  Clegg , 

2004; Clegg and Brad ley, 2006a) supported my argument that there is a 
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need for structured tools which cou ld 'scaffold ' students' reflection.  

Although such structu red reflection can be seen as the fi rst step ( internal 

d ialogue with self) , I a lso g rew to bel ieve that a furthe r  d iscussion (social 

exchange) on the constructed map can deepen students' reflection and 

perhaps open their eyes to other ideas or  opportu n ities .  The e leven 

interviewed students (fu rther d iscussion on the interviews is provided i n  

th is  and the fol lowing chapter) h igh l ighted the importance of having had a 

conversation (with the interviewer) , wh ich helped them fu rther clarify a nd 

reflect on  their ideas from the maps. Their overly positive experience with 

CMs can be contrasted with less positive experience noted i n  the whole  

cohort of  students on the 'Communication  i n  Bus iness' modu le (see tab le 

below, Smart & Jan kowska , 2008, unpu bl ished data o n  the eva luation of 

various  elements i ntrod uced i n  th is  mod u le) .  

Table 1 3 : Evaluation of concept maps - data from the  whole cohort1 2 

Sketch ing a concept map helped me  i n  thinking about my persona l ,  academ ic 
and career development. 
Scale/ Strongly Agree Neutral D isagree Strongly 
Gender agree d isagree 
Female 1 1 . 1 1 % 40 .74% 27.78% 1 2.69% 7.41 % 
Male 4 .88% 43.90% 26.83% 1 7.07% 7 .32% 

Althoug h  over 50% of female and male students i n  th is cohort fou nd CMs 

very u sefu l or  usefu l in  their  th inking about PDP, ove r  20% of females and 

over 24% of males felt  that it d id  not su pport their  th i nki ng  about PDP. We 

used KEEPad I nteractive PowerPo int as  a too l to col lect and report data i n  

an interactive way during  the eva luation session ( last session of the 

modu le) .  This technology a l lows students to vote (anonymously) and 

provides instant feedback projected on a wh ite board . As a resu l t  we were 

able to d iscuss the results with the students in the very same session .  

mapp ing on ly as a classroom activity, without a fo l low-up conversatio n  and 

an opportun ity to fu rther d iscuss, clarify and elaborate on the i r  ideas , 
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reflected on this task fu rther in their biogs and l earning jou rnals .  

found the too l less usefu l than those who participated in the i nterviews or 

With th is in mind I p roposed that concept mapping may be used as a 

valuable tool supporting students' reflection and meaning-making and 

used as a social ly mediated activity to provide students with the space for 

a d iscussion (Jankowska , 201 0) .  I n  th is article ( ibid) I p roposed a two-step 

process in  wh ich stud ents would fi rst engage i n  sketching  a map to 

external ise their ideas about personal development and then d iscuss it 

(either with a tutor/peer or  in a group)  to further clarify and exchange thei r 

ideas. I suggested a l ist of questions which could act as prompts fo r a 

d iscussion about students' development. Ideally this task shou ld be 

repeated at various  stages of study (at the beg inn ing and end of a un it or 

year) to support an integrated , cycl ical process of PD. 

S ince the pu bl ication of the article I fu rther reflected on the use of CMs in  

research and PDP ,  prompted by my own practice and d iscussions with my 

col leagues who started us ing this too l  i n  the i r  work with students (for 

example Petrova, 201 0) ,  and have real ised that there are fu rther 

l im itations of th is method . Firstly, sketch ing a CM is an intel lectual ly 

demand ing activity and not a l l  students may be cogn itively ab le to engage 

in it . Second ly, some stud ents may feel reluctant or th reatened by the 

prospect of sharing the i r  personal thoughts, goals ,  desires or  ambitions 

with others, and therefore should have an option to withd raw from th is 

activity. 

Although I recognise that concept mapping may not be a usefu l activity for 

a l l  the students, in  my op in ion a lot of students can benefit from such an 

opportun ity for structu red reflection and socia l ly m ed iated d ialogue about 

their  PD and PDP. The real isation that a m ethod of gathering data such as 

concept mapping can become a valuab le tool supporting students' 

reflectio n  was an un intended but a s ign ificant outcome of my research .  
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The fo l lowi ng section wi l l  d iscuss my first attem pt at analysing the 

interviews with the use of grou nded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1 967; 

Strauss & Corb in ,  1 998) ,  expla in  my growing d issatisfact ion with th is 

method and provide a rationa le for add ing a further (narrative) layer of the 

analysis. 

6.5 Interviews- grounded theory in action 

This section presents my i n it ial approach to the analysis of the eleven 

i nterviews with the students that drew the CMs described in the previous 

section .  My approach started with systematical cod i ng and categorisi ng ,  

i n itia l ly d rawing loosely on the GT approach - more on Strauss and 

Corb in 's ( 1 998) vers ion ( 'Staraussian parad igm') than the orig inal  work of 

G laser's (Glaser & Strauss , 1 967 ,  'G laserian parad igm'). However, as I 

describe further i n  th is chapter, i n  my analytical labour I i nte l lectual ly and 

practical ly grappled with several aspects of both Straussian and Glaserian 

approaches and sh ifted towards Charmaz's constructivist grounded theory 

(2006 ,  20 1n1 ) .  

6 . 5 . 1  Grounded theory - moving towards a more constructivist version 

As described i n  chapter 1 ,  once I made a decision that I wanted to engage 

in qua l itative research, I needed to establ ish how I wou ld analyse my data . 

My in itia l read ing of l iterature compari ng various methods (Smith , Harre & 

Van Langenhove, 1 995; Cohen ,  Manion & Morrison ,  2007) and my 

supervisor's recommendation oriented me towards grounded theory 

(G laser & Strauss, 1 967) as a good approach to investigate social 

problems or situations to wh ich people h ave to adapt (Corbin & Strauss ,  

2008) .  As Corbin and Strauss (2008) h igh l ight ,  GT supports the move from 

a mere description of a phenomenon to an u nderstanding of the process 

by which the phenomenon is happen ing .  As I was interested in the 

processes of personal development and change as a resu lt of having to 

adapt to a new system of education and i nteraction  with PDP activities, the 

GT approach seemed to be a su itab le vehic le for analysis of the data . 
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My i n itial read ing of GT (G laserian version ,  G laser & Strauss, 1 967) was 

an overwhelming ly confusing experience. Not on ly d id I fi nd its language 

unapproachable and h igh ly abstract , but more im portantly I experienced a 

d issonance between what I felt to be a more positivistic epistemological 

orientation than my own th inking about my particu lar research project 

(fu rther confi rmed by the add itional read i ng ,  Charmaz, 201 1 ) ,  expl icated , 

for example ,  by G laserian's idea to 'create abstractions removed from 

particu larities of t ime, space and situation '  (Charmaz, 201 1 ,  p . 1 68) . This 

was incompatib le with my own aim to offer i nterpretive understandings 

located in a part icu lar  context, t ime and s ituation .  Charmaz (2000) argues 

that G laser's vers ion of GT is essentia l ly positivistic as it assumes 'an 

objective , external real ity, a neutral o bserver who d iscovers data , 

reduction ist i nqu i ry of manageable research problems, and objectivitist 

rendering of data ' (p .51 0) .  This felt at odds with my g rowing i nterest in 

subjective read ing of real ity, co-construction of research and the 

importance of the researcher's own positioning and biography, which I 

bel ieved , i nevitably i nfl uences the analysis of data (see chapter 2) .  

Moreover, in  my view, the Glaserian approach d id not provide expl icit 

gu ide l ines for data analysis, wh ich left me fee l i ng uncerta in  about how 

I shou ld proceed . It was not u nti l much later in my read i ng of the 

l iteratu re that I encountered ideas suggesting that wh i le the G laserian 

approach to analysis cou ld be viewed as more open and even l i berating ,  

there was a concern that i t  may, instead of making analysis easier, make i t  

more d ifficu lt and can move it down ' irrelevant paths which effectively [can 

close] off the research ' (Heath & Cowley, 2004, p . 1 48).  On  the other hand , 

a more prescriptive and detai led 'Straussian approach' ,  I learned,  was 

referred to as 'the techn ical tai l  beg inn ing to wag the theoretical dog' 

exactly 

(Mel ia ,  1 996, p .376) and as preconceived and ru le-bound (Atkinson ,  

Coffey & Delamont ,  2003, Charmaz, 20 1 1 ) .  Yet for me,  an inexperienced 

researcher approach ing this ki nd of ana lysis for the fi rst time ,  these were 

not i n it ial concerns,  hence I felt attracted to , what I viewed , a clearer set of 
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guidelines for data analysis (in li ne with Heath & Cowley's pred iction, 

2004). 

More recent work (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) reflects a shift toward a more 

social constructivist ontology which is more compatible with my positioning 

and thinking about research. It acknowledges that 'concepts and theories 

are constructed by researchers out of stories that are constructed by 

research participants' (ibid, p.10) and situated within a broader context 

that may influence the studied phenomenon. Although this approach also 

aims to produce a theory (the main aim of the 'Glaserian approach'), it 

does not aim at an objective , timeless and space-less theory applicable to 

any version of the phenomenon. Instead, it advocates a theory that is 

relevant to a particular set of circumstances and influences practice. 

Producing a theory was something that seemed like an insurmountable 

challenge for me. Hence ,  Corbin and Strauss' (2008) suggestion that not 

every study will (and should) aim to build theory as good descriptions may 

also be useful for practice , was somewhat of a relief. 

Having established that I should aim for a more constructivist version of 

GT as well as aim for building some form of a theory (but keeping in mind 

that a useful description may be something I may settle on) , I engaged in 

transcribing the recorded eleven interviews and the process of coding.  I 

read and re-read the transcripts several times, noting the main themes 

and hand-writing notes on the hard copies before I transferred them to 

ATLAS.ti - the qualitative data analysis and research software. This was a 

lengthy process aimed at reduction of data to a manageable, workable set 

for interpretation. As Coffey and Atkinson (1996) explain 
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the segmenting and cod ing of data are often taken-for-granted parts of the 
qual itative research process . . .  to organ ise, manage and retrieve the most 
meaningfu l  b its of data . The usual way of going about this is by assigning tags or 
labels to data based on our concepts . Essential ly, what we are doing in  these 
instances is condens ing the bu lk of our data sets into analysable un its by creating 

I 

th rough wh ich concepts are identified a nd their properties and d imensions 

are d iscovered in data' (Strauss & Corb i n ,  1 998, p . 1 0). As I went along , I 

thoug ht th is was a straightforward task and I ended up  with what I thought 

to be a workable set of codes. However,  I soon real ised that my codes 

were perhaps too abstract and qu ite detached from the part icu lar 

categories with and from our data . This process is usual ly referred to as coding 
(p.26) .  

i n itia l ly adopted an 'open '  system of codi ng - 'the analytic process 

instances of the phenomenon to wh ich they referred . I felt I was losing 

touch with my data and th is level of genera l isation  was not helpful . To g ive 

an example ,  I had ass igned to my data codes such as 'fami ly' or 

'education ' ,  which could tel l  very l ittle a bout the chunks of the data they 

referred to (they were more l ike broad concepts, rather than specific 

codes) .  It was a rather frustrating experience (taken the time and effort 

spent on  cod ing)  and I fe lt d isheartened and d iscouraged as I reached a 

dead-end . Th is experience prompted my next tu rn to the qual itative 

research l iterature and cu lminated in a 'd iscovery' of Charmaz's ( 1 995 , 

2000 , 2006 ,  20 1l 1 )  constructivist grounded theory. Apart from fitting my 

ontological and epistemological positio n  and a much more approachable,  

clear and jargon-l im ited description of the method , the approach promoted 

by Charm az provided a very detai led set of procedu res for cod ing 

(Charmaz, 1 995) .  It advocated a close l i ne-by-l i ne  codi ng 'which keeps 

you close to the d ata . Through l i ne-by-l ine cod ing , you beg in  to bu i ld you r  

a nalysis from the g round u p  without taking off o n  theoretical fl ights of 

fancy' (Charmaz, 1 995, p .37) . Charmaz ( 1 995) also argued that this kind 

of cod ing  can force a researcher to see data in  new ways and see the 

fami l iar in  an unfami l iar l ight, wh ich can help a researcher ga in d istance 

from her own and the 'participants' taken-for-granted assumptions about 

the materia l '  (p .38) . This sounded promis ing as a possible solution to my 

fi rst too genera l  and abstract coding .  I took to th is method rather 
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evangelically and this approach took me to the other end of the spectrum 

of research experience with GT,  where, by the time I noticed, I produced 

over 1200 codes - the amount that was far from manageable. It was not 

until later ,  when I discovered in Bryman's (2004) writing that l ine-by-line 

coding advocated by Charmaz 'wil l almost certainly result in prol iferation of 

codes' (p.411) . Yet, this experience also brought me closer to my data, 

sensitised me to several themes and focused my analysis to some extent. 

6 .5 .2 Grounded theory - snapshots of analytical process 

Many of the codes I assigned were specific instances, examples or details 

of bigger concepts. For instance, several students spoke about asking 

questions in terms of: something important in learning, something that 

puzzled them (was different to the way they asked questions back home), 

people they turn to and observations on their (un)helpfulness (for example 

lecturers who do not really want to answer any questions), emotions that 

asking questions evoke (being afraid to ask questions) , perceptions that 

questions were more welcomed here than back home, and procedures 

and spaces for socially acceptable ways of asking questions (raising a 

hand, standing u p, asking only outside the classroom) .  Hence I had small 

lists of codes relating to bigger, more inclusive concepts ( such as, for 

example 'asking questions'). 

Line-by-line coding was also useful in identifying processes, actions and 

beliefs that my interlocutors disclosed. It allowed me to stay close to the 

data. I began making analytical sense of the material by asking myself 

what I see in the text (Charmaz, 1995). In the example below I traced 

Precious' beliefs on the importance of education (leading to career 

progression), the importance of choosing (implicit in the passage below) 

and following one's own path and the importance of satisfaction from work 

and further development through sharing of one's own knowledge and 

experience. 
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Table 1 4 :  Example of l ine-by- l ine codi ng 

Verbatim transcript 
ok, I guess, uhm ,  personal 
development is ,  u hm ,  where I 
see myself o r  where I want 
myself to head to 
more l i ke ( . .  ) ok, l ike ( . )  uhm,  to 
me I know education is very 
im portant 
Education ( .. ) that's why I 'm 
m ajoring in business ( . )  I mean 
because I want to have more of 
the business sense 
then business ( . .  ) get a job 

And utmost in getti ng a job is 
having a job satisfaction 
actual ly I was working before I 
came here yeah?  ( . .  ) so (I don't 
know) wh ich was interesting 
m otivation doing the same thing 
over and over I saw motivation 
was lower ( . )  I want job 
satisfaction and I want also to be 
able to ( . )  train people 
yeah,  yeah], tra in  people (than 
develop) in that way ( .. ) 

Codes 
PD - find ing and fol lowing a d i rection in l ife 

Education is very im portant 

Linking education and career through 
interests and identification with a chosen 
field 
Education lead ing to an increased 'sense' of 
one's field 
Educat ion lead ing to gain ing em ployment i n  
a chosen field 
Gaining satisfaction from work is im portant 

Having prior work experience 

Repetitive work decreasing satisfaction 

Wanting  job satisfaction 
Wanting to tra in other people 
PD through  tra in ing/ teach ing others 
(passing knowledge onto others) 

As Charmaz ( 1 995) expla ins ,  in it ial codes often refer to a variety of top ics 

and even a short passage may relate to several po i nts. Hence a 

researcher  can use it to i l lustrate several d ifferent concepts or broader 

categories. In the above example I cou ld u se th is  excerpt to h igh l ight a 

particu lar importance ascribed to education ,  especial ly in  relation to 

employab i l ity and the value and respect for education  that many students 

pointed to. I cou ld also use it to talk about the need to find and follow one's 

own path , which can lead to further education in the field (wh ich , in tu rn ,  

can g ive a better 'sense' of the chosen field) . I cou ld h igh l ight the 

importance of satisfaction and fee l ing of fu lfi lment and provide a wa rn ing  

that, for some people ,  repetitive , boring work may, with time ,  decrease this 

satisfaction and therefore suggest that it may be important to provide them 

with new tasks and chal lenges i n  the ir  dai ly work. When viewed from a 

perspective of other i nterviews, the excerpt may also be seen as 

contributing to several African i nterviewees' ideas of social responsib i l ity 
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through 'giving back to a society' by passing education (and training) onto 

others (although this is not explicitly stated in this excerpt, other interviews 

cast light on this issue and allowed me to link perhaps less obvious parts 

of this and other interviews to a broader tendency observed in the data; 

further d iscussion in chapter 7) .  

I began noticing various processes, assumptions and actions in the data 

subsumed under the codes (Charmaz, 1 995) and recording them in 

'memos' - notes to myself on what I was seeing in the data . This helped 

me in looking for patterns, initially focussing on ind ividual transcripts and 

noting down codes, instances and examples of possibly important aspects 

of the data and then cross-checking with other transcripts, adding more 

instances, evidence and also contradictory cases (sometimes difficult to 

explain or analyse), thus constantly comparing one participant's beliefs, 

attitudes and actions with another one's or one experience with another (in 

Glaser & Strauss' terms 'constant comparative method, 1 967) . In my 

memo-writing I would insert quotations from raw data 'to preserve the most 

telling examples of [my] ideas' (Charmaz, 1 995, p.43) and to 'ground' my 

analysis in data . In this way memo-writing helped me to see beyond the 

individual cases and begin to observe some patterns, at the same time 

such a prel iminary memo on 'asking questions' (see append ix 7), where I 

began by observing a phenomenon early in the analysis (second 

transcript) and, as I realised that the issue was more complex than I 

thought at the beginning and more pertinent, I went back and forth through 

all the transcripts noticing other instances, comparing them with each 

other (and linking to the literature I was aware of), asking myself 

questions, summarising and unconsciously looking for practical solutions 

that could be useful to me and others in teaching. 

keeping in m ind that memos should be treated as 'preliminary, partial and 

immanently correctable' (Charmaz, 1 995, p .44). I present an example of 

After a detailed cod ing of all the transcripts I engaged in the refinement of 

codes, trying to merge and re-arrange the codes, looking for 'famil ies' of 

codes and bigger categories. For example, a code 'PD - finding and 
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fol lowing a d i rection in  l ife' became a part of a bigger concept of 'd irection 

in l ife' and , through close on-go ing read ing of the data , I rea l ised that it 

was an important concept to most students - those who felt they have yet 

to find the pu rpose and d i rection i n  thei r  l ives (severa l  of them felt that 

studying at the un iversity cou ld help them determ ine what they wanted to 

do) ,  those who felt confident in their  d i rection and happy with their choice 

and felt they needed to engage with education and work in  order to 

continue on their chosen path , and those who were i n  the process of 

change of l ife d i rection (having 'moments of epiphany' , seeing that their 

cu rrent path is not what they want or does not satisfy them anymore). 

Although I began seeing some i nterest ing patterns, cou ld g roup many 

codes u nder bigger concepts and form some categories ,  as wel l  as note a 

cand idate for the main category: 'chal lenges lead ing to personal 

development' - a possible overarching exp lanatory theme (which could 

become a corner stone for theory bui ld i ng ) ,  the process was also tedious, 

lengthy and frustrating for several reasons .  My d iscomfort with GT 

stemmed from its language and , more importantly, from the fragmentation 

of the data I experienced . l felt I was los ing sight of the 'wholeness' of 

ind ividual students' experiences,  not g iv ing justice to their  un ique stories , 

perspectives and meanings. I seemed to merge the participants into one 

anonymous ' international '  studentn- a representation wh ich was simp ly 

untrue. Th is compartmenta l isation affected also the chronolog ical 

sequence of events and emotions and d id not reflect the h ierarchy of 

and process' (Bryman, 2004 ,  p .41 2). 

Having experienced various issues with cod ing , I saw relevance in 

as: 

im portance g iven to various aspects by d ifferent students,  therefore 

making cod ing ' i nsensitive' to students' experience ' in  terms of continu ity 

Mishler's ( 1n986) warn ing agai nst context-free and sequence-free cod i ng 
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Conventions can become too fool proof with everything fitted neatly into a set of 
categories . . .  although a good deal of uncertainty often accompan ies cod ing,  even 
though agreement exists , once cod ing is accompl ished , feel ings of uncerta inty 
about possibly miscal led behaviour begins to su bside ( p.42) .  

I ndeed , the 'feel ings of uncertainty' and the sense of losing someth ing 

important in the data accompanied me throughout the cod ing process and 

precipitated my exp loration of narrative ana lysis as an alternative to GT 

approach (see chapter 7) .  Having tu rned again to qual itative methods 

l iteratu re , I stumbled upon an i l lum inating  paragraph by B ryman (2004) i n  

the section entitled 'Problems with cod ing ' ,  where B ryman describes two 

risks: losing the context of what is said and losing the flow of what people 

are saying . To i l l ustrate p roblems with cod ing he turns to Riessman's 

( 1 993) account, wh ich felt l ike my own : 

Some [interviewees] developed long accounts [ . . .  ]. I did not realise these were 
narratives until I struggled to code them. Applying trad itional qual itative methods, 
I searched the texts for common thematic elements . But some ind ividuals knotted 
together severa l  themes i nto long accounts that had coherence and sequence, 
defying easy categorisation . I found myself not wanting to fragment the long 
accounts into distinct thematic categories. There seemed to be a common 
structure beneath tal k  about a variety of topics . Whi le I coded one interview, a 
responded provided language for my trouble. As I have thought about it since ,  it 
was a 'click moment' in my biography as a narrative researcher (Riessman 1 993, 
cited in  Bryman,  2004, p .21 1 ,  em phasis added) .  

For B ryman th is  th rows up several poss ib i l ities: 

• that cod i ng may fragment data (precisely my issue) ,  

• that some forms of data may not be su itable for the cod i ng method 

(wh ich led me to a reflection that th is  may be the case with 

com plex, mu lti-layered and d ifficu lt to capture phenomenon ,  such 

as personal development) , and 

• that 'researchers can turn narrative analysis on themselves, s ince 

what [Riessman] provides i n  th is  passage [paragraph quoted 

above] is precisely a narrative' [my emphasis] (p.41 1 ) .  

I final ly concluded that even the constructive version o f  GT - theoretical ly 

closer to my ontolog ical position , d id not satisfy my 'fundamental interest 

in making sense of experience, the intere st in constructi ng and 

communicating the meaning' (Chase, 1 995 ,  p. 1 ) . 
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I n  th is chapter I reported on the second stage of the research project, 

wh ich com prised of an in-depth analysis of CMs from the postgraduate 

study and the in itial analysis of the interviews conducted with the use of 

g rounded theory. I offered a reflection on the l im itations of these 

a pproaches, preparing the grounds for the th ird and fi nal stage of my 

research process . Therefore, the fol lowing chapter describes my turn to 

narrative and presents more in-depth analysis of the interviews, fi nd ings 

and d iscussion .  I l im it the presentation of GT analysis and find ings here 

not on ly due  to scarcity of space but, most importantly, because what I 

saw through it was genera l ly confirmed , but deepened , expanded and 

i l l um inated fu rther throug h  the observations I made using vo ice-centred 

relational method (VCRM ,  Gi l l igan ,  1 993; Mauthner & Doucet, 1 998) .  I see 

the narrative analysis as bu i ld ing on GT analysis and adding further layers 

but, at the same time ,  I acknowledge that narrative analysis sensitised me 

to several th ings I m issed in the data whi le cod ing and de-fragmenting it i n  

the p revious  approach (and , as  I describe in the fol lowing chapter, these 

new i ns ights became sal ient in my understand ing of the researched 

phenomenon) .  

Corb in  and  Strauss ( 1 998) advocate fol lowing our  own research instincts , 

i nstead of focus ing rig id ly on the analytica l  procedu res: 

Sometimes, one has to use common sense and not get caught up in  worrying 
about what is the right or wrong way. The important th ing is to trust oneself and 
the process. Students should stay with in the general g u idelines . . .  and use the 
procedures and techniques flexibly accord ing to their abi l ities and the realities of 
their studies (p .295). 

My inst inct to ld me that moving on from GT by bu i ld ing on it and 

expanding my u nderstand ing with the use of a narrative approach 

(descri bed in the fol lowing chapter 7) was the best way forward in my 

research . 

229 



Chapter Seven 

Chapter Seven :  Stage Three of the Journey ( 'narrating') 

I n  chapter 1 I have drawn an outl i ne of my research journey with its 

d istinctive stages , includ ing the fina l  one , to which I referred as ' narrating' 

- coming home (see the timel i ne ,  figure 2). I ndeed , my engagement with a 

narrative analysis  ontolog ica l ly fe lt l i ke the right p lace for my research . I n  

th is chapter, I present and provide the rationale for using voice-centred 

rel ationa l  method (VCRM) - a narrative approach developed by Brown 

and G i l l igan ( 1 992) and further e laborated on by Mauther and Doucet 

( 1 998) .  Th is chapter comprises a theoretical i ntroduction and the 

presentation  of fi nd ings as i nd ividua l  case stud ies, wh i le a thematic 

analysis across all the interviews is presented in the fol lowing chapter. 

7.1 Voice-centred re lational method (VCRM)n- rationale and 

fou ndations 

VCRM was developed over several years by Brown , G i l l igan and their 

col leagues at the Harvard Project on Women's Psychology and Girls' 

Development (Gi l l igan ,  1 982; B rown & Gi l l igan ,  1 992; Gi l l igan , 2003), 

in itia l ly as a method of i nterviewing , a lso known as 'The Listening Guide' -

'a method of psychologica l  analysis that d raws on voice, resonance, and 

relationsh ip as ports of entry into the h uman psyche' (Gi l l igan et al, 2003,  

p .  1 57) .  Wh i le there are many other models of narrative analysis (for 

exam ple ,  Murray,  2003; Andrews et al, 2008) ,  and specifica l ly models 

focus ing on  relational selves (for example Mason ,  2004), VCRM seemed 

the most appropriate given the focus of my research (both on ind ivid ual 

u nderstand ings and cultu ral and socia l  contexts , h igh l ighted by VCRM) 

and its emphasis on a relational  ontology, wh ich recogn ises the central ity 

of relationsh ips (my i n it ia l  ana lysis based on GT high l ighted both learn i ng 

and other social relationships as h igh ly influentia l  i n  students' 

constructions of PD).  As Mauthner and Doucet ( 1 998, p. 1 25) note 
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The ontolog ical image which has predom inated in l i beral pol itica l  thought and the 
Western phi losophical trad ition is that of a separate ,  self-sufficient, independent, 
rational "self' or " ind ividual". In  contrast, the relational o ntology posits the notion of 
"selves-in-relation" (Ruddick, 1 998: 21 1 ) ,  or "relational being" (Jordan , 1 993: 1 41 ), a 
view of human beings as em bedded i n  a complex web of intimate and larger social 
re lations (Gi l l igan , 1 982), and a "d ifferent understanding of human nature and human 
interaction so  that people are viewed as interdependent rather than independent" 
(Tronto, 1 995: 1 42) .  

They conclude that VCRM is 'an attempt to translate this relational 

onto logy i nto methodo logy and i nto concrete methods of data ana lysis by 

exploring ind ividuals' narrative accounts in terms of their  relationsh ips to 

the people . . .  [and] to the broader  socia l ,  structural and cu ltural  context 

with i n  which they l ive' (Mauthner & Doucet, 1 998 ,  p . 1 26) - aspects central 

to my research .  It also emphasises social construction ism - the 

epistemolog ical position , wh ich I adopted in my research and which 

foregrou nds the vo ice of the partici pants (the i r  experiences, thoughts and 

feel i ngs) , but also recogn ises the researcher's own story. VCRM a lso 

provided a med ium for analysis of the materia l , wh ich I i n it ial ly saw as 

lengthy, d ifficu lt to analyse stories (sometimes d ig ressions from the topic) 

in response to my semi-structured questions and wh ich , in  several 

observation that a lso Riessman ( 1 993) and  M ish ler  ( 1 986) make in  

relation to their  participants' responses. 

This method revolves around four read ings of the i nterview transcripts , 

which , I felt, lend themselves wel l  to my research :  

( 1 ) A reading for  an  overa l l  story - for the plot, sub-plots , imagery and 

l anguage (paying attention to metaphors and contrad ictions) as wel l  

as  record ing the researcher's emotional  and  i ntel lectual  response to 

the transcript. I saw th is as an  opportu n ity to i nc lude my own 

reflexivity in relation to each student's experiences but a lso as a 

way to external ise and 'consider how [my] thoughts and feel ings 

may affect [my] u nderstand ing ,  [my] i nterpretation and the way [ I ]  

write about that person' (Brown & Gi l l igan , 1 992 , p .27) .  Although 

Brown and Gi l l igan (ibid) h igh light  reflexivity i n  relation to the 

instances, tu rned out to hold a s ign ificant ana lytica l i mportance to me - an  
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researcher's social l ocation and emotional responses , I felt that 

M authner and Doucet's ( 1 998) suggestions to also 'examine how 

we make theoretical i nterpretations of the respondent's narrative 

and . . .  document these processes for ou rselves and others' (p . 1 27) 

were important proposit ions enhancing the researcher's reflexivity. 

They suggest that the researcher's unexpressed thoug hts and 

feel ings may man ifest themselves i n other ways (for example the 

way the researcher writes about a particular interviewee) . Referring 

to Hammersley and Atki nson ( 1 983) and M i les and Huberman 

( 1 994) , they a lso point to  the fact that the ' i ntel lectua l  and emotional  

responses to other people constitute sou rces of knowledge' (p . 1 28) . 

(2) A read ing for an  ind ividual voice of the ' I '  - for personal perspective , 

which would a l low me  to represent ind ividual students' experiences 

and perspectives through paying attention to the way the 

participants speak about themselves, i nclud ing the sh ifts between 

' I ' ,  'we' and 'you'  (wh ich cou ld signal a sh ift from personal ,  

i nterna l ised perspective or  perhaps a sense of agency,  towards 

common o r  im posed understandings) .  I n  th is read ing , the 

researcher also g ives due attention to how the i n terviewee speaks 

about her experiences and feel ings,  to d iscover 'how she speaks of 

herself before we speak of her' (Brown & Gi l l igan , 1 992, pp .27-8) .  

I n  th is  read i ng ,  I fol lowed Mauthner and Doucet's ( 1 998) p ractical 

advice to use a colou red penci l  to underl i ne the statements i n  the 

transcript which use a personal pronoun - th is led to a creation of ' I  

Poems' (Gi l l igan  et al, 2003) and was particu larly he lpful

emotional or intel lectual struggles, confl ict ing ideas or desi res and 

c lashes between i nd ividua l  and social values and norms. Accord ing 

to Mauthner and Doucet, th is 'a l lows to stay, as far as possib le ,  with 

the respondents' mu lti- layered vo ices, v iews and perspectives, 

rather than s imply and qu i ckly slotting thei r  words i nto either our  

own ways of  understand ing the  world o r  i nto categories of  the 

l iterature in our area' (p. 1 30) , or, as in  my pervious GT-based 
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analysis to a set number of categories, detached from specific 
instances and contexts. Mauthner and Doucet see this reading as 
one of the most striking features of VCRM, which differentiate it 
from other widespread forms of qualitative analysis, such as the 
GT. Quoting Strauss and Corbin, they highlight that the GT is 'less 
interested in "persons per se" and more interested in 
action/interaction'  (1990 , cited in Mauthner & Doucet, 1 998, p. 1 30) , 
therefore also less concerned with ' reflection and decision making' 
(ibid) which are central to VCRM and this research project. 

(3) A reading for relationships - for social relationships, both close 
(family , friends), educational relations (with teachers, mentors, 
peers) and the broader social networks within which the participants 
study and live. In this reading, I paid attention to the relationships 
which the students found positive and helpful (enabling) and the 
relationships in which the students felt silenced and rejected 
(constraining their development). 

(4) A reading for social, cultural and political contexts - in which 
attention is being paid to bigger 
social/educational/political/economic systems (which were seen by 
several students as impacting on their personal development, 
learning, employment opportunities and agency in a wider sense) 

The four readings of each transcript guided me to focus on particular 
aspects of the interviewees' stories as well as the voice (VCRM's central 
focus), which physically and linguistically links thoughts and feelings, 
relating to others, joining 'psyche and culture' (Brown & Gilligan , 1992, 
p.20). Gilligan et al (2003) explained that the need for multiple listenings 
arose from 
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the assumption that the psyche, l ike voice ,  is contrapu ntal (not monoton ic) so that 
s imu ltaneous voices are co-occurring.  These voices may be in tension with one 
another, with the self, with the voices of others with whom the person is i n  
relationsh ip ,  and the cu lture or context with in which the person l ives . Voices are 
fluid and we register the continuous changes in our own and others' voices 
(p. 1 59) .  

I became particularly interested in the notion of  voice, or rather polyphony 

of voices, and Bakhtin's (1981) idea that 'all words are populated with 

intentions' and that language 'lies on the borderline between oneself and 

the other' (p .293). I noticed that the participants in this research project 

spoke in many voices - sometimes conflicting , representing different 

desires, for instance inner, personal and socially projected ,  internalised 

social norms and rules of behaviour (these were, at times, in opposition to 

each other or to some norms of the host society/educational system). 

Therefore I also engaged in more informal analysis, paying close attention 

to repetitions and circularities in the interviews (Becker, 1 999), as well as 

any noticeable changes in tone and pitch which could signify the 

importance of a part of the interview (Gee, 1991 ) and language which 

each person used in their narrations (G illigan, 1 982 ; Mauthner & Doucet, 

1 998). I will elaborate on voices and a variety of expressions and provide 

examples in the following sections of this chapter, which I illustrate 

extensively with verbatim quotes to enable students' voices to 'speak for 

themselves' . 

I felt that this approach was an answer to several issues I encountered in 

my research. First of all , it promised to delay the fragmentation of data (the 

biggest point of my discontent with GT): 

It delays the reduction ist stage of data analysis when transcripts are cut up into 
themes and aggregated . This process sh ifts data analysis away from the 
traditional 'cod ing' ,  which implies fitting a person into a pre-existing set of 
categories, whether those of the researcher or those of establ ished theoretical 
frameworks. Furthermore, tracing voices through individual i nterview transcripts , 
as opposed to l i n king themes across interviews , helps maintain d ifferences 
between the participants (Mauthner & Doucet, 1 998, p . 1 34 ). 

As Gilligan et al (2003) explained , VCRM 'was developed in part as a 

response to the uneasiness and g rowing dissatisfaction with the nature of 

coding schemes typically being used at that time to analyse qualitative 
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data' (p. 1 58) . I t  offered a way of l ooking at participants in a more hol ist ic 

way and stepping away from 'categories that are too separate [as] human 

l ife is of a piece ,  mu lti- layered , contrad ictory, m ultiva lent, to be sure ,  but 

the strands are a lways inte rconnected' (Josselson , 201 1 ,  p. 232) . 

Mauthner and Doucet ( 1 998) reflect on this 'detai led and lengthy focus on 

ind ividual interviews' as embodying ' respect for ind ividual respondents 

with in the research context' , commenting that ' if we do not take the t ime 

and trouble to l isten to our respondents , data ana lysis risks s im ply 

confirm ing what we a lready know' (p . 1 35) .  I we lcomed the opportun ity to 

concentrate more on the students' un ique experiences, values, bel iefs , 

ideas and focus on their own interpretations  and mean ings. Em ploying 

VCRM a lso a l lowed me to look for conti nu ities as wel l  as d iscrepancies or 

contrad ictions in  the participants' accounts (capturing complexities of 

understand ings ,  students' evo lving  ideas, inc lud ing their strugg les when 

facing confl ictin g  emotions and polyphony of their voices). 

VCRM also p romotes a h igh ly reflective stance in research through paying 

attention to the researcher's own thoughts , feel ings and elements of 

biography which may i nfluence methodolog ical , theoretical and 

ph i losophica l  choices and the way the data is being analysed and 

presented , as 'whether consciously/expl icitly or not, we are in effect 

choosing a particular theoretica l  and ontolog ical framework with in which to 

locate ourselves , and through which to hear and analyse our respondents' 

l ives' (Mauthner & Doucet, 1 998 , p. 1 37) .  Therefore, it is  inevitable that we 

wi l l  see and foreground certa i n  issues and perhaps fai l  to notice, ignore or  

consciously close off others (Strauss & Corb in ,  1 998; Mauth ner & Doucet, 

1 998). Reflecting on our  own position and co-constructive ro le i n  the 

research can enhance awareness of issues of power in research and the 

importance of not writing over, or voicing over the participants' voices and 

their truths (Gi l l igan et al, 2003) .  Documenting the cho ices and decis ions 

we make and reflect ing on  our research jou rneys enhances research 

transparency - an issue to which I have paid due attention throughout my 

research . 
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Plummer (2001  b) d raws attention to the researcher's experience of the 

researched phenomenon by asking : 'How can one theorise or i nterpret . . . 

if there i s  no fam i l iarity with what it a l l  means to the participants 

themselves?' (p .37) . I hope that my fami l iarity with the subject and my 

personal experiences of studying in  foreign countries , as wel l  as 

professional experience of working i n  a d iverse , mu lticu ltu ra l HE  i nstitut ion 

in  the UK expla in my d ual ( insider/outsider) position ing and can enhance 

the transparency,  trustworth iness and commu nicative resonance (F inaly, 

2006) or  im pactfu l lness ( Richard son , 2000) of th is research project. I 

be l ieve that my story alerted me to several issues that international 

students often face , fine-tuned my abi l i ty to l isten to their stories and 

shaped my bel iefs about relating to and understand ing others (and indeed 

myself) in a mu lti cu ltu ral , d iverse and dynamical ly chang ing envi ronment. 

It a lso inevitably d rew my attention to particular aspects of students' 

stor ies, experiences and meanings ascribed and re-presented below. 

7.2The polyphony of voices - fou r  case studies 

Having ana lysed the i nterviews using VCRM I needed to make a decision 

about the presentation of the data, wh ich would not on ly demonstrate this 

analytical approach (attempting at transparency and de-mystification of the 

research p rocess) ,  but a lso provide the reader with sufficient material to 

see the com plexity and mu lti- layered nature of students' jou rneys and the 

interplay between self, others and the context, where personal 

d evelopment is enacted . Jahoda et al ( 1 972, cited in Frost, 201 1 ,  p .36) 

h igh l ight the importance of putting ' before the reader a l iving pictu re of 

som e  of these people with whom we have had such close contact for a 

few months' .  Therefore, to support my interpretive claims I present a 

se lection  of four ind ividua l  case stud ies and shorter 'pen profi les' of the 

rema in i ng  seven partici pants (see append ix 8 )  in an attempt to do justice 

to the wholeness of personal experience and to capture d ifferent stories 

wh i ch br ing out both i nd iv idual d ifferences among the student participants 
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and cu ltural i nfluences that play a role i n  various understand ings of 

personal development, PDP,  teaching and learn ing .  As from the beg inn ing 

of th is research project I was interested i n  how students com ing from 

d ifferent cu ltural backgrou nds understood PD and PDP,  I included one 

interview analysis from each of the four broad cultu ral groups as a 

representation of a total sample as wel l  as the d iversity of student 

population at the UoB (background ,  maturity, experience) .  My second 

selection criterion was to d iscuss the range of experiences and topics 

represented in the interviews. Table 1 5  below summarises the chosen 

case stud ies. 

Table 1 5: Narrative analysis: four  case stud ies 

Backaround Pseudonym Characteristics Main story themes 
CEE Aneta 22 years old .  Personal transformation 
(Slovak) Trad itional i nfluenced by intercultural 

educational path . UG 
degree at  the UoB. 
4 vears in the UK. 

learn ing .  
Values and priorities in 
l ife . Critique of PDP. 

British Mike 38 years o ld with a 
you ng fam ily. Matu re 
student return ing to 

Being at the crossroads -
reassessing l ife choices 
and looking for the best 

education after many fit. 
years of work Reun it ing with self. 
experience .  Employabi l ity. 

Ch inese Mei 21  years old . 
UG 2+1 degree at 

PD as a veh icle to 
become usefu l to the 

the UoB (2 years in  society (social 
China and a top-up obl igations). Complex 
year in the UK). 
Trad itional 

network of relationships i n  
China. 

educational path . 
2 years in the UK. 

Education  increasi ng 
employment chances and 
h ighly com petitive 
graduate market i n  China. 

African 
(Tanzanian) 

Akil i  27 years old; 
married . 
Mature student, 

Self-actual isation 
(metaphor of cl imbing a 
mountain). 

progressing i n  the 
chosen fie ld . 

F ind ing own place and 
fitting in the g lobal world. 

UG degree back 
home. 

'Giving back' to own 
country (social 

2 years in the UK. responsib i l itv) . 

However, due to l im ited space avai lable ,  I can only present excerpts of the 

analysis and synoptic commentaries in an attem pt to provide an i l lustration 

of VCRM and main themes d iscussed by the students. 
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7 .2 . 1 n. Case study 1 :  Aneta (Slovak) 

Aged 22 at the time of the interview, Aneta was enrol led on an MSc 

I nternational Business and Management cou rse at the UoB . This was a 

continuation of her u ndergraduate degree (BSc Advertising and Marketing 

Commun ication )  a lso at the UoB. It was Aneta's fourth year of l iving and 

studying in the UK. 

(1) Reading for the plot and the researcher's response to the 

narrative 

Having read the whole transcript several times, I summarised it as a story 

of personal transformation , i nfluenced by intercu ltu ral learn ing ,  l iving and 

studying in a foreign cu ltu re - the story of 'find ing self and embracing a 

new identity. S imi lar  analysis of personal  transformation can be found i n  

the l iterature on i ntercu ltu ral learn i ng as  a vehicle for personal growth 

through identity work reviewed in chapter 4 (see section 4 .5 ) .  Researchers 

such as Erichsen (20 1n1 )  and G i l l  (2007) h ighl ighted that in  the final stage 

of intercu ltu ral learn ing ,  reconstitution of identity through 'encountering 

and i nteracting with the Other' (G i l l ,  2007,  p. 1 76) takes place.  Having l ived 

and stud ied i n  the UK for over three years , Aneta seemed to be past the 

in it ial stages of 'getting lost' and 'adaptation' and in her accounts below I 

trace evidence of identity reconstitution .  

Aneta's reflection on values ,  beliefs and priorities i n  l ife was a starting 

point for her search to understand self, find her 'own place' in l ife and 

fol low a chosen path . At the same time, Aneta was aware that these 

values,  bel iefs and priorities evolve and change over time, which , for her, 

was an i nd ication of development .  She provided vivid and detai led 

narratives exem p l ifying change - especial ly change which is a 

consequence of l iv ing i n  a d ifferent cultu re .  Living and studyi ng abroad 

and interact ing and form ing relationsh ips with people of d ifferent cultu ral 

backgrounds was an eye-open ing experience wh ich broadened her 

horizons and made her question her own cultu re . Th is is i n  l ine with 

Murphy-Lejeune's (2003) observation that l iving abroad is 'a matu ring 
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p rocess' and 'an opening for potential un iverse' (p. 1 1 3) and Hoffman's 

( 1 989) account of profound changes that create a sense of 'new person' , 

no longer 'pure' (p .273) and lead to viewing the world through at least one 

more lens (see chapter 3) .  Aneta cha l lenged (and , at times, opposed) 

some taken-for-granted ways of l iv ing and behaving in Slovakia in o rder 

to , on one hand , stay fa ithfu l to her own bel iefs , values and priorities in l ife , 

and on the other, to be a messenger and advocate of the value of 

d iversity ,  respect and to lerance .  She had courage to do what she felt was 

best for her (not what others , particu larly her fam i ly, wou ld  prefer her to do 

or become) ;  stay faithfu l  to her own thoughts and feel i ngs. This ,  accord ing 

to Er ikson ( 1 959) ,  is  a sym ptom of the developmental phase in which an 

ind ividua l  needs to resolve a tens ion between fitting into society's roles 

and expectations and act ing accord i ng to ind ividua l  values and bel iefs (a 

tension a lso h igh l ighted by Gergen ,  1 99 1 ; Kitzinger, 1 992; Sampso n ,  1 993 

and Bu rman ,  2008 , among others) .  

Although Aneta was deeply involved i n  social exchanges , learn ing from 

others and the co-construction  of knowledge she also had a strong sense 

of agency and independence. She strove for self-rea l isation ,  self

improvement and l iv ing her l ife accord ing to her va lues. This meant that 

although career was sti l l  an important area for Aneta ,  a deeper connection 

with other people, empathy ,  selflessness, openness and learn ing that 

comes with it were more important and fu lfi l l i ng .  Aneta sought ho l istic 

development wh ich includes i nner development (psychological wel l -being , 

moral development, i ncreased self-awareness) as wel l  as 'external' 

development (career, broaden ing knowledge,  acqu iri ng ski l ls )  and wh ich 

leads to a deep sense of self-fu lfi lment. 

Aneta a lso tal ked about a dominant pedagogy and typical teacher-learner 

relationsh i ps in S lovakia, contrasting them with her experience at the UoB . 

She described teachers i n  S lovakia as authoritar ian ,  d istant, not 

particu larly helpfu l o r  even d is interested in students (for d iscussion of th is  

view of CEE education see chapter 1 and 4). She saw 'a b ig 
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communication gap between the lecturer and students back home' and 

fear that many students have about approach ing their  lecturers, for 

example  in order  to ask questions - a fear of be ing judged as 'stup id ' .  

I n  contrast , she felt that lectu rers i n  the UK were very friend ly, helpfu l ,  

interested in  students and the relationsh ips were much more informal and 

equal , 'more on the same level ' .  

Researcher's response 

I found myself listening to a contrapuntal melody of this interview with a 
variety of voices taking the lead: anger and frustration, confidence and 
assertiveness, empathy and gentleness, reflexivity, curiosity, questioning 
and doubt. 

I recorded my response of admiration for this bright woman, who, despite 
her young age, made an impression as a mature, incredibly reflexive, self
aware, confident person, conspicuously faithful to her own values, beliefs 
and priorities, and bravely following a chosen direction in life, even though 
it might be at odds with predominant cultural views and ways of doing 
things 'back home'. Her story of personal development through 
intercultural encounters, which instigated deep reflection about values, 
beliefs and priorities in life, resonated with my personal experience and 
the literature I began exploring through this research project. 

I found this interview emotionally charged and moving, and this forced me 
to reflect about my role as an interviewer and the risk of not hearing and/ 
or silencing interviewees. I realised that my particular interests in PDP 
'silenced' Aneta. At the end of the interview, when she returned to the 
topic of her frustration with PDP activities and stated that she did not know 
what she should focus on in her PDP and what tools she could use, I 
shifted into what I would now call 'lecturing' - listing tools and activities 
designed for her particular module.  Upon consecutive listening to and 
reading of the transcript, I realised that I continued talking about how I 
understood the need for structure in PDP, ignoring her silence. This left 
me with unanswered questions: if it is not structure that students like 
Aneta are looking for in PDP, what is it then ? What does she need? What 
would be helpful? I missed an opportunity to explore it further, closing this 
interview prematurely. 

(2) Reading for the voice of the 'I' 

Upon learning about Aneta's p revious underg raduate study at the UoB, I 

saw an opportun ity to ask about her prior experiences of PDP, wh ich was 
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a rather unfortunate beg inn ing of our conversation as Aneta's voice 

became resistant, expressing her crit icism and feel ings of anger and 

confusion : 

' I  don 't seem to understand why, uhm,  I think  it's very important, persona l 
deve lopment, but it's real ly hard when they force you to talk about it 
again ,  and again ,  and again to come up with something new, uhm,  I don't 
even (see much i nto it) . '  

She felt PDP was im posed on students , repetitive , boring a nd general ly 

not usefu l .  After a few brief sentences her i ntonation ind icated she did not 

want to fol low th is l i ne of conversation ,  hence I moved swiftly onto a 

d ifferent topic ,  trying to establ ish a better rapport and rescue the research 

rel at ionsh i p .  

Then , at the end  of the interview, asked whether there was anyth ing e lse 

she wanted to share ,  Aneta retu rned to the topic of PDP (ci rcu larity and 

repetitions to which I was sensitised by Becker, 1 999) .  She stressed aga in 

that the co ncept of persona l  development was good , but her confu sion 

and doubt were clearly marked : 

'Yeah , I th ink, the whole thing personal development is very good but it's 
very mhhh ,  it's not understood by many people {laughing} and it's not 
rea l ly understood by me, even thoug h I had even a subject on it, or 
maybe even two subjects on it, and even they mention it in every other 
su bject ,  they sti l l  mention it and they sti l l  ask us to do these reflections 
and whatever, I sti l l  don't have a clear idea of what it should include. What 
should I talk about? . . .  everyone talks about personal development but 
they don't explain how you can develop personally, how can you find out, 
what can you , or what can't you do. I think people have to find out what 
are their ski l ls and ab i l it ies and val ues and the lecturers say: do personal 
development, develop yourself but they don't say: you should find what 
you r  ski l ls  are and this is how you should find about it. . . .  because they 
talk about it but I 'm not clear about how to do it . . . o. It's really hard if you 
don't have any tools , you know. Usual ly they . . .  it's just a normal module 
you study through the mod u le ,  everything as usual and at the end they 
ask you to reflect. Yeah ,  and that's basically it. So it's rea l ly hard to reflect 
on (modu le) .  Ok, they say: reflect on your learn ing and understanding but 
of, of what? Of what I 've learned? Or what I 
I learned it??? {voice expresses confusion} or should I 
in the future? and if yes ,  what should I focus on? How could I 
know! I wou ld l ike to learn how can I improve my ski l ls but I 
what are the tools to do it. ' 
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I composed the following ' I poem' out of Aneta's utterances referring to 

PDP: 

I don't seem to  understand 
I think it's very important 
it's real ly hard 

They force you to ta lk  about it again ,  and again and again 
I don't even (see much into it) 

we were asked 
we were ta lking about some aspect 
We were asked to write 

I think  [it] is very good but 
it's not understood by many people 

not real ly understood by me 
I have had 

they mention it in  every other subject 
they sti l l  mention it 
they sti l l  ask us to do these reflections 

I sti l l  don't have a clear idea 
What should I ta lk about? 
I would say 
I think 

I thi nk  everyone ta lks about persona l development 
they don't explain 

how you can develop personal ly 
how can you find out, what 

yourse lf 
they don't say 

can you ,  or what can't you do 
I think 

the lecturers say: do personal  development, develop 

how you shou ld find about it 
they ta lk about it 

I'm not clear about 

[ . . .  ] 
real ly hard if you don't have any tools ,  

they ask you to reflect . 
So it's rea l ly hard to reflect 

Ok, they say: reflect on your  learning and understanding 
but of, of what? 
Of what I 've learned? 
Or what I gained for my future? 
Or how I learned it??? {voice expresses 

I 
confusion} 

should I say what wil l  do in the future? 
if yes, what should I focus on? 
How could I do it? 
I 
I 
don't know! 
would l ike to learn how 

but I don't know what are the tools to do it 

I put the utterances relating to Aneta personal ly (' I ') on the left, more 

general statements ('you') i n  the midd le and those referring to the lecturers 

( 'they') on the right as th is brings out sharply the opposition between 
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agentic ' I '  and col lective 'you' (the students in general) confl icted with what 

Aneta seems to perceive as activities imposed by 'them' - the lectu rers. 

This ' I  poem' reveals Aneta's confl ict ing thoughts about PDP. Although 

she acknowledges the value  of PDP and her wish to learn more about how 

she can develop ,  her experiences of it are confusing (the passage begins,  

is i nterspersed and ends with expressions of her lack of understanding 

and clarity) , boring and repetitive (h igh l ighted by echoing : they sti l l . . . ,  they 

say/talk  . . .  ) and imposed/forced (striking choice of words and use of 

passive voice: they force you ,  we were asked) .  This may indicate that 

perhaps some academics who were charged with the teach ing of PDP i n  

th is sti l l  early phase of its implementation needed themselves to develop 

their u nderstand i ng of PDP.  As I expla ined i n  chapter 5 ,  even among the 

staff members most com m itted to imp lementation and del ivery of PDP at 

the UoB ,  there seemed to be the lack of consensus with regard to what 

PDP shou ld enta i l .  The lack of understanding of PDP and the d iversity of 

both student and staff bod ies were i nd icated as common barriers to 

its goals and reasons for implementation and/or  perceive it as 'wishy

washy' , soft, unrelated to the i r  subject d iscip l ines and often somethi ng 

they feel u n prepared to teach due to the lack of knowledge and confidence 

(Qu inton & Smal lbone,  2008), then they wou ld  struggle to convey a clear, 

coherent message to students .  This cou ld a lso lead to staff attempts to 

stick to easi ly identifiable tasks in PDP with clear outcomes and criteria of 

assessment, wh ich may be seen as boring and repetitive to students. 

Final ly ,  PDP,  as I explained in chapter 3, was ' imposed ' on academia in 

the form of a pol i cy - accord ing to Jackson (20 1 0 )  the only approach to 

learn i ng in  the UK HE that is encouraged i n such a way. Not surprisingly 

then , many academ ics perceive PDP as threatening to increase their 

workload and add more responsib i l it ies to their a lready stretched , busy 

schedu les (Quinton  & Smal l  bone, 2008). Th is may also be one of the 

reasons why some academ ics may choose to i ntroduce simple, repetitive 

effective engagement with PDP across the HE sector (Clegg,  2004 , Clegg 

& Brad ley, 2006b ) .  If staff members are not clear about the value of PDP, 
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tasks and stick to 'the known' .  Moreover, the above passage indicates 

Aneta's wish to develop 'ski l ls and abi l ities' and her search for the tools 

wh ich cou ld hel p  her acqu i re them . Th is focus is not su rprising , g iven the 

government's push for the agenda of employabi l ity (evident in the 

language of PDP)  with an em phasis on generic and transferable ski l ls  and 

the d iscourse of producing 'employable subjects' for the competitive , 

g lobal market (Cl egg ,  201 0) .  

Attend ing to Aneta's 'voices' I could hear a personal voice of the ' I '  when 

she expressed her frustration and d isappoi ntment with the lack of clarity 

and u nderstanding of PDP ( I  seem not to understand , I sti l l  don't have 

also felt that 

a 

clear idea, I 'm  not clear) and a more i mpersonal voice of 'you' (' how you 

should find about it') which can ind icate a more genera l ,  col lective 

expression , rather than personal thoughts and fee l i ngs .  I 

Aneta was us ing co l lective pronouns 'we' , 'you' to distance herself from 

PDP.  

The extract 

process and opposition to it ('we'  -'them') , doubt (repeated questions 

h igh l ights Aneta's feel ing of lack of agency/ownership of the 

about how to 'do PDP') and a perception of the lecturers' mechanistic 

approach (just reflect on you r  learn ing) without provid ing explanations of 

why to reflect , for what pu rpose and in what way. Her questions about how 

one develops personal ly g ive an impression of the lack of clear guidance 

from lectu rers , imp l icit assumption that students should know what and 

how to reflect on (another common issue ,  noted in the l iterature on 

reflection ,  see chapte r  4) , and Aneta's d isappointment as she would have 

l i ked to develop and progress, but she d id not feel she was g iven enough 

support, explanation and/or  tools to be able to do it. I found Aneta's 

comments about the lack of tools/structu re for PDP su rprisi ng , g iven that 

structured th rough a variety of tasks and activities (biogs,  learn ing 

journals ,  e-portfo l io ,  CMs and a d iscussion board) .  As I described in the 

fi rst read ing above, I l isted these 'tools' , in effect s i lencing Aneta . 

the 'Bus iness i n  commun ication' modu le was loaded with PDP content and 
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Against the backdrop of Aneta's admi rable reflexivity throughout the whole 

interview I found it d ifficu lt to accept that she wou ld not know what to 

Aneta was particu larly critical of reflect ion and the lack of gu idance on  it. 

reflect on and how ( i n  fact she gave several real ly good exam ples of 

reflection in relation to PDP,  answering her own concerns) .  I t  made me 

th i n k  that perhaps it was more ind icative of the need to have clarity of the 

lecture r's expectations and/or the cal l  for support, a caring conversation 

with a tutor ,  a confi rmation or re-assurance that she was on the ' right' 

track, rather than the need for specific too ls .  However ,  the mechanistic 

i ntrod uction of ' PDP technologies' , based on the premises that 'the world 

is subject to human design '  (Cleg g ,  20 1 0 , p .360) and that provided that 

students stick to tested formu las (such as the cycle of PDP) they are l i kely 

to achieve in l ife, may also be partially responsible for the students' 

expectations that there shou ld be some specific tools for everything , 

incl ud i ng more personal  reflection .  

(3) Reading for relationships 

The issue of relationsh ips and their im portance in personal development 

and learn i ng permeated the whole i nterview. 

F irstly ,  Aneta was in relationsh ip  with herself - she attended to her own 

thoughts ,  fee l ings ,  needs and changes in her perception of herself, others 

and the world around .  But th is happened th rough and in relationships with 

others. This is vis ib le i n  the theme of l i sten ing to others, learn ing from 

them and respect ing d ifferent perspectives as wel l  as chal lenging a nd 

d iscussing d ifferent views. Through the process of exchange of ideas and 

reflection  on them , Aneta learned about herself, her ideas, val ues , bel iefs 

and priorities ; she voiced and 'bounced' them off others, constructing her 

own meanings. This co-constructive process of l earn ing happen ing with i n  

i ntercu ltu ral relationsh ips seems to  be  particu larly i nfluentia l ,  for  example :  

' . . .  meeting and talking to people from d ifferent countries and 
backg rounds, of course you can ga in a lot from that cos everyone has got 
d ifferent views on th ings,  and they, they can challenge your perspective of 
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your values and you r  priorities i n  l ife because also my priorities were 
d ifferent before I came here and met so many d ifferent people {laugh ing} 

Maja: Aha ,  so they affected you? 

Yeah ,  a lot, a lot. Speaking to people from different cu ltures, when you 
see what are other values i n  d ifferent cu ltu res because if you are brought, 
I mean ,  cu lture that has certain values are genera l ised for that society, 
then you grow u p  in  there and you think  that's the best to do and then you 
think if you can't do it you are a loser {laughing} but then 

Maja :  actual ly you might be a winner in a d ifferent culture? 

Yeah {laugh ing} Yeah ,  so you real ise maybe that's not the best to do what 
everyone else's doing . You have to find yourself i n  that. '  

I ident ified to be a major story l ine 

- a story of search ing for her own 'self - staying 

faithfu l to her personal bel iefs , values and priorit ies (even if they confl ict 

with predominant norms i n  her own cu l ture) , but, at the same t ime, being 

open to other views and norms and recognis ing their influence as 

fac i l itators of further development and refinemenUchange . 

I found an analogy of ' loser-winner' powerful .  Gaining access to various 

cu ltu res and their val ues and norms not only offers an opportunity to 

broaden horizons and become more tolerant and respectfu l (both of which 

Aneta val ues h igh ly) ,  but  also he lps to locate the sense of self among 

'g lobal Other' and in that way chal lenges eth nocentrism (Ki l l ick, 2009 ,  

20 1 1 )  as wel l  as an i mage of reflection as a lone activity, conducted away 

from others (Ch ivers , 2003). Moreover, it a lso can faci l itate an 

epistemolog ical sh ift from an absolutist stan ce (there is only one correct 

way) to a mu lt ipl icity of possib le views to choose from (Perry, 1 970 , Baxter 

Magolda 2001 l, Moore , 2002 see chapter 3) .  Asked about how she knew 

that she was develop ing Aneta sa id :  

'when I see my, my values are changing a lot, I think that's the biggest 
thing . . .  the big part of developing your  personality and yourself is to be 
open because before I ,  my mind was more closed , and I was more 
focused on what my culture taught me, how I was brought up  and that's 
what I thought was ,  was a good , a good way of doing ,  (what) my parents 
had taught me (what were) their va lues a nd I thoug ht, ok maybe other 
people are doing something else, but that's not as good as what I 'm doing 
. . . s. And then I started l istening to people more and taking in  their 

The above extract also h igh l ights what 

in  Aneta's narrative 

246 



Chapter Seven 

thoughts, and their ideas and not just trying to, to force them into bel ievi ng 
in what I believe in .  And I th ink that gave me a lot. Because it's very 
im portant to l isten to what other people think so you can make, uhm 
informed conclusions . '  

Th is  sh ift, a part from a clear cogn itive developmental aspect, may a lso 

have a positive affective i nfl uence on psychological positioning of the self, 

lead ing to an increase in confidence and self-esteem and changes i n  self

portraya l .  This aspect was a lso evident in Erichsen's (20 1 0) and G i l l 's 

(2007) research , who noted that those students who manage to reach the 

final stage of intercultu ra l  learning ( ' redefin ition '  - Erichsen or 

' reconstitution'  - Gi l l) throug h  'a process of encountering and i nteracting 

with the Other' (G i l l , 2007, p . 1 76) , combine 'old' with 'new' knowledge i n  

an  integrative way (Meyer and  Land ,  2005) and are able to understand 

some sign ificant aspects of their world in  a more sophisticated way 

(Mezirow, 1 99 1  ). Hence they often become more independent, 

knowledgeable (with a broader worldview) and emerge 'stronger [and] 

more confident' (Erichsen ,  20 1 0p . 1 23, see chapter 4) . In Aneta's case the 

'when we have d iscussions I can g ive uhm,  different opinions and I can 
real ly challenge them. Because I left my home country and they're sti l l  i n  
this society, sti l l  in  that same cu ltu re, sti l l  meeting the same people, i n  the 
same town , doing the same things and jobs and I 've left the country, I 've 
m et new people, seen new things and I can real ly chal lenge them when 

their bel ieves are the best and I have to provide arguments why n ot and 
then they go: aha! {laughing} (they g ive you a note) 

I thin k  if they take my ideas in  and they start to th ink about it then that's a 
big thing because before I don't think they would . If I didn 't leave the 
country I don't think they would, they would think that I'm not doing the 
right thing if I change the way of my life or something and they would still 
force me into their path but now . . .  I can provide a rguments why I want 
my l ife to be th is way and not that way. And ,  uhm,  they can understand it 
better, and they can rea l ly understand me, hopefu l ly. even if it's a bit, to 
them {laughing}. ' (emphasis added) 

fact that she l ived in a d ifferent cu lture and saw other ways of being  in the 

world inst igated a change in how she was perceived back home: 

we're discussing things 

Maja :  mhm , mhm. How do they react to those chal lenges? 

{laugh ing}Yeah ,  yeah !  If they start argu ing because they bel ieve their, 
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Because Aneta experienced l iving abroad , among many d iverse others , 

spoke another language and 'saw the world' , her opin ions had to be taken 

more seriously - she had a footing to stand on and provide contra

argu ments i n  d iscussions ,  wh ich made her more confident and her 

position stronger. 

This extract a lso h igh l ights how relationsh ips (especial ly close ones) can 

be a source of pressu re ,  'forcing' an ind ividual to do things in a particular 

way. Aneta's example impl ies that opposing such a force may not be easy, 

u n less one has grou nds for it (and her i ntercu ltu ral experience g ives her a 

vantage poi nt) . Th is is i n  l i ne with I rving and Wi l l iams' (200 1 ) d iscussion of 

personal growth as a process that can lead to chal lenging or even 

negati ng the norms of society and Rogers' ( 1 963) idea that fol lowing one's 

own path often leads to beco ming a non-conformist , rather than becoming 

more 'adjusted ' to own cultu re (see chapter 3) . 

living  i n  a d ifferent cu lture and among cu ltu ral ly d ifferent others i nfluenced 

a lso Aneta's views o n  the h ierarchy of values in her l ife: 

' [Now] achievements for me are more, more what kind of a person you 
can be, l ike . . .  if you can understand other people and feel with them and 
help them. If you can be more opened to help other people even if you 
don't get anyth ing for it or because in the end it g ives you much better 
feeling about yourself then you ,  you earn a lot of money and I 've real ised 
that working with other people and l istening to them and gaining things 
from them is I would say the top you can get. ' 

The above quote i nd icates Aneta's move away from ind ividual istic values, 

typica l  of Western societies ( see chapter 3) more towards i nclusion 

(Kegan ,  1 982) or commun ion (Bakan ,  1 966) .  

Aneta a lso commented on a teacher- learner relationship ,  presenting 

typical relationships 'back home' as 'very d ifferent to here ! ' She perceived 

lectu rers in S lovakia to be authoritarian ,  d isinterested , unhelpfu l and 

d istant (creating 'a  big commun ication gap between the lecturer and 

students') , wh i le those here to be helpfu l ,  approachable and 'friend ly' and 

'easy going' , making students feel  welcomed and comfortable. Like many 

other students in th is research , Aneta h igh l ighted the i nformal nature of 
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relationsh ips in the UK (man ifested , for example ,  by omission of titles and 

use of fi rst names in personal comm un ication)  and an easy access to 

lectu rers (more ways of contacting them :  emai l ,  phone, in  person ,  i n  and 

I heard 

- a 

fee l ing that the lecturers 

' if you don't u nderstand anyth ing you can ask and they wi l l  find the time 
after class to expla in and g ive examples and if you sti l l  don't understand 
they wi l l  say: ok I ' l l  send you more i nformation via emai l '  

On the contrary, back home, the lecturers are perceived as unhelpfu l ,  if 

here wou ld go out of their way to hel p students: 

not patron is ing : 

'and usual ly lectu rers say: oh if you have any questions please ask but 
they don 't rea l ly mean it and if the student does ask they look stupid, they 

after class). Apart from those ,  perhaps superficial , man ifestations 

Aneta voic ing a perception of care and respect shown to the students 

look l i ke:  oh , you're so stupid you d idn 't understand it. ' 

I have commented on  these h istorica l ly d ifferent orientations to teaching i n  

GEE ( ' ivory towers')  and Western (customer-oriented ) systems of 

education , which lay the fou ndations for sign ificantly d ifferent types of 

relationsh ips and assumptions about the role and scope of HE  both in  

chapter 1 and elsewhere (Jankowska , 201l 1 ) .  Bateson and Taylor (2004) 

refer to GEE H Els  as p rovid ing an experience of 'a rite of passage' ('the 

u n iversity is not there to hold hands and wipe tears, i t  is there for young 

adu lts to learn how to get on with their l ives independently' , p .475) , where 

u niversities do not offer much pastora l  care ,  career and ind ividual 

gu idance ,  PDP or p lace an accent on personal relationshi ps with tutors. 

(4) Reading for cultural contexts and social structures 

Broader cu l tural context permeates th is whole  interview with many 

references to cu l tu ral values ,  bel iefs and norms and the real isation that 

one can become more aware of one's own cultural values in a different 

cultural context, where these clash with other people's values and bel iefs 

(Spencer-Oatey, 2000) .  This leads to questioning what 'my culture taught 

me' ,  critical ly assessing one's own cu lture and other cultures, and drawing 

from both in order to negotiate or find own ways of doing th i ngs. 

249 



Chapter Seven 

The 'clash of cu ltu res' seemed to have instigated a wide range of 

cogn itive, behaviou ra l  and affective changes in  Aneta's l ife. One factor 

contributing to the depth of the changes, cou ld be the length of time  spent 

abroad as, at the time of the i nterview, Aneta had l ived in the UK for over 

three years .  But, i n  my op in ion , Aneta's attitude  - her wi l l i ngness to l isten ,  

'take i n '  and open up ,  her active role i n  seeking opportun ities for learning 

and u nderstand ing herself, her growing self-awareness and reflexivity -

planted i n  a rich ,  sup portive and incred ibly d iverse environment wh ich 

provided many opportun ities for i ntercu ltu ral encounter, reflection and 

development were the major factors i nstigati ng profound changes in her 

Personal development ,  for  Aneta, seemed to be social ly constructed in  a 

series of exchanges between self and others and grounded in a specific 

context - l iv ing and studying in a d ifferent cu lture . 

Another issue outl ined by Aneta related to gender ro les and social 

construction of norms relati ng  to work and fami ly l ife. Although Aneta 

seemed to have a strong sense of agency there was a h int of a tension 

that she felt as a you ng woman between a wish to further develop and 

progress with her career and a wish  for a family and ch i ldren :  

' I  would l ike to have a job il
a family and I 
I 
people and more ways of doing th ings and stuff l ike that and then of 
course I would l i ke to have a fami ly and after that maybe the job, I would 
want to have a less challenging job so that I can concentrate on a family. ' 

Perhaps Aneta , at 22 , st i l l  i n  education and at the doorstep to her career, 

cou ld  a l ready sense that a woman often needs to make choices between 

a career and a fami ly or sacrifice other th ings in order to be able to do 

both , i n  a way that a man rarely does. 

l ife . 

n the futu re, that would come first before having 
wou ld l ike to be i n  a ,  some kind of a chal lenging job, where 

can learn , learn more and {laugh ing} learn more and get to know more 
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7.2 .2 .  Case study 2 :  M ike (British) 

Aged 38 at the time of the interview, M ike was enrol led on an MBA course 

at the UoB.  He was a mature student with fami ly responsib i l ities, retu rn i ng 

to education (a Master's degree obtained in 1 993) after years of working in 

the fie ld of engineering ,  with a desire to change h is career. He had 

decided to do an MBA a couple of years before and prepared himself, 

especial ly fi nancial ly ,  so that he could take a year out and concentrate on 

h is stud ies. 

need to change someth ing . In Mike's case the fee l ing of l iving for work, 

instead of working to l ive and bei ng a ble to spend time with his young 

chi ld ren instigated reflection on whether he should continue cl imbing the 

career ladder or opt out of the ' rat race' and have a more balanced l ife . 

Although Mike had not m ade a fina l  decision about h is future ,  havi ng the 

time to reflect, away from work, wh i le he was studying for an MBA helped 

d istance h imself and th i nk  th ings through .  Moreover, th rough PDP tasks 

introd uced in  the cou rse as wel l  as during some tra in ing previously 

provided by h is com pany, Mike became more self-aware and began 

(1) Reading for the plot and the researcher's response to the narrative 

The lead ing motif of th is interview was about 'being at the crossroads' , 

having an identifying moment ( 'reflection or epiphany') - a moment of a 

real isation that one is not satisfied with a particular aspect of one's l ife and 

question ing the val ues and what was real ly important in  l ife ( ' it's 

dangerous because it got me thinking') .  Hence Mike started challenging 

the prevalent d iscou rses of employabi l ity, competitiveness and mobi l ity 

(cl imb ing a socia l  ladder) and grappl ing with more personal , inner 

development (Draper, 2009)n- in I rving and Wi l l iams' (200 1 )  terms turn ing 

to more metaphysical searches. This shows that PDP can indeed have a 

potential to enhance self-awareness and support personal  growth (see 

d iscussion i n  chapter 3) ,  but th is cannot be simply assumed as not a l l  

students may be ready for such explorations and , as I explained i n  chapter 

3 ,  many staff mem bers are not able to support students in such 

endeavours.  Mike seemed to have embraced more private (Draper, 2009) 
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aspects of PDP due to h is personal ci rcumstances (a crisis) wh ich 

prompted h im  to question the prevalent norms and search for his own 

path . This ,  as M ike h imself observed , is ' risky' as it requires stepping off 

the beaten track and embarking on a much more uncertain , open-ended 

journey and thi nking beyond the immediate future (general ly not 

encou raged in  academ ia ,  as Clegg , 20 1 0 ,  argued) .  

Reflexivity and  ope nness to  feedback was M ike's forte. He talked about 

self-analysis, feedback from others (pointing  to the importance of social 

exchange in learn ing and development, see chapter 3), the need to plan , 

reflect and review as wel l  as d ifferent 'development needs in  d ifferent 

areas' , h igh l ighting that it is important to analyse ou rselves and plan 

development based on that analysis. 

Accord ing to Mike auto-reflection requ i res a degree of honesty and critical 

analysis which may not be easy to do ( 'you may have resistance i n itial ly to 

doing this; you might be in denial for a whi le' ) .  Identifying and analysing 

what one rea l ly needs to improve on is a feature of private PDP (Draper, 

2009) .  This kind of analysis can clash with an institut ional , publ ic face of 

PDP and be particu larly d ifficult as students are often tra ined to write 

reflections that staff and employers want to see and showcasing their 

achievements (for the purposes of employa bi l ity) ,  wh ich , as Draper (2009) 

argues, i nvolves avo id ing mentioning anything 'bad ' .  

For  M ike i t  is  important to include also feedback from others and 

acknowledge their  comments (wh ich also may not be easy for many 

people) . By do ing th is ,  we may d iscover th i ngs we may wish to change. 

employab i l ity. However, for Mike ,  PD is a l so about learn ing to empath ise 

with other people (for example those of other cu ltu ral backgrounds) and 

And ,  for Mike, PD ' is a l l  about personal g rowth real ly, understanding 

yourself better, your  inner and outer, pub l ic self , change and progression . 

Taking on board feedback and reflecting  on  it can a lso enhance 

feel ing of self-actual isation ( 'reach[ing] the 5 th level of Maslow ['s 

h ierarchy]') .  I n  this respect, Mike, s im i larly to Aneta, was pointi ng to the 
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importance of social ( i nclud i ng intercu ltu ral )  exchanges in learn ing and 

development (see chapter 3) and more com munal val ues (empathy, u n ity) . 

Researcher's response 

Mike was professionally more experienced than I, confident, at ease with 
himself and the interview situation. He was also a good 'story teller', 
leading the interview and talking with the help of minimal prompts. 
Therefore the interview felt different, more equal and more co
constructive, like a conversation with a scope for learning from each 
other's experiences and reflections. 

Mike was 'at the crossroads', in a psychologically difficult position, 
grappling with his feelings of deep personal dissatisfaction and the need 
for change in his life. I empathised with him on many levels - perhaps the 
most strongly as a parent of a young child. Listening to Mike, I asked 
myself similar questions to the ones he was asking: is it worth working so 
hard and having no time for my child? Do I really want a 'career' or do I 
want a peaceful life with my family? I also reflected on how complex and 
multi-faceted life becomes with family and career and how unaware other 
interviewees seemed to be of what was ahead of them. 

Mike's openness to learning from other cultures and questioning of his 
own culture drew my attention. He seemed to be enjoying intercultural 
exchanges, acknowledging learning opportunities arising from them and 
considering culturally different beliefs, norms and priorities. It contradicted 
the common view that British students tend not to engage in intercultural 
exchanges, or are untouched by them and provided evidence for the 
desirable effects of 'Internationalisation at Home' (chapter 4).  

Although Mike did not  struggle with reflection and other PDP activities (he 
referred to several PDP and CPD activities which he took up voluntarily, 
such as for example, 360n° review at work ), he expressed a clear need for 
guidance in this area (for example, signposting students, mentoring at 
work) and indicated that PDP/CPD may be hard to do (especially initially 
because you need to know where to start and because it requires a 
degree of honesty as well as ability to handle feedback, see also chapter 
8): 

' but it's ,  it's pretty, there's awful lots of guidance but you only rea l ly got to 
bite into books and read how you can analyse yourself so it's qu ite hard 
in it ial ly because you just don't know where to start. So it does require a bit 
of thoughts and perhaps doing mind mapping would help with that' 

I kept returning to these issues in my thoughts - if students like Mike and 
Aneta, arguably highly reflective and eager to engage in PDP, highlight the 
need for guidance how can we expect other students to engage with PDP 
(unless we provide the structure and guidance) ? If exposing yourself to 
feedback can be psychologically threatening for students how can we 
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jump into PDP activities without building respectful, trusty relationships 
and classroom/ online environments? 

(2) Reading for the voice of the 'I' 

Mike spoke th roughout the interview i n  several d ist inctive voices, among 

them a confident and knowledgeable voice of an experienced 

professional , a doubt ing and question ing voice of someone at the 

'crossroads' - hesitati ng ,  reflecting , weight i ng  th ings u p  i n  order to make a 

decision and a frustrated and angry voice of d isappo intment with the CPD 

procedu res and the management style of h is boss . 

The reflective , question i ng ,  search ing voice was strong ly marked 

throughout the interview, especia l ly  when M i ke spoke of h i s  need to 

change h is  career, ga in  more work-l ife balance and make important 

decisions .  He left a wel l-paid and estab l ished career in order to have the 

time and space to reflect on h is l ife and the path he wanted to take .  

' I  d id seem reflecting in  the  summer  and I was getting a bit fed up with 
th ings,  I thought: why am I do ing this? So taking the year out for MBA, it 
a l lows me reflection to think about a) do I want to continue with a rat race 
or b) have a better work life balance? I 've got two chi ldren and stuff l ike 
that , you know. ' 

'Am I motivated by money or am I not? You know. Do I want al l  the 
polit ica l  punch ups and the corporate envi ronment and the rat race or do I 
not?' 

' I 'm having a bit of a th inking moment: do I 
and fight, because it's a war i n  the companies, as I 
want to , not do that? Maybe work for another company, which is smal ler 
and there is no pol itics as such so maybe take a pay cut and earn less but 
be happier? So I 've got these sort of things to weigh  up . ' 

ambitions (a clear, strong and agentic voice of the ' I ' :  I want, I need , I 'd 

l i ke ,  I hope, I wil l ,  etc . )  and h is  CPD experience at work and the learner's 

ro le i n  edu cat ion (a passive , lacki ng agency and active engagement voice 

of someone who is being to ld what to do) :  

want to stand in the rat race 
d iscovered , or do I 

I observed a strik ing d ifference in M ike's voice when he spoke of th ings he  

was passionate about ,  especia l ly h is PD and  learn ing  and  h is  d reams and 

'you're told you must prepare for your  performance review but you ' re not 
rea l ly g iven lots of gu idance on  it, on how, how long . And it's ,  where first 
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be honest, it was very top down in hierarchy and 
afterwards than in the beg inn ing ,  which for me, it is not what 

started ,  it was just simply a process and you ' re just processed, how much 
you've done,  tick, you know, uhm I d idn 't get an enormous value out if it to 

I a lways felt worse 
I expected. 

And I wanted to be, to have a mentor and coach, who'd have a lot more 
experience and would be wiser and whom I cou ld  learn from , and that 
wasn't the scenario where ,  where I was in so to me that was destructive 
rather than productive . '  

composed the fol lowing ' I  poem' out of Mike's above utterances , wh ich 

h igh l ig hts the opposit ion of the two voices: 

where I fi rst started 

you're told you must prepare for your performance review 

but you're not really given lots of guidance on it 

you ' re just processed 

how much you've done, tick 

I didn't get an enormous value out if it 

I always felt worse afterwards than in the beg inn ing 

it is not what I expected 

I wanted to be, to have a mento r  and coach 

Whom I could learn from 

The way Mike spoke about h is  CPD experiences at work resembled 

Aneta's criticism of PDP at the un iversity. H is  voice became passive and 

resistant when he talked about 'being processed' for the sake of a 

performance review ( imposed , i nstitutional face of PDP, serving 

employers' , rather than an ind ivid ual 's ,  needs ,  Draper, 2009) . He criticised 

the lack of gu idance, support and appreciative spirit in this mechan ical 

process. He also expressed h is  wish to have a good mentor who could 

gu ide him and help rea l ise h is potential at work (high l ighting the 

importance of re lationsh ips and social situatedness of the process) and a 

manager who wou ld be more encourag ing ,  i nstead of deprecating.  

I nterestingly, M ike - a reflective , engaged and h igh ly motivated learner sti l l  

bel ieved he needed to be taught, mentored or gu ided and he needed 

certain  structu res and mechanisms to be in place in order to learn and 

develop academica l ly, professional ly and personally. 
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S im i larly M i ke perceived the learner in an educational context as a passive 

receiver of knowledge ,  which fou nd its expression in the fol lowing phrases: 

'the learner is supposed to be a sponge and soak it a l l  up' 

'wel l ,  in this cou rse we are taught to do critical think ing'  

' it can be taught to some extent' 

'this year  I 've been told that uhm , by the lecturers that it's not sort of 
customer relationsh ip' 

I was puzzled by M ike's  attitude to knowledge and h is respect for the 

teachers' authority expressed by h is need to 'be taught' in a formal 

educational context. He valued a clear h ierarch ica l  structu re (a more 

tradit ional approach to education) where knowledge is passed on from the 

experts to apprent ices.  This seemed to be the legacy of h is previous 

educational experience :  

'when I was at the  university uhm,  1 4  years ago ,  i t  was very much sort of 
I 'd say, top down, a lecturers() hierarch ica l  thing whereas now it's sounds 
to me l ike it's a flatter, (sort of playing field) uhm, and it's probably less us 
and them scenario . . .  a lot of lectu rers don't put their qual ifications on the 
p rojectors and their  overheads ,  they just i ntroduce themselves by thei r  
first and last name, which I can ,  I can see it's lowered the h ierarchy a b it 
but I 'd actually l i ke to know that I am being lectured by professor Biogs 
because then it's qu ite clear that they know what they're talking about, 
they've got their qual ifications. ' 

Th is ind icates that the trend I o bserved ( in the l iterature on  Western 

versus Eastern conceptual isations of teach ing and learn ing ,  see section 

4 .3 .4 in chapter 4) to deprecate a more trad itional  educational  h ierarchy 

in the UK. 

When I was writi ng a n  article i n  wh ich I reflected on issues of h ierarchy 

and an image of CEE un iversities as trad itional ' ivory towers ' (rather than 

sites of student-centred learn ing ,  Jankowska , 20 1 1 ) ,  several of my B ritish 

col leagues suggested that the i r  experience of education , a few decades 

ago ,  in the UK was s im i lar to the one I was descr ib ing as prevalent in 

many CEE countries. Likewise , Trahar (2006)  offers that: 

with its typical power d istan ce (Hofstede, 1 986,  1 989) - sti l l  prevalent i n  

China ,  Africa and GEE,  i s  indeed q u ite a recent phenomenon 
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To claim that my student-centred approach to teaching and learn ing has 
developed from my  experiences of participating in a learner-centred environment, 
which reflects the ind ividua l istic concept of self-actual isation Rogers ,  1 994), is 
i ronic because I wou ld not defi ne my earl ier experiences of education as learner
centred (p .48, orig inal em phasis) . 

Perhaps then it is not a contrad iction  in Mike's narrative , but an echo of h is 

past educational experiences, which are qu ite d ifferent to what students 

experience now, over 1 0  years l ater .  

Mike also mentioned several concepts , theories and authors which 

seemed to substantia l ly influence his th inking and u nderstand ing .  He 

actively looked for answers to questions about how these concepts l i nk  to 

real ity and can be used to expla in th ings he observed in  h is l ife and 

practice . I wondered whether h is idea of a student who ' is supposed to be 

a sponge and soak it a l l  up '  contributed to a tendency to 'soak up '  these 

various  concepts , ideas, theories a bit uncrit ical ly ,  especia l ly  where M ike 

accepted various labels such as personal ity traits from the MBTI 

questionna i re ,  Hofstede's d imensions of culture or Maslow's h ierarchy of 

needs :  

' I 've done some reading in the l iterature and they're saying that MBT I  is a 
very good indicator to , to managerial success so I hope I 've got the right 
MBTI { laugh ing} traits . '  

'since I 've been doing MBTI stuff I 'm ,  I 'm ,  actually potential ly one of two, 
I 'm either  in a EST J or ESFJ, depending on which questions you do. '  

'self-actual isation perhaps, you may reach the 5th level of Maslow and feel 
pretty good about yourself. ' 

This fascination with various  concepts and theories seemed to be at odds  

with Mike's reflexivity and need for critical thinking i n  learn ing .  I t  i nd icated 

the acceptance of knowledge as val id (because it comes from 

academical ly acknowledged sources). 

However, a lthough M ike was h igh ly influenced by 'the l iteratu re' he was 

not completely uncritical or unquestion i ng :  

'the thing is ,  it is contextual like if you have a bad day at work you cou ld 
be reacting bad ly and d oing al l  th is {sighs} FJ , maybe overreacting to the 
stuff, or if you had a ca lm ,  good d ay, and you d id a bit of th inking so 
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you' re T J, you know and it also depends on who you're dealing with , I 
think. ' 

He recogn ised that d ifferent questionnai res and tools  need to be treated 

with a dose of doubt because they are contextual and the score may 

depend on various factors - they are not fu l ly rel iable and do not show the 

whole pictu re. 

In other parts of the interview, Mike underl i ned the importance of critica l 

and analytical th inking, reflection and question ing (not accepting others' 

views uncritica l ly and decid ing for you rself) . Hence ,  he seemed to make a 

d isti nction between persona l , reflexive , less tang ib le development, where 

self-analysis ,  self-question ing and agency p lay an important ro le and more 

tangib le ,  subject-oriented learn ing ,  wh ich can be imparted to the learner 

by the teacher. 

(3) Reading for relationships 

Like Aneta , M ike concentrated on h is relationsh i p  with h imself (voiced i n  

h i s  doubts and reflections) .  He real ised that he  had not been i n  touch with 

h is  own feel i ngs and thoughts and needed to change th is  situation if he 

d ia logue and develop in  th is way. 

Mike also mentioned learn ing relationsh ips ,  incl ud i ng the h igh ly 

h ierarch ical teacher-learner relationsh i p  described in  the read ing above , 

participate in  face-to-face interactions - social , co-constructive aspects of 

learn ing and development (see chapter 3). He gave an example of 

d ifficu lties that part-time students face and h igh l ighted the issue of 

belong ing to the group :  

wanted to have a happier, more balanced l ife . He actively  searched for 

activities and tools  through which he wou ld be able to engage in  a self

' I  need the interaction ,  I need discussion, uhm, so I l i ke the idea of 
lectures and the feedback I 've had from some part-time MBA students it's 
very hard because they basically have the book in front of them or an 
on l i ne course and they do miss on the i nteraction,  (not) coming to lectu res 

and work relationsh ips. He perceived the importance of having 

opportun ities to share learn ing with others , get i nval uable feedback and 
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so this semester some part-timers are coming to do a fu l l  t ime lecture on 
particu lar  modu les to get the interactivity. Because they need the 
belonging , you know, Maslow's bottom () belong to a cohort, I think they 
found it d ifficult to be on their own , in isolation and they perhaps don't 
meet other people so often . '  

Cad man (2005 ,  see chapter 4)  h igh l ighted in  her  writing belong ing and 

connection with others and the im portance of the opportun ities for 

d ialogue ,  shari ng and learn ing from others as central i n  learn ing .  The need 

for ind ivid ual  learn ing and reflection , in Mike's narrative, is i nterspersed 

with the need for belong ing and sharing .  Th is ,  in my view, can be 

explained i n  l i ght of Kegan's ( 1 982) model of development, wh ich 

emphasises the dynamic  tension between independence and i nclus ion 

that creates an opportu n ity for ach ieving a complex i nterind ividua l  ba lance 

(see chapter 3 ) .  

Mike referred to  h i s  relationsh i ps at work (as  wel l as a t  the  un iversity) as 

sparki ng cu riosity and reflection because most of h is  col leagues (and co

learners) were not Brit ish and this provided h im with an o pportun ity to 

reflect on B ritishness and the ro le of cu ltu ral values i n  l ife,  and question 

them,  to some extent. 

He also d iscussed a dysfunctional re lationsh ip with his boss: 

' I  just need a different boss, I don't mind the actual job, it 's the wrong 
boss , for me and uhm I ,  I th ink in itia l ly that was an awfu l real isatio n  but at 
the end of the day if it isn't working ,  you know, and I wasn't happy, then ,  
you know, you've got to make some changes so you know, hopeful ly ,  I 
wi l l  have learned from the MBA and reflecting and uhm hopefu l ly I can get 
a d ifferent boss somewhere who is better for me {laugh ing}. '  

(4) Reading for cultural contexts and social structures 

Issues of cu ltural  contexts and social structures permeate Mike's narrative. 

Even though Mike expressed h is  openness and interest i n  other cu ltu res 

l examples of 'a 

typical Western' 'qu ite selfish' ind ividual ism - being interested in own gain 

and bettering yourself ( rather than th i nking about a com munity o r  society), 

and considered other values, bel iefs and pr iorities h is voice a lso 

expressed an opposition 'we-them' , clearly contrasting cu ltu res and , at 

times, expressing stereotypical views. He provided severa
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material ism (accumu lation of goods and materia l i stic perception of 

success) and log ical , l i near and critical th i nki ng ( h igh l ighted by Clegg i n  

her numerous critiques of prevalent ind ividua l ism , agency and 

competitiveness, for example 20 1 0 , see chapter 3) .  M ike contrasted these 

ind ividua l istic a nd materia l istic tendencies with perspectives in other 

cultu res where i nner, personal  g rowth and he lp ing others is more 

im portant and where satisfaction is derived from respect other people 

show for th i s  k ind of dedication :  

' in the West, rightly o r  wrongly we seem to th ink we need to accumulate 
lots of stuff, lots of possessions , lots of tang ibles, the big house, car, you 
know, so qu ite showy I think ,  whereas in other cu ltures I 'm aware it's 
about inner, personal growth, you know, they don't need any 
possessions. '  

'and I 've got a fai rly uhm ,  star l ike m ind map here . . .  a typical Western , 
{laugh ing} log ical star map, I th ink but I have been qu ite selfish i n  a way, 
because of, of, u nder Hofstede's character . . .  cultural characteristics 
being Engl ish I 'm  qu ite i nd ividualistic, so I haven't included anything l ike 

you know, have car, a handful of k ids ,  steady job,  () stuff. So , you know, 
you wouldn't be going well not having a steady job and doing , being a 
sponge i n  your own society, you need to be a contributor. ' 

He was also aware of a general context of the fast-paced , constantly 

changing and com plex real ity we l ive i n ,  with all the pressures of modern 

l ife ( lack of t ime and resources to deal with everyth i ng ,  issues around 

hand l i ng  pressure and maintain ing a healthy l ife-work balance) and 

constantly g rowing knowledge ,  technolog ical changes, which requ i re a 

g reat degree of flexib i l ity and contin uous learn ing in order  to adapt ,  

'survive' and ' keep u p' with everyth i ng .  Mike perceived his workplace as 

an example of such a com plex social structu re with a specific set of norms 

(to which not everyone adhered) .The d isappointment with his boss's 

managerial style (described above) contributed to M ike's feel ings that it 

was not worth fu l ly committing  and 'burn ing h imself out' and instigated 

fu rther reflection about h is position i n  the company, the future and what he 

real ly wanted to do in h is l ife: 

uhm bui ld ing the country or rel ig ion or anything l ike it. ' 

'everybody's individual i n  this respect, some have () d ifferent needs but 
being Engl ish, uhm,  it's a sort of norm that you are expected to ach ieve,  
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'my motivation was to l ive to work and I am very passionate about work 
but I wasn't getting what I needed in Maslow's hierarchy () so I decided I 
was offeri ng the company too much, I was very committed , and I burned 
myself out, being stressed and all that so I think the next job I have 1 (' 1 1) be 
more pragmatic and just work to l ive and uhm ,  be, in some ways a bit 
awkward , which I came across people l ike that in my previous job, wh ich 
wou ld just d rive me nuts because they, they weren't passionate, 
motivated and committed to the same extent as me. But I can () uhm I got 
the th ings I needed l ike Maslow's hierarchy then I wou ld  have thought it 
was worthwhi le so the next job I 'm going to be a lot more pragmatic about 
and , and i n  some ways it's just playing a game l ike everyone else's does , 
you on ly do  what you have to do,  rather than what actual ly needs to be 
done, which is a terrible attitude to work but that's ,  that's modern art, isn't 
it? So, I have, I 've had my  learning i n  that respect, yeah ,  which is ,  I 'm  not 
proud of it but that's what everybody does and that's not very good , in my 
opin ion ,  work eth ics but, but that's the Western game,  isn't it? So it's 
(what's in it) for me {laughing} which I never, as far as that l ine of th inking 
unti l I went on some very eye opening courses in , i n  (QonQT) this year  
about (a  l ot of) stuff, you know, ( )  teams, motivation ,  that sort of th ing so 
some,  some very (valuable) people, externa l  trainers whoe( )  my company 
so yeah it's dangerous because it got me thinking and now, now I am 
{laughing}. ' 

Although ,  at a cog n itive leve l ,  M ike d ecided he needed to g ive l ess and  

'p lay the same (Western) game' as  everyone else does,  h is voice 

expressed d isappo intment and b itterness as such an attitude  confl icted 

with h is  val u es of commitment, motivation and passion for work, wh ich he  

d ecided to  shed in  exchange for  a more mean ingfu l  l ife. Th is example 

bri ngs out  the complexity of work places with the i r  d isti nctive cu ltures (and 

rel ationsh ips i nfl uencing them)  and the cha l lenges that people face . On 

the one hand a g loba l , fast-paced and chang ing environment provides us 

with more oppo rtun it ies than ever, but on the other it puts a lot of pressure 

on huma n  beings to 'keep up' , stay in the ' race' and 'survive' . 

7 .2 .3 .  Case study  3 :  Mei (Chinese) 

Aged 21 at the time of the interview, Mei was enro l led on an MSc Fi nance 

a nd Busi ness Management course at the UoB.  I t  was her second year i n  

t h e  UK and a t  the UoB.  She had completed her undergradu ate study a lso 

at the UoB - BSc Advertising and Marketing as a '2+1 ' degree , which 
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i nvolved studying two years in Ch ina and the third year in the UK with a 

fi nal award g iven by the UoB.  

(1) Reading for the plot and the researcher's response to the narrative 

Mei's main narrative was a story of PD seen as a veh icle to become useful 

to society, contr ibute and become a (smal l )  part of a bigger mechan ism . 

Mei wanted to do her own 'b it' i n  her society and , more loca l ly ,  i n  a 

com pany that may em ploy her i n  the futu re .  

In  her narrative , PD was ma in ly about academic and career development 

and slotting i nto a designated place in  the h ierarchy of com plex social 

relationsh ips. I t  was not about persona l  change or transformation , but 

about bettering knowledge in order to serve your employer, society and 

fu lfi l l i ng your  duties. 

generations). She a lso ta l ked about PD as someth ing  that shou ld fu lfi l 

fam i ly expectations. 

Mei a lso referred to the Ch inese h igh ly competitive em ployment market 

with many graduates competing for jobs and the need to stand out from 

the crowd . At the time of the interview, Mei was focused on find ing another 

part-t ime job with a motivation to gain more expe rience, and in that way to 

gain an upper hand i n  the competitive market back home. I felt th is was 

more im portant than the financial aspect, a lthough  Mei was proud she 

cou ld contribute to covering her cost of l iv ing i n  the UK. 

Mei a lso narrated in  deta i l  the d ifferences i n  pedagogic  approaches and 

the etiquette of the classroom behaviour, h igh l ig hting ' huge d ifference' 

between the two cou ntries . She expla i ned that there is much more contact 

t ime in China, the classroom atmosphere is ' pretty serious' , fo rmal , 

h ierarchica l ,  teacher-centred and commun ication is h ig h ly structured -

students do not interrupt, ask questions or speak without perm ission .  She 

Mei h igh l ighted that, as a Ch inese, she felt a very deep con nection to her 

parents and a reciprocal sense of responsib i l ity (also for the future 
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felt that an Engl ish classroom was re laxed and informal and the 

relationsh ip between teacher and students was friend ly .  

Mei enjoyed the mu lt icu ltu ral environment of the UoB and the opportu n ity 

to talk  to students of various backgrounds ,  for example in  groupwork 

activities.  

At the end of the i nterview Mei came back to the issue of self-centred ness 

and ind ividual ism of people in  the UK: ' I  th ink China is more ,  they a re 

more about each other  and work but here everyone do their  own 

business' . 

Although  she made an active effort to learn more about Brit ish cu ltu re and 

to ga in  more work experience ,  Me i  seemed to  position herself more as a 

temporary sojou rner, focused main ly o n  obta in ing her degree and gai n i ng  

some work experience she  cou ld use  back i n  Ch ina .  

Researcher's response 

I was surprised that a young person, like Mei, had such a strong need to 
be useful to society and by the meaning Mei ascribed to the notion of 
usefulness - not a sacrifice of the individual life for the sake of the country 
or other people, but usefulness on a much smaller scale (Just as a small 
employee in a big family to, to do my job . . .  and give my experience and 
working hard?. Mei did not have a big vision or personal ambition; she just 
wanted to fulfil her duties and contribute to the collective efforts in the best 
way possible. She a/so wanted to 'give back' to her parents and, in the 
future, give her love, respect, knowledge and experience to the next 
generation. I found it thoughtful and mature, especially for such a young 
person as Mei. 

Many parts of this interview reminded me of the era of communism in 
Eastern Europe and I found myself reflecting on how a particular political 
and social system may affect people 's lives and their way of thinking. I 
was, for example, moved by Mei's reflections on the necessity to 'have 
connections' in order to gain a good employment (something that both my 
father, and later I, experienced in Poland). 

It seemed that in this complex web of social connections one has to find 
her/ his place and play a role in the society - be useful and contribute to 
the society, in Mei's words. On the one hand I can see how having her 
own place in the bigger scheme of things may give Mei a sense of 
belonging, reassurance and a sense of communal purpose. However, at  
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the same time it disagrees with my vision of a human being able to 
achieve their potential (instead of being slotted into a chosen spot) .  

Mei's desire to gain more work experience to gain an  upper hand on the 
market and her strong belief in the value of education also resonated with 
both my own experience and stories shared by other students (for 
example, many GEE students reported studying for two or more degrees, 
sometimes consecutively and in two different countries, see Jankowska, 
201d1). 

I found myself thinking that Mei was a sojourner who stopped here only for 
a moment; I did not see the signs or attempts to become more familiar with 
the host culture or to draw from it. I found some Mei's comments 
especially about teachers here difficult to swallow (see the reading for 
relationships below) and some other observations quite superficial (the 
type that a holiday maker would make about a host country). Although Mei 
talked about the experience of living in another culture as 'broaden[ing] 
[her] eyesight' she referred mainly to living in 'a total different culture ' and 
making 'a lot of friends from different countries '. I kept wondering whether 
Mei spent a lot of time among her Chinese friends and her experience of 
'a total different culture' was informed by this. 

(2) Reading for the voice of the 'I ' 

Read ing for the voice of the ' I '  was more d ifficult in  Mei's case. This was 

partial ly because I am less fam i l iar with the way of expressing that may be 

more typical for Chinese students ( I  found myself u nderstand ing easi ly 

various CEEs' ung rammatical expressions and awkward language 

translations because of my fami l iarity with the language structu re and 

ways of expressing ideas - an  aspect of being an i nsider researcher, as I 

explained in chapter 2). Hence, whi le read ing for the voice of the ' I ' ,  I kept 

asking myself: is i t  an awkward trans lation ,  transfer of a g rammatical 

structure or Mei's un ique way of expressing herself, wh ich may suggest 

the s ign ificance of some excerpts? 

Nonetheless I felt Mei's voice was strong and ind ividual (' I ') when she 

talked about her fam i ly ,  her education and career ambitions ,  her goals and 

specific ways of learn ing ,  for example: 

'maybe I wil l  work here for one, two years, and then go back to Ch ina .  
Because I ,  I want to spend time with my fam i ly and , and spent it with my 
father (here). So maybe, it has much percentage that I wi l l  go back to 
China . '  
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' I th ink I don 't want to be, uhm,  management or  senior, senior 
management, management, I j ust want to be a worker in  a b ig fami ly, 
uhm,  a big company. ' 

However, when asked about PD ,  its defin ition ,  notici ng development or 

plann ing it, Mei spoke in a much more impersona l  vo ice : 

'Personal development, uhm ,  il
to , to , to adopt in the society and to do ,  uhm,  usefu l o r  contributi ng to the 
society and just to develop our, uhm , myself. ' 

'Uhm,  it 's the development of u hm ,  myself to make me, make myself be 
useful and to contri buting to the society and (then )l ( )  mhm ,  make 
satisfied , satisfy our, my fami ly and maybe in the near future our ch i ldren 
and uhm, the next generation . '  

Me i  strongly identified with the  Ch inese cu ltu re which became evident in  

her language - she used 'we' , 'our' to refer to d ifferent practices i n  Ch ina 

and 'they' when  she referred to , for example, teachi ng in the U K. The way 

Mei spoke about being usefu l and contributing to her society and not 

pursu ing her own goals contrad icts the d iscourse of PDP as centred on 

ind ividua l ity, competition and self-centeredness (for exam ple,  Clegg , 

201 0)  and is  a l igned more with how col lectiv istic cu l tures emphasise 

common ,  rather than ind ividua l ,  goals and perce ive success as involving 

sign ificant others (the fami ly, peers or a society as a whole, Sa l l i l i ,  200 1  ). 

Moreover, Mei's eth ical concerns for the futu re generations ind icate that 

for her the scale of development is much longer and broader ('today's 

chi ld [for Ch inese] is tomorrow's ancestor' , Pratt, 1 999 ,  cited i n  Kennedy, 

2002 , p .432) ,  transcend ing time and space, as opposed to the typical 

'short-term , fast and i n im ical to reflection about longer term eth ical 

consequences' (Clegg ,  201 0 ,  p .347) timescale of PDP promoted in the U K  

HE .  

Relationsh ips were particu larly i m portant for Mei . The fi rst and strongest 

relat ionship was the one with her fami ly and Mei also saw the fami ly bond 

as cu ltu ral ly foregrou nd ed in Ch inese society. She h igh l ighted how 

ch i ld ren are a priority for parents and how parents try to g ive their ch i ldren 

everyth ing they can ,  especial ly a good qual ity education (Mei  referred to 

t's to , uhm,  develop my personal character 

(3) Reading for relationships 
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her father supporting her financial ly and investing in  her education) .  I n  

return , ch i ld ren are g ratefu l and  respectfu l and  feel they have to love the i r  

parents back and 'satisfy' the i r  fami ly i n  the future :  

'my fami ly i s  very important to me ,  because in  China, uhm ,  fami ly, uhm,  
influence the ch i ld ren very much since you was young and the parents 
mean a lot to our, to our Chinese, uhm,  ch i ldren ,  ou r  parents put thei r 
chi ldren in  the fi rst p lace, they think, th ink about, everything about their  
ch i ld and uhm,  a lso the chi ld uhm ,  respect our parents and love our 
parents back. Oh, so fami ly is real ly important to our  Chinese . '  

Kennedy (2002) points to th is  very tangib le debt to the fami ly that needs to 

be paid off, and , as exp la ined above, for Mei , the notion of fam i ly and 

responsib i l ity for own fam i ly is then extended also to the futu re 

generations (a feel ing of responsib i l ity for the next generation)  as wel l  as  

the workplace (Mei saw rel ationsh ips with i n  a company as fam i ly-l i ke and 

this is h igh l ighted by the way she i nterchanged the words 'fami ly' and 

'company' : ' I just want to be a worker in a big fami ly ,  uhm,  a big company, 

and just a smal l employee in a big fami ly to , to do my job') . It seems that 

Mei had a strong need to belong social ly to a fam i ly ,  com pany and society 

and she accepted the need for social transactions where she wou ld fu lfi l 

her duties and in retu rn be accepted as a part of a g roup .  Th is is i n  l i ne  

with Tweed and Lehman's (2002) d iscussion of the importance of 

interpersonal relationsh ips and in-grou p cohesion as wel l  as the role of 

models (both contemporary and ancient) ,  emphasised strongly i n  

Confucian approach and Ken nedy's (2002) d iscussion of a strong sense of 

socia l  responsib i l ity with in  a network of mutual  ob l igations (see chapter 4) .  

Relationships with friends and socia l  development are a lso mentioned 

th roughout the interview and i nd icated as important for learn ing .  Mei 

enjoyed getting together with both her Ch inese friends and formal ly set u p  

mu lticu ltu ral g roups to d iscuss and complete var ious assign ments. Friends 

(not teachers) a re a lso the fi rst po int of cal l  if  Mei has any questions:  

' if I have questions for the teacher I just ask fi rst for my friend and 
sometime I send emai l  to the teacher, here [in the UK] .  In China uhm , a lso 
ask friends, I ,  I rare ly ask teacher for question .  
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Maja: So you don't ask in the classroom? 

No, I 'm not. I just ask friends. ' 

Relationships with teachers in  Ch ina are based on  respect - they are 

h ierarch ical and formal . The teacher is not there to be a friend , but to 

impart knowledge. I sensed Mei 's admi ration for Ch inese teachers and her 

acceptance of power relationships ,  d istance and a gap in  communication : 

' I n  China . . .  the student respect the teacher, uhm ,  people th ink the 
teacher, the teaching job is very ,  uhm ,  very a h ig h  name and good . And 
here I th ink  teacher and student sometimes can be friends and they a re 
talk a lot at each other, and they have . . .  a n ice atmosphere with each 
other. In class we can ta lk  and laug h ,  uhm ,  and do something else , we 
can eat and drink and i n  China we can't, the class is (always) pretty 
serious because . . .  the teacher talk, sometimes teacher ask questions 
and the student answer but in the, uhm ,  sometimes students ask 
questions but we can 't tal k in  aloud , we can't ,  we just l isten to the teacher 
and , uhm write and do the note . . .  I record [my questions] and after class 
ask friends,  I ask friends. Actua l ly, when student ask teacher the q uestion 
we ask our question between , between the break time.  We,  we not ask 
when we in class when the teacher was teach ing . '  

This respect for teachers has been h igh l ighted by Tweed and Lehman's 

(2002 , see chapters 1 and 4) d iscussion of respectfu l learn i ng  and looking  

up to  those 'who provide models of virtue' (p . 92) . Turner (2006) also 

pointed out that such respect finds its expression in  students' obedience 

and close fol lowing of teachers' d i rection , often pejoratively referred to i n  

the  Western academia as treating lecturers 'as close to gods' (B iggs , 

1 999 , cited in  De Vita , 2007, p . 1 56) .  

Although Mei perceived re lat ionsh ips with teachers at the UoB as friend ly 

and the classroom atmosphere as relaxed and 'n ice' ,  I also sensed certain  

amount  of  depreciation ,  especia l ly in  h er words about teachers hav ing less 

(and easier) work: 

'here, hmm the teacher is more easier, they just put materia l  in  a BREO 1 3  

and  a student download and  in the class we just read through the 
materia l .  Yes, so, and the students don't have that much questions but i n  
China we ask a lot of  questions ,  mhhh ,  so  i t  makes the teacher very 
busy. '  

l 3  BREO - an abbreviation for Blackboard-based virtual learning environment, customised and 
used at the University of Bedfordshire 

267 



Chapter Seven 

(4) Reading for cultural contexts and social structures 

The contexts of complex social relationsh ips as wel l  as the h igh ly  

competitive employment market permeate the interview. Mei perceived 

having 'connections' as one of the main factors in obta in ing a job and 

progressing i n  a career. She contrasted th is with what she perceived to be 

a more equal  opportun ities market in the U K: 

' I n  China the competit ion is very high .t . . .  But here I th ink everybody is ,  
have chance to win something , everybody's fair, here ,  people is in the fi rst 
p lace so,  we can have a chance to do  everything we want. I n  China,  it's 
very hard because in China the relationsh ip  is very important so . . .  if you 
have a relative who is a management in the company it's easy to get in 
the company. So the re lationsh ip is important . . .  because there are so 
many Chinese in China so the competition is very h igh . . .  [so success is] 
j ust when one get a good job,  I th ink because the, the university students 

relationsh ips i n  Ch ina (see above and chapters 1 and 4) and the issues of 

transferabi l ity of PDP (see chapter 3) .  If having connections is more 

important than i nd ividual  ach ievements, what value does PDP with its 

emphasis on ind ividual  effort hold for students return ing back to Ch ina? 

7 .2 .4 .  Case study 4 :  Aki l i  (Tanzan ian)  

Aged 27 at the t ime of the i nterview, Aki l i  was enrol led on an  MSc 

Entrepreneursh ip  and Business Management course at the UoB . She 

came to the UK in 2005 (2 years before the interview) , took up a p lace i n  

col lege (which s he  was d isappo inted with ) ,  then switched to the ACCA 

course (not to have a gap in her career) and then  fol lowed onto the MSc. 

She completed her underg raduate degree back home. 

(1) Reading for the plot and the researcher's response to the narrative 

Aki l i '  narrated the story of PD as a l ife- long learn i ng p rocess ('vicious 

circle' [sic]), i n  which people strive to achieve the ir  goals and d reams by 

learn ing ,  working hard and progressing to the next leve ls .  The motivation ,  

wish to ach ieve and focus are essentia l ,  but inevitably there are many 

are so many in China now a lot of, a lot of students after g raduated they 
can't find a job, satisfied job. ' 

This ,  again ,  is  i n  l i ne with the d iscussion on the complex network of 
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chal lenges along the way. Aki l i bel ieved that we n eed to try to overcome 

these chal lenges and , with g rowing experience ,  we may find  it easier (she 

compared i t  to a person exercising who finds it easier with g radual ly 

acqu i red fitness) . However, she also spoke of the need to be ' real istic' and 

learn to accept th i ngs which cannot be changed due to d ifferent 

constrai nts (for example ,  legal  restrictio ns) .  

Aki l i  appeared to be a self-aware and i mag i native young woman who 

bel ieved wholehearted ly i n  the need to develop ,  ' update' herself and 'go 

with the pace of the world ' . She presented her idea of PD metaphorica l ly 

as cl imbing a mounta in ,  where an ind ividua l  g radua l ly c l imbs to the top ,  'to 

the point where [they] just look back and say: I 've done someth ing ' .  So for 

Aki l i ,  it was about 'getting to the top ' - ach ieving goals and fu lfi l l i ng her 

d reams and desires ,  which l ead to the fee l i ng  of self-real isation and self

satisfaction ('gathering fru its') .  

Aki l i 's be l ief in  the va lue of learn ing , knowledge sharing and transfer ,  

social responsib i l ity and a strong motivation to ach ieve and rea l ise her 

'vis ion' and 'dreams' was admi rable.  Although Aki l i  was optim istic, ful l  of 

enthusiasm and hopefu l to ach ieve, at the same t ime she acknowledged 

the importance of 'being rea l istic' and knowing her (own or imposed) 

l im itations .  She l i nked personal with local and national d imensions in a 

thoughtfu l  way, g iv ing a coherent v is ion of PD that not on ly benefits an  

ind ivid ual ,  bu t  also has an  impact on  others .  

Aki l i  appreciated formal education and had a lot of  respect for knowledge 

and knowledge gatekeepers ,  both in  the UK and back home. However,  

with students being afraid  of them.  

she felt that there was a certai n  'connection of respect and fear' as 

lectu rers in  Tanzan ia were described as powerfu l ,  authoritarian and d istant 
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Aki l i  had no p revious experience of PDP at the u n iversity, but the concept 

was known to her through participation i n  A I ESEC 1 4
. Aki l i  was overly 

positive about the PDP-l i ke experiences at AIESEC. She talked about PD 

i n  terms of faci l itation ,  fun ,  self-d iscovery, d iscovery of  ind ividual  potentia l 

and nourish ing it , as wel l  as agency (more private , i n ner aspects of PDP ,  

Draper, 2009) .  I wondered whether he r  positive perception was l i nked  to 

the fact that th is type of PDP was vol u ntary and happened in  an 

environment which m ight have been more conducive to  th is  type of very 

personal activity than in a formal u n iversity setting (for fu rther d iscussion 

see section 9.4) .  

Researcher's response 

I found this interview particularly moving because of the powerful 
metaphors that Akili used throughout, beginning from her concept maps ( a 
mountain and a tree, see chapter 6) . I found Aki/i's interview very 
reflective, proving perhaps the point that when directed with questions and 
provided space and time to reflect students are able to reflect deeply. I 
was also moved by this woman 's national pride and humanistic values, her 
beliefs in the value of learning, knowledge sharing and transfer, social 
responsibility and a strong motivation to achieve and realise her 'vision' 
and 'dreams'. However, I also felt the tension between individual desires 
and gains and the need to give back to own country. I wondered whether 
students who come from arguably more collectivistic countries (like China 
or African countries; Hofstede, 1 986, 1 989) grapple with these kind of 
tensions more often than their Western peers. 

(2) Reading for the voice of the 'I' 

The voice of the ' I '  was perhaps strongest in the passages that related to 

deep i n ner d esires ,  d reams, wishes ,  goals and p lans:  

I fin ished my high 
I want to be, go to 

{whispering} to another level .  And when I got to one level I said , no ,  not 
this one ,  I want to go on top of this , and on  top of another one. ' 

'when I plan or have planned my d reams,  my vision ,  then when I get i nto 
my d ream,  then I feel (for instance) I say, let me, I want to work hard and 
save my money . . .  ' 

'if I l i ke it strongly then it has to be something to do with my dreams. '  

' I  have a dream . . .  or I had a dream since maybe when 
school , th is kind ,  and my d reams, lots of d reams, was , 

14 Association Intemationale des Etudiants en Sciences Economiques et Commerciales - a global 
youth organisation aimed at developing various professional skills with an accent placed on 
leadership; http://www.aiesec.eo.uk/ 
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The way Aki l i  spoke about her desires was vivid and evocative , fi l led with 

metaphors. There was a sense of u rgency and being g rounded in the 

present in the l i nes referring to dreams and plans. Aki l i  d id not say: I wou ld  

l i ke to o r  maybe I wi l l  - there is  no hesitation or d isbel ief. Her voice was 

strong ,  stating :  'th is is my vision and by working hard ,  overcoming 

chal lenges and climb ing onto the next levels I wi l l  achieve it' - th is was 

also stressed by the tone  and i ntonation :  

'next year I ' l l  fin ish my master's programme, I want t o  do  th is ,  I want to get 
experience, th is is what I want, experience, so it's in my head that I have 
to get experience. ' 

As ind icated i n  the fi rst read i ng ,  Aki l i  expressed a tension between her  

own desires and  social  responsib i l it ies, wh ich is also h igh l ighted by the 

use of 'shou ld '  wh ich ind icates her sense of obl igation :  

'People l ike me should g ive back to the society . . .  I feel very much 
responsible . '  

Th is can be explained by Preece et afs (2008) d iscussion of  values such 

as a commitment to col lective contin u ities, transmission of culture ,  

harmony, empathy, reciprocity and ' learn ing for citizensh ip' (p.278) as 

particu larly important  i n  an African context (and contrasting with values  of 

ind ividu al achievements ,  promoted in the West, see chapter 3) .  Perhaps , 

having encountered those more i nd ividua l ist ic tendencies when l iving  i n  

the UK ,  Aki I i  felt torn between those two sets of val ues? 

Aki l i  a lso felt that even thoug h  her dreams a nd goals (both i nd ividua l  and  

phrase she used frequently) - take i nto account a variety of l im itations and 

also the need to fit in (wh ich m ay requ i re adjustments): 

' ( I  want] to fit i nto the society that 
I 

I want, to fit into something that I feel , 
I 

to 
the society that I feel that fit and to the field of work that feel I 'l l  fit. ' 

' I  need to fit in ,  to l ive in a diversity world ,  I need to accept that today's 
world is global [if I don't] I don't think I 

'these days technology seems to be everything . . .  , without technology 
can't say people wil l  be real istic because . . .  if you want to be a doctor or 
scientist, or maybe a business man or a business woman uhm,  I need to 

social )  were very important to her, she a lso needed to be  real istic (a 

am realistic. ' 

I 
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go with the pace of the world , . . .  I need to adapt to technology, 
technolog ical chal lenges . . .  so these are the factors and uhm I wanted to 
be more real istic . . .  there are challenges , and challenges, I d idn't put it 
[th is way] maybe problems. ' 

Aki l i 's voice was weighted between ind ivid ual needs and social pressu res ,  

between her  dreams and assessment of  feasib i l ity and between optim ism 

and bel ief in  her own abi l it ies to ach ieve her goa ls and real ism , ind icating 

that she reflected over d ifferent factors and took measured decisions .  

(3) Reading for relationships 

The topic of social relationsh ips permeates the whole i nterview, ind icati ng 

their importance in  al l  aspects of l ife and at al l  levels - belong ing to a 

fam i ly ,  a social circle ,  a commun ity, a country and a g lobal world .  Without 

a sense of satisfaction  derived from social relations at a l l  these levels l ife 

can be mean ing less : 

'because if I am satisfied with the career and not with , uhm the th ings  
surround i ng me  l i ke my  fami ly, my  friends, the society I l ive i n ,  commun ity 
or the country of I mean social factors, if, if I 'm not uhm satisfied with that 
then I won't feel good. I just go to work or I do my business but then when 
I ' l l sit down and say let me relax and have, you know, fun and enjoy 
myself if I don't have a family beside me, I don't have yeah , friends. '  

Aki l i recogn ised the importance of having 'networks' and bu i ld i ng social 

re lations in 'a g lobal world' in  terms of gain ing more knowledge and 

experience: 

' I  put the social part of it because . . .  now I have more friends, I know a l ot 
of people from d ifferent countries a nd ,  and I have contacts , networks, and 
everything so then they got together  but when I was,  I mean 5 years ago 
uhm ,  5 years ago I had , I was l im ited somewhere , just in ,  i n  my country or 
in my area, yeah not my country, my area specifical ly, know my fam ily, my 
people, my friends there, around. '  

The 'g lobal' perspective was so important for Aki l i  not on ly for personal 

contacts and p rogression of her ind ividual career but also because of 

more complex situation of African  education ( see chapter 1 )  with an on

going emphasis on  development, pol itical pressu res and many areas of 

priority. I n  another pa
rt of the i nterview Aki l i  mentioned that a lot of 

lectu rers from Africa go  abroad 'to learn somethi ng new' , which can then 

be used to support the country's development. 
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For Aki l i ,  knowledge transfer and sharing happen through relationsh ips 

(peers at the u niversity , at work, in  communities) and being ab le to d iscuss 

with others was crucia l  for learn ing :  

'So if we are group of 4,  i f  I say what I know and you do ,  we share what 
we know, then if, [ learn ing] is sharing knowledge,  big t ime. yes . '  

This points to the importance of social relationsh ips in  knowledge 

construction,  emphasised i n  the l iteratu re on  both teach ing and learn ing 

(constructivist learn ing theory, see chapter 1 )  and development (see 

chapter 3) .  Aki l i  a lso narrated the im portance of bu i l d ing  appreciative and 

trusty relationsh ips at work, especia l ly with management, and the 

immense value  of this for personal and professional development. It 

showed how a respectfu l ,  thoughtfu l employer who recogn ises an 

employee's strengths and provides her with more chal lenging tasks can 

both ga in from th is  relationsh ip and hel p an employee to develop further: 

' I  got a lot of experience to, a customer service , to serve people, to help 
people ,  to solve some, you know, complaints and everything . . .  my 
manager . . .  he was actual ly putting trust on me because I was showing 
that I can go now very fast and the experience I got. . . .  during my 
[university] hol idays he a lways cal ls  me and tel ls me: can you come and 
do l i ke for, for 3 months and ,  and every time I go there he g ives me a 
task ,  the role ahead of what I d id last year so . . .  I was there a cashier and 
then, for, when I fin ished my first year . . .  I was doing a market research , 

She also spoke about teacher-learner relationsh i ps i n  Tanzan ia  as much 

more formal , h ierarch ica l ,  with a clear d istance between teachers and the i r  

learners .  Teachers are seen as knowledgeable, powerfu l ,  respected and 

to be feared : 

'our culture is more of a, you need to respect an adu lt and the respect is ,  
there is  a connection of respect and the fear . . .  but fear is, I mean ,  i t 's l ike 
on top of you .  They know everything . You need to take everything from 
them and 

a possib i l ity that, that you wi l l  be d iscip l ined or  something can happen or 

kind of market surveyor . . . and the next year . . .  actual ly he called me and 
he appointed me to be assistant manager so I took the assistant manager 
position and so I can see myself, l ike ,  some people, they, uhm,  recognise 
and appreciate my development. ' 

Maja: So you can't question them [really? 

Uhm] ,  it's very rare ,  if you argue with them then uhm,  sorry, then there is 
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even the person wil l  d is l ike you because you're challeng ing but in  here 
can see [it's d ifferent] . '  

This aspect has been d iscussed by Adeyami  and Adeyinka (2003) , who 

pointed out to the importance of moral ity in African  education with its 

respect for teachers, regu lations  and (expected) standards  of behaviou r, 

which are to be imparted on and executed by the teachers .  This is  referred 

to as the 'practice of i ndoctrination ' ,  wh ich invokes obedience and fea r  in 

the learners ( see chapter 1 ) .  

(4) Reading for cultural contexts and social structures 

Aki l i  strong ly identified with her own cou ntry and often referred to 

Tanzania as 'my country' and the U K  as 'th is country' . At the beg inn ing of 

the i nterview when I asked Aki l i  to i ntroduce herself, she immed iate ly 

referred to her cou ntry: 

'I am from Tanzania .  It's in East Africa where Mount Ki l imanjaro and 
Zanzibar is ,  the beautifu l ,  the beautiful country real ly . '  

Aki l i 's nationa l  pride was visible throughout the interview, in  her  m ission to 

spread the word about the beauty of her  own cou ntry and to educate other  

people about what Tanzan ia had to offer. 

At the same t ime,  Aki l i  pl aced herself in d ifferent cu ltu res: local (un iversity, 

commun ity) ,  national ( home and host cu ltu res) and g lobal and expressed 

her need to 'fit in' i n  a l l  of them. 

She made several references to the need to l earn from the host cultu re 

and then transfer knowledge onto others back home (both personal ly in 

reference to Aki l i  as a socia l ly responsib le ind ividua l  and others ,  for 

instance ,  lecturers learn i ng here and go ing back to teach others (see the 

d iscussion above) .  Although she fel t  i t  was i mportant  to take n ew 

knowledge and technolog ies home, she was also very carefu l not to 

criticise or put  down her own country (or  lecturers). 

Aki l i  was aware of her specific position i ng as a p rivi l eged (educated ) 

woman com ing from a country whe re education is not avai lab le to a l l . 
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Therefore, Aki l i  made several references to the need to learn from th i s  

experience and then transfer he r  knowledge onto others i n  Tanzan ia .  

However, Aki l i  a lso h i nted that being Tanzan ian puts her i n  a sl ight ly 

d isadvantaged , posit ion (due to the lack of resou rces , tra in ing 

opportun ities , access to technology). I n  consequence ,  she was a lso 

concerned with 'fitting in ' ,  'going with the pace' and adapting to the g lobal  

world - issues h igh l ig hted i n  the PDP's objective to prepare students for 

h igh ly competitive, g loba l  markets (see d iscussion in  chapter 4). I n  order 

to ach ieve her goals ,  Aki l i  felt she needed to ga in more knowledge,  ski l l s ,  

experience and u pdate herself (especia l ly  tech nology-wise) .  I t  seems that 

Aki l i  subjected herself to the dom inant d iscourse of employab i l ity i n  the UK 

HE  (Clegg ,  2007 ,  20 1 0 ; Rabikowska, 2009; H i lsdon , 20 1 0 , see chapter 3) .  

Aki l i  a lso seemed to be caught in  a tension between wanting to be a 

'global citizen '  and wanting  to stay close to her own cultu re ,  country and 

g ive back to society. In  order to stay i n  the g lobal game she felt she 

needed to get a worldwide recogn ised q ua l ification ,  some work experience 

and update herself by accessing various resou rces which were not 

ava i lable to her back home. She also 'want[ed] to explore the opportun ities 

of the world and not j ust l im it [herself] into [her] country' . At the same time 

she felt she needed to share her experience , 'transfer the knowledge to 

other people' . On a d ifferent level she was a lso torn between her personal  

preference to stay i n  the UK and progress i n  her career and the sense of 

social responsib i l ity call i ng her to go back home and 'g ive back to society' 

as wel l  as a desire to have a career and to have a good fam i ly and social 

l ife - a tension that many women fee l .  

This read ing h igh l ighted the com plexity of  l iv ing i n  the g lobal and  fast

changing world with its i nherent contrad ictions - offering more than  ever 

opportun ities but, at the same time, producing tensions and pressures and 

making choices more d ifficu lt .  
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The summaries ( 'pen portraits') of the remain ing seven participants are 

avai lable i n  appendix 8 .  

I n  th is chapter I a imed to represent the depth and complexity of each 

ind ividual 's perspective and i l l um inate the mu lti- layered nature of personal 

development and 'the interplay between self and relationship , psyche and 

cu ltu re' (Gi l l igan et al, 2003, p . 1 69) - issues central i n  students' accounts . 

Specifical ly ,  the two last read ings of each transcript (for relationsh ips and 

cu ltural contexts and socia l  structures) revealed a clear connection 

between my data and a bu lk of l iteratu re on  internationa l  students' 

adaptation to l iv i ng and studying in a foreign environment, for example 

intercultu ral learn ing as horizon-broaden ing experience , changes i n  

identity, disjunctu re,  ambigu ity or  uncerta inty i n  the absence of 

recogn isable cu ltu ra l  c lues (Erichsen , 20 1n1 ;  Mi l ler-Perrin & Thompson ,  

20 1 O ;  G i l l ,  2007) , the issue of becoming aware of one's own cu lture as a 

resu lt of immersion in a d ifferent cu ltu re (Spencer-Oatey, 2000) and the 

im portance of social exchange and support and relyi ng on internationa l  

students' networks for i t  (Montgomery, 201 0) . These case stud ies also 

reveal the i nterplay of past experiences and socia l  and cultural pressu res 

which exert influence on students' conceptual isations of PD and thei r 

plans for  the future ,  confi rm ing Turner's (2009) po int that social 

constructions privi leg ing i nd ividual  development are not un iversal .  

However, the knowledge and i ntercu ltu ral experience gained through 

interactions in  h ig h ly d iverse environment can also d isrupt students' 

ontolog ical being (Barnett, 2007) by making them question societal norms 

and cultural pressures ( I rv ing & Wi l l iams,  200 1 ) - someth ing that Mike 

refers to as 'dangerous th inking ' .  As a resu lt, some students may fee l  

trapped between 'what their cu ltu re taught them' (Aneta) and  what the i r  

changing values, bel iefs and  priorities orient them towards (Aki l i 's d i lemma 

of whether she shou ld go back to Tanzania and 'g ive back' to her society 

or  pursue ind ividua l  goals staying abroad) .  The p resentation of four 
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ind ividual case stud ies captured participants' contrapuntal polyphony of 

voices expressing not on ly thei r  u n ique personal it ies, thoughts and 

feel i ngs but a lso reveal ing a variety of tensions and d i lemmas that they 

experienced . 

The next chapter a ims to understand the material more col lectively, i n  

order to take stock of a variety of u nderstandings of PD and PDP and 

identify shared mean ings and d ifferences through a more thematic 

presentation of the data .  
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Chapter Eight: The Confluence of Voices - Thematic 

Analysis 

I n  th is  chapter I describe a move from in-depth case analysis of 'the 

hol istic understand ings of ind ividua l  respondentsd[ . . .  ] to tackl ing the data 

set as a whole' (Mauthner & Doucet, 1 998 ,  p . 1 35) . Here therefore I 

concentrate on the themes that were important to many students in  my 

study and elaborate on common as wel l  as d isparate perceptions and 

understand ings of particu lar aspects of PD and PDP. I n  d iscussing my 

find ings I a lso note how the themes in  the l iterature I reviewed are 

reflected i n  the content of participants' accounts. 

The four read i ngs of each ind ivid ual  transcript for four  out of the eleven 

postgraduate students ,  presented i n  the previous chapter, brought to my 

attention the heterogeneity of students' experiences and understand ings 

of PD in  a d iverse envi ronment, such as the UoB . Although a sizable 

amount of l i teratu re (see chapter 4) proposes a social construction of 

i nternational students as a group  with a set of specific characteristics , 

problematized by issues that both the stu dents and HE ls  hosting them 

face , the i n-depth analyses led me to the conclusion that there is no such 

th i ng as a homogenous group o i nternational f students or a typical 

in ternationa l  student (see , for example,  Ha igh ,  2009; Trahar, 2006a , 

2006b ,  2007; Ryan & Viete , 2009 ;  Montgomery, 20 1 0 ; Trahar & Hyland , 

201d1 ) .  

Although attend ing thematical ly to the interviews inevitably obscures or  

comprom ises some of th is heterogeneity, it a lso brings attention to the 

commonal ities or shared experiences - aspects that were important to 

many students , even if ind ividua l  i nterpretation or expression was 

d ifferent. Thematic analys is ,  as Frost (201 1 )  suggests, can be usefu l for 

theorisi ng across a number of d ifferent i nterviews and identifying common 

(and also d ifferent) themes i n  the sample. Yet, she also warns that i t  is 

impossible 'to know that a l l  participants in a research context mean the 
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same th ing although  the analyst groups their narratives into a s im i lar 

thematic category' (p. 1 09) .  Apart from th is issue, I a lso saw in my data a 

complex network of con nections between d ifferent themes that cou ld  not 

be easi ly mapped onto more isolated themes identified duri ng GT analysis 

(for example ,  the themes l isted u nder socia l  relationships were interl i nked 

with cu ltural and socia l  structu res as people i nteract with in  specific  

environments) .  As Gergen ( 1 992) puts it This overture suggests the major 

themes. Countertones may res ist articulat ion .  You may not find what you 

want. The voices m i ngle and co l l ide.  Only i n  the confluence wi l l  the tota l ity 

be fixed . . .  temporari ly' (p. 1 29) . 

Mauthner and Doucet ( 1 998) suggest that captur ing the most important 

themes and sub-themes is possible because of the i ntensive work done on  

the ind ividual  transcripts , wh ich sensitises the researcher to issues or  

vo ices that had al ready been identified as  critica l i n  terms of 

understand ing the experiences of ind ividua l  i nterviewees and also 'new' or 

chal leng ing with in  the researcher's particu lar area. This sh ift from 

ind ividual  to a more genera l  level a lso requ ires a conscious selection 'of 

certain  issues whi le  closing down others' as 'we have enough and even 

too many "new" issues we wish to write about and contribute to our areas 

of work' (ibid, p . 1 34) .  I nevitably, in th is chapter I present a selection of 

themes wh ich were foregrounded by the eleven students i nterviewed and 

seen as particu larly i mportant by me. 

The analys is presented below draws on formal and i nformal modes of 

analysis (see section 7 . 1 d) as I attempted to bring out d ifferent layers of 

meanings,  'voices' and contrasting ideas and attend to three 

(interconnected) levels of being i n  the world - su bjective , relational and 

cu ltu ral/social (although ,  natural ly ,  some themes may be located or 

representative of some of these areas on ly). The eleven postgraduate 

students were i nterviewed (for the sample deta i ls  see table 7 ,  chapter 6) 

and the data analysis presented in th is chapter is  based on this material .  
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8 .1  Defin itions and areas of PD 

Al l of the students saw PD as a process of  progression from one  stage or 

level to another, improvement, getti ng better at th ings and change, 

transition o r  g rowth . I t  is about 'getting a step, a step higher from where 

you are or ,  wel l ,  add ing someth ing that wasn 't there' (Precious) . Aki l i 's 

metaphor of cl imbing a mou nta in  embraces many concepts that students 

used : 

' it's a progress, you progress g radual ly  from one stage to another, from 
one step to another level so to me it was ideal ly, was l ike you're cl imbing 
and you ,  you want to get i nto a point where you j ust look back and say 
that I 've done something . . .  and to see: oh I was doing this and this just to 
fulfi l l  my desires ,  to fu lfi l !  something that I wanted badly. ' 

The majority of students d iscussed various  areas of development. Some 

mentioned many areas, wh i le  others concentrated on one or on ly a few 

(the most important and/or requ i ring attention/improvement) . The students 

who had experienced or were experiencing changes in thei r  perception of 

PD a lso referred to u nderlying changes i n  values,  resu lting in changes to 

the h ierarchy of im portance of areas of development as wel l  as the 

d i rection of PD and its u lt imate goal .  

Some students (Masha , L ing ,  M ike) made a d istinction between inner 

(personal/psycholog ical , often i ntang ible) and external (knowledge , ski l ls ,  

and ab i l ities) development. 

and the ' interna l  sphere' , wh ich she further d ivided into personal ity, way of 

th inking and relationships with others .  By 'personal ity' she meant 'some 

personal characteristics , personal features' ,  which can be changed to 

some extent, although she noted that it is more d ifficult to define a goal or 

a target in th i s  area (th is d ifficu lty ,  I bel ieve , is one of the reasons why 

institutional forms of PDP often focus on more tangib le ,  ' hard' and 

measurable ski l ls ,  rather than more personal  aspects, Draper, 2009,  see 

Mas ha,  for example,  stressed that 'each person . . .  should develop . . .  

d ifferent spheres of its character' . She wanted to develop the 'externa l  

sphere' ( inte l lectual ,  cogn itive abi l ities , knowledge and career progression) 
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chapter 5) .  She gave an exam ple of nervousness and , l i nked to it, lack of 

friends by narrating a story about becoming aware of the need to change, 

'beg in [i ng] to imp lement them [psycholog ica l  th ings] on myself , wh ich 

cu lm inated in personal  transformation ('so later mhhh ,  after graduation 

from school I had a lot of friends and I real ised that I changed and now I 'm 

a rea l ly calm person ,  compared with , uhm , that chi ld') . 

L ing a lso h igh l ighted the d ichotomy of PD referring to 'two parts . . .  

intang ible deve lopment and tang ib le development' . These cou ld be 

compared to Masha's interna l  and externa l  spheres . However, some 

th ings that Masha saw as external ,  l i nked to cogn itive abi l ities - gain ing 

knowledge about the externa l  world , developing i nte l lect and being able to 

maintain  conversations ( ' I  shou ld know it for my, uhm to be inte l l igent 

person ,  to be ab le to mainta in  a l l  conversations, to be able to , not to feel 

myself l i ke id iot and everyth ing ,  in any situations') - L ing viewed as 

intern al/i ntang ib le ( l i nked more to emotiona l  and social development) : 

'For intang ible development is such as inte l l igence development and the 
emotional i nte l ,  i nte l l igence development . . . how to be friendly with your 
friends and how to l i nk with a socia l ,  and socia l  work place and other 
people who work with you ,  someth i ng l ike that. This is in tangible, you 
cannot fee l  that but, so it is more about emotions and socia l  l ife .  And for 
tang ib le development is normal ly. I th ink is for money and for the l iving 
cond itions .  For example how big room you can get, you can have and to 
l ive there how, uhm ,  how, how much money you can spend for a l iving ,  
l iving cond itions .d. . .  money . . .  d i rectly influence about the qual ity of your 
l ife so that's too part of my development I think. ' 

M ike a lso made a d ist inct ion between inner and outer development, 

h ig h l ig ht ing a sh ift from h is  concentration on more external development 

(maintenance of 'pub l ic self , career) to deve lopment of inner qual ities , 

such as em pathy o r  spend ing time with fam i ly (concentrating more on 

personal  g rowth , rather than on ly  social ly accepted and cu ltivated 

personal  development, I rv ing & Wi l l iams, 200 1 ) .  Although his h ierarchy 

was sh ifting , he sti l l  recog n ised the benefits of ' impression management' -

worki ng on self-presentat ion and bu i ld ing a positive pub l ic image ( in terms 

of employabi l i ty) and real i sed that often observable change in an external 

sphere .  A 'visua l  persona' (professional ism , abi l ity to work under pressure ,  
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coming across as confident) can be man ifested as a resu lt of ' inner' 

developmental work (on self-d iscip l ine ,  control , being comfortable with 

you rself) and hence they can com plement each other: 

' if you ' re in  a competitive environment people wi l l  evaluate you and decide 
themselves whether you ' re successfu l and if they decide you' re not, then 
that can have a negative impact . . .  I 've learned about impression 
management, the image you portray . . .  manag ing their perception is very 
important. ' 

The extracts above ind icate that d ifferent people may accentuate specific 

aspects of development in a particu lar area.  Further examination revealed 

how the l ingu istic choices i n  a participant's voice may highl ight the 

mean ing and how persona l ,  social and cu ltural va lues are intertwined and 

come to play a role in students' decisions about thei r PD .  

Masha was preoccup ied with knowledge, i ntel lectual abi l ities and cognitive 

ski l ls - her language throughout the interview was 'scientific' , lacking 

emotional content; she put a lot of value on education and invested her 

t ime and effort in i t  (she was studying s imu ltaneously for the MSc in the 

UK and for a PhD ,  in a d ifferent subject, in Russia). For Masha, her career 

was l i nked to i ntel lectual development and was a means to achieve social 

recogn it ion and an e lement of her identity as ' inte l lectual ' .  Such a social 

construction of identity can ,  to an extent, be theorised by applying a 

concept of ' inte l l igentsia' - a social stratum in  Central  and East European 

societies, which , as I argued previously (Jankowska, 20 1d1 ), is sti l l  a l ive 

and i nfluential for some people .  

L ing was more interested i n  the emotional aspect of inte l l igence ,  knowing 

how to co-exist with others i n ,  what she saw, as a complex network of 

relationsh i ps; the latter has been emphasised in the l iterature on 

Confucian heritage cu ltu res (see chapter 1 and 4 and the below section 

8 . 1 .4.4) . Her language was 'emotional' and reflected a deep concern for 

people and feel i ngs (asked about the most important th ing she needed to 

learn , Ling sa id without any hesitation : 'the first thing is love .. . ' ) .  
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Tangible/external development for L ing was l i nked to earn ing and 

standard s  of l iv ing ach ieved by a successfu l busi ness career. L ing 

e laborated on the high regard for successfu l people, their privi leged 

position in the Ch inese society as wel l  as the socia l  respons ib i l ity to share 

and educate others (who then could fol low their path ) and complexity of 

relationsh ips and social ob l igations - another aspect em phasised i n  the 

l iterature on teach ing and learn i ng in  Ch ina ,  where those who teach are 

regarded h igh ly  and  charged with mora l  responsibi l ity for the next 

generations ( see chapters 1 and 4 ). 

Although other students d id not verbal ise so clearly a d ivision between 

inner/intangib le and external/tangible development, it was ind i rectly 

present in thei r  responses. 

The most frequently d iscussed areas of development fal l  i nto the fol lowing 

broad categories (although they are inter-connected and often 

overlapp ing) :  

• academic (education ,  both formal and informal ,  i nclud ing Engl ish 

and academic ski l ls) ,  

• career and professional development, 

• personal (character/ personal ity, way of thi nki ng ,  values,  bel iefs , 

priorities , u nderstand ing yourself, find ing 'your  p lace' and 'fit') , 

• social (ma inta in i ng and developing relationsh ips, 

• physica l  ( exercise, d iet) , 

• spiritual  (re l ig ious  rou tines). 

8 . 1 . 1  Academic and professional development for career progression 

Unquestionably, academic development was im portant for al l students 

who expl icitly con nected obta in ing a degree with enhancing their 

employabi l ity, therefore l i nking academ ic with professiona l  areas. Desp ite 

the d ifferences in the degree of clarity of futu re d i rection and plann ing ,  al l  

Depend i ng on personal  h ierarchy and the perceived temporary need some 

students wou ld  prioritise some areas over others .  
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students hoped that a postgraduate degree wou ld increase the i r  chances 

of a professional career and provide fi nancial security for them and thei r  

future fam i l ies. 

M ike ,  for  example ,  decided to take a year out of his career to complete an 

MBA to enhance h is employabi l ity and 'get up to the next level on the 

ladder' (especially in the view of poss ible reduction  in the n umber of jobs 

in the sector of industry M ike was employed in ) :  

'personal development is to  get closer to employabi l ity by acq uiring 
transferable ski l l s ,  which can give me increased opportunities and enable 
me to perhaps change the career and get a different or better job. '  

He  also commented on the requ irement of having a formal , recogn ised 

qua l ification :  

'Getting a bit of  paper at  the end of the cou rse to say that I 've achieved . 
Uhm ,  that's one of the reasons I 'm doing it but not the only reason cos I 
chose a specific course for a reason so I 'm  doing the course because I 
want to do the course but I need the proof that I 've done it and achieved a 
level so a bit of paper is in fact, is important. ' 

Th is view was also echoed i n  Precious' , Kate's and Matej's words who 

bel ieved that obta in ing a degree is an essential cond ition for gain ing 

employment: 

' If I know I want a job (fi rst thing then) is to get the ed ucation first, and I 
know it's important. Then after I get education I know that I can get the 
job. '  (Precious) 

And not any employment, but a better one: 

' I  have come to further my education  and so my Masters ,  so that I would 
get the ideal job that I have always wanted. '  (Precious) 

'Basical ly this univers ity, that's one major goal, when I fin ish the 
univers ity, then it leads to a good job and then having a successful job, it 
means to gain what I want. ' (Kate) 

'Of course base is education so, uhm ,  degree for a moment, get as much 
as possib le from it and then bui ld on it, by, bu i ld on that knowledge I get 
on  the un iversity and then go higher i n  the work and take opportunities 
that come and yeah, move on. '  (Matej , whose ambition was to become a 
CO at a big company, such as, for example, BA or Coca Cola) 
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Clare a lso bel ieved that education cou ld g ive her a sound basis for 

development and equ ip  her with knowledge, which she could u se in  

bu i ld ing her career, fi rst at  a managerial position ( 'h igher rank') in  the 

banking sector and then working for herself: ' I  want to be a consultant one 

day and therefore I have to gain broad knowledge i n  al l  these areas,  yeah ,  

and I have taken the accounting a l ready' . 

I n  order to ach ieve these goals she bel ieved she needed to ga in  more 

qual ifications ( MSc),  subscribe to professional bod ies , l earn formal ly and 

i nformal ly and deepen her knowledge through self-study. She a lso 

bel ieved that having clear goals and specific plans and checking on her 

progress was vital . She was one of a few students that actual ly p lanned in 

a great deta i l ,  wrote down their plans with steps and dead l ines and 

checked their progress. 

Other students a lso spoke d i rectly about the relevance of the i r  degree to 

futu re career: 

' It [Masters in Finance and Business Management] wil l  help me . . .  I think 
personal ly what I d id now, what I do now it wil l  be helpful for me and uhm, 
uhm, my d ream is to be one, one of the most successfu l females in a l l  
China . '  (Ling) 

All students ta l ked about the need to develop in terms of career but their 

reasons d iffered . For example ,  Ling wanted a h igh standard of l ivi ng and 

to be a successfu l ,  socia l ly  recogn ised and respected businesswoman, 

Masha wanted to be recogn ised for her inte l lectual and scholarly activity 

and others (Matej , M ike ,  Kate) wanted financial stab i l ity and security for  

the i r  fam i ly :  

' i n  the future I want to be safe from a l l  points of view . . .  so  I can l ive my 
l ife and also my fami ly can l ive safe l ife, not to be worried about going on 
the next day, l ike ,  if you have enough money and so that's ,  to this point 
l ike ,  that's why I am studying and all together, a good job.' (Matej) 

The q uotes above ind icate some students' expectations of a good 

graduate employment .  Other students, although also hopefu l ,  were more 

aware of a h igh competition and the need to have more than a degree -

gain experience, network and conti nue with professional development. 
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The students who were p lann ing or considering going back to their home 

countries for  e mployment i nd icated that a foreign degree m ight g ive them 

an u pper hand in the m arket. However ,  some of them were also aware of 

other  factors affecting  their  employabi l ity - for example for Chinese 

students the context of h igh  competition and social 'connections' 

(obta in ing employment through fami ly and networking with 'the rig ht' 

people) were important and African students who wanted to stay i n  the UK 

raised the issue of work perm its and  legal restrictions. These contextua l ,  

socia l  and cu l tura l  factors wi l l  be d iscussed fu rther. 

8 . 1 . 2  Acade m ic d evelopment for personal satisfaction 

Although a l l  students saw the i mportance of gain ing a qual ification for their 

futu re career, som e  a lso recogn ised a virtue of learning for the sake of 

learn i ng ,  expand ing horizons ,  fun and personal pleasure. 

Matej com mented on studying for personal satisfaction :  

' [ I  learn] cos I want . . .  to be clever, ( in  other words) I 
stupid .s. . .  F i rst place personal satisfaction . . . .  I 
feel ing , if I d id the best and if . . .  after the exam,  if I feel that I know 
something, I can put that into the practice and work, I can work on it, 
that's the satisfaction for me of the learning that I feel , I have learned 
somethi ng sos() the g rade is not [that important] . '  

don't want to be 
rely on is  my personal 

S i m i larly Masha d iscussed her desire to learn a lot of d ifferent th ings and 

have a broad knowledge about the world because she 'should know it' for 

her own benefit as wel l  as to be perceived an ' inte ll igent person'. 

Aneta described how learning can awake her interests and motivate her to 

learn m ore : 

'[if] I find  something that really interest me so I might go to look for more 
i nformation about that . . .  maybe this is not as important for my studying 
but it's important for me, i t 's very i nteresting , so I would l ike to learn more 
a bout this . '  

She also expla ined how learn ing can be exciting when one th i nks about its 

p ractical uses in a rea l  l ife: 

'And usual ly I am so excited about i t  that I stop learning, I put the books 
aside and I 'm ,  I ' l l  start thinking how could I use this? In my own l ife. What 
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can I do with this? In d ifferent situations, maybe for other subjects, maybe 
for my future job, maybe for my personal l ife . '  

The above quotes came from the interviews with CEE students and were 

d istin ctive for th is group of learners. As I explained in chapter 1 ,  education 

in  the post-Soviet bloc's countries was perceived as the h ighest good and 

the end i n  itself (Hufton ,  E l l iott and l l lush in , 2002a, 2002b,  Perry, 2005) .  

Th is can be l i nked to the perception of knowledge as l iberating , a 

forbidden fru it and a way to guard oneself from a commun istic brain d rain 

(Jankowska, 20 1 0) .  Therefore ,  education for many CEE learners has 

h istorica l ly been seen as much more than a way of securing a good 

employment. It seems that for the CEE students i n  my study learn ing sti l l  

ho l ds  intrinsic value  and  conti nues to be a sou rce of personal satisfaction 

and an 'art' in its own sake (for example ,  H ufton ,  E l l iott and l l lushin's 

research , 2002a) .  

8 . 1 e.3 Personal/in ner development 

Al l  students mentioned various  aspects of PD,  which were often related to 

a particu lar  chal lenge, a d ifficulty they needed to overcome, or aspect they 

wanted to work on th rough i nner, mental conversations with selves and 

implementi ng steps to change .  Ling expla ined the process of d ialogu ing 

with self (before seeking others' op in ion) in  the fol lowing way: 

'I think  it should be, talk  to yourself, normally, sometimes I feel confused 
what I d id , I, I don't know what I did was right or wrong . Have, have, have 
to g o  to a real ly, real ly qu iet p lace and simply talk to myself. I th ink, uhm,  I 
just l ike 2 persons sitting  there and I talk to myself, is that right? Is that 
what you want?' 

Some of these personal aspects are related to specific behaviou rs, 

thoughts and emotions,  for example, Aneta spoke of an i ntervention she 

designed to tackle her lack of organisation and 'messiness' , Precious 

referred to deal ing with her issue of stage fright, Masha to managing her 

nervousness and Aseye to learning 'to accept th ings as they come' . 

Others referred to broader,  more complex areas that needed development 

(which a re interl inked with other areas) and/or more intangib le - emotiona l ,  
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spi ritual , sou l -search ing activities, which can lead to an inner feel i ng of 

find ing own path or place and gett ing to know oneself better ,  pointi ng to 

the importance of self-reflect ion and the development of self-awareness, 

as emphasised by I rvi ng and Wi l l iams (200 1 ). 

For example ,  some students perceived un iversity as a big academic, 

personal and social chal lenge (Eszti , Kate) and/or  an arena where they 

cou ld experiment, try d ifferent th ings and decide what they wanted to do i n  

their l ives (M ike ,  Aneta , Eszti , Kate) .  They found the  academ ic 

environment as faci l itating reflection about self, search ing for own 'place' , 

'fitting i n ' ,  'p roving self , as wel l  as th i nking about relationsh ips .  Th is is in  

l ine with theoretical  d iscussion of the transformative power of academ ia ,  

where u n ivers ities are seen as natu ral sites 'for the formation of student 

identities' (Barnett and D i  Napol i ,  2008 , p . 1 6 1 ) ,  self-exploration , d iscovery 

and maturation (Baxter Magolda 200 1 ; Mi l ler-Perrin & Thompson ,  20 1 O ;  

Ki l l ick, 201 1 ) .  In  H E  students are expected to engage with new and 

d iverse knowledge , to question it and to broaden their horizons i n  a way 

that fac i l itates the move towards epistemological ly more developed 

positions ( Perry , 1 970 ; Kegan ,  1 982 ; Baxter Magolda 200 1 ; Moore,  2002 ; 

Hofer & Pintrich , 2002) .  

Eszti , fo r  example,  concentrated on her inner and social development with 

a goal of gett ing to know herself better and deve loping social re lationships.  

Although she also spoke about development of independence,  cogn itive 

abi l it ies and getting a job in her field after graduation , these 'external '  

aspects were mentioned br iefly. Eszti h igh l ighted that the un iversity was 

the biggest chal lenge ever for her and as such it was an arena for her 

personal , social and academ ic development. She hoped that th rough her 

stud ies she would 'get to know' herself more and 'find [her] own p lace' and 

th is was a recurring theme i n  her interview. She was preoccup ied with her 

stud ies, deeply im mersed i n  her cu rrent activities i n  an environment which 

offered a space for persona l  transformation which , she hoped , cou ld 

increase her self-awareness, confidence and knowledge: 
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'I put 'me' in the centre because this personal development is ,  uhm ,  
considers me. So me ,  l i ke a person ,  how I wi l l  develop du ring th is study. 

inking about how to 

I show this is 
from me {po inting at her CM}. '  

The un iversity also seemed to  be an ideal place for  develop ing 

in terpersonal  ski l ls and bu i ld i ng relationsh ips:  

' I have new friends here and I met a lot of new people here and maybe if 
I 'm studying here I ,  I know a lot of new people here, and, uhm and they 
can be much more open and I can make friendship much more easier, to 
get involved , to have chat with the people so that's why and, uhm ,  and 
during my first study months so I can gain new experience . '  

Eszti placed an  accent on develop ing social ski l ls ,  gain ing confidence and 

becoming more open to others ,  wh i le  others spoke about deeper 

i nfluences of l iv i ng in a m ult icu ltural environment on their h ierarchy of 

personal values and priorit ies i n  l ife (sim i larly to Aneta) .  

Eszti's story of academic chal lenge, resu lting i n  personal , social and 

academic development was narrated i n  a l ight, optim istic and enthusiastic 

tone with an  orientation to cu rrent positive experiences and her hopes for 

the futu re. Be ing in  an  academic environment, however chal leng ing ,  

seemed to be a 'happy p lace' for Eszti - fu l l  of opportun it ies , new 

experiences, ideas and friends,  g iving her space to grow. Such hopeful 

and optim istic conceptua l isation ,  wh ich emphasises the transformative 

power of l iving  and  studying  abroad and i ntercu ltu ral learn ing (G i l l ,  2007, 

M i l ler-Perrin & Thompso n ,  20 1 0 , Gu et al, 20 1 0 , Erichsen ,  201 1 ) ,  is often 

p resented i n  the l i terature on  i nternational students by ' international isation 

enthusiasts' (see chapter 4) . On the other hand , the l iterature also d raws 

attention to a mu lt ip l icity of ' issues' that those students who decide to 

ventu re abroad may experience (see my d iscussion of the burden of 

international students i n  chapter 4 ) ,  i nd icat ing that students may feel  lost ,  

m isu nderstood , inadequate , lonely and  social ly isolated ( Ryan & 

He l lmundt, 2003; Byram & Feng , 2006; Caruana, 2007; Carol l & Rya n ,  

2005 ;  Haigh ,  2008; Kreber, 2009) .  

And , uhm ,  these things around me, shows that I , I 'm th
my, develop my relationsh ips with these th ings, for example this 
university ; this is a big chal lenge for me. Uhm, that's why 
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With in  the i nterviews I conducted for th is study not all the stories were 

happy and hopefu l - several students described personal chal lenges and 

some experiences as particu larly d ifficult or even painfu l .  For example ,  

Kate , s im i lar ly to Eszti , saw the un iversity as a big chal lenge.  However,  for 

her it was an arena for proving herself and an opportu n ity to put the ghosts 

of the past (feel ings of academic 'fa i lure) ' beh ind her. Kate hesitantly 

recal led her d ifficu lties in getting th ings 'the first time with academic 

learn ing'  and the need to 's it and read and try to figure it out . . .  to gain the 

understand ing of the th i ngs' . This perceived d ifficulty contained an echo 

from a b itter story of past experiences of school ing abroad (Kate's fami ly 

moved from England to Cyprus ,  where she attended a h igh school ) .  Kate 

ta l ked of her memories of on ly good students being given attention and 

su pport ,  of being compared to her older 'brainy' brother and put down by 

some teachers.  It seemed that Kate's desi re to prove herself stemmed 

from those painfu l past experiences - as if she wanted to wag her finger at 

the past teachers and say: 'you were wrong, I can do it'. 

Eszti took u p  an academic chal lenge to get to know and understand 

herself more ,  find her p lace ,  develop and grow (a quest for in ner 

transformation) ,  wh i le Kate seemed preoccupied with an idea of proving 

herself, ach ieving a h igher  social status and getti ng a good job wh ich 

wou ld g rant a good qua l ity of l ife and al low her to avo id d ifficu lties and 

pitfa l ls  of em igrant l ife (especial ly in terms of employment) wh ich she 

observed in her parents' l ives .  

Read ing th rough these transcripts and carefu l ly attend ing to  the voice of 

the ' I '  and social/cu ltura l  structu res h igh l ighted how an ind ividual 's story of 

past experiences (especial ly in Kate's case) , personal motives (to get to 

know yourself o r  to p rove yourself) , present educational environment and 

social expectations may influence o r  shape current attitudes and bel iefs of 

d ifferent ind ividua ls .  

Kate ta l ked about be ing com pared to her brother and , more ind i rectly, 

about her perception of the fam i ly's high expectation of her. Looking 
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hol istica l ly at the interviews I came to an understanding that 'p roving 

you rself i n  Kate's story l ine may be seen as a form of compensation for 

the past with a moral : despite all the odds being against me I persevered 

and proved them wrong. 

In contrast , Eszti narrated a story of her l ife prior to the un iversity as l iv ing 

a day-to-day l ife in  an inte l lectual ly undemanding job, without big 

aspirations, wh i le trying to adapt to the l ife in England , in a new cu ltu re 

and learn ing  the language.  For her, moving countries was a big 

'adventu re' and a test of independence. With her language ski l ls ,  cultural 

competence and independence increasing , her self-confidence rose as 

wel l  and she decided she was ready for a un iversity cha l lenge. Her 

previous ambitions and fam i ly expectations were not mentioned in the 

i nterview. Eszti 's story is joyfu l ,  fu l l  of excitement with the main story l ine of 

a su rprise: I did not even dream of it, yet look: I am here and I am truly 

enjoying it. 

Although these two narratives exempl ified several d ifferences i n  

perception and understand ing of an academic chal lenge by  two 

ind ividuals ,  it is important not to assume that they are mutual ly excl usive -

Eszti wanted to ach ieve and gain a good employment in the future,  just 

l i ke Kate d id  (but th is was the next step for her) and Kate also wanted to 

learn for the sake of pleasure derived from learn ing (even though this 

m ight have been shadowed by her ach ievement needs). 

8 . 1 d.4 Social development 

Al l students ta lked about a variety of relationships and social i nfl uences in 

development and learn ing .  Below I describe several areas of part icu lar 

importance to the interviewees with a focus on fam i ly, friends and peers . 

Although I separate them as themes, the social aspect of development 

was i nterspersed with other a reas (academic, professional and personal)  

and should not be viewed i n  isolation.  
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8 . 1 .4 . 1  Fami ly a s  a place of early development 

Al l interv iewees mentioned fam i ly as a sou rce of early development, 

lea rn i ng and social isation into cultu ral and social expectations ,  norms, 

va l ues ,  ru les, respons ib i l it ies and patterns of i nteraction .  They also 

stressed the im portance of a positive environment and good role  models. 

Masha bel ieved that early ch i ld hood experiences and ideas that we 

absorb through i nteraction with i n  a fami ly and our particu lar social and 

cu ltu ral background (for example ,  class) play a su bstantial ro le in the 

formation of identity. Al l  the students felt that fam i ly influenced the ir  way of 

th i n ki ng ,  provided rules of behaviou r  and affected their perceptions, 

attitudes and bel iefs . Both Masha and Aneta reflected on the fact that 

cu ltu ral and social infl uences, a lthough strong and important, evade 

consciousness unt i l  one moves outside of the environment and is 

confronted with d ifferent ways of being :  

' if you are brought, I mean , culture that has certain va lues are generalised 

Aneta a lso real ised that many of her values stem d i rectly from her fam i ly, 

rather than the wider cu ltu ral background . I elaborated on th is issue in 

chapter 4 ,  d rawing the reader's attention to the fact that a l l  students (home 

and i nternational a l i ke) come from d iverse backgrounds (cu ltu ral , ethn ical , 

social , economic o r  l ingu ist ic) . Th is means that ' ind ividual [as wel l  as 

class] d ifferences with in  the "same cu ltu re" (Louie, 2005,  p.23) may be 

more im portant than any overa l l  cu ltural commonal ities (see also Brah , 

1 996 ; Ha igh ,  2009) .  

For  Aneta , the real isatio n  that her  fami ly's values exerted such a strong 

infl uence on her l ife came later, du ring her study abroad , when she was 

confronted with the existence of other values. At that point Aneta real ised 

that before she had not questioned 'what [her] cu ltu re taught [her] ' .  She 

gave an example of study ing at the u n iversity as having an unquestionable 

va lue - someth ing that was particu larly important in  her fami ly: 
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'I spoke to my cousin who is younger than me and he said he doesn't 
want to go to the un iversity and we started talking about it and I was trying 
to persuade h im,  wel l  you have to go because it's so important for your 
l ife ! And he was g iving me arguments why not to go and I real ly didn't 
want to l isten because that was just the way I was brought up to go to the 
un iversity. ' 

Now, after a few years of l iv ing in  a d ifferent culture and meeti ng many 

people of various cu ltu ra l backgrounds,  Aneta real ised she changed a lot. 

Referring back to the value  of education Aneta expla ined how her  fam i ly 

expected her  to continue  with education :  

'They push me into it ! {laugh ing} Uhm ,  to be  honest I 'm actual ly, I 'm doing 
my Masters because of my fami ly. I wanted to do a year when I would 
work or maybe j ust not go to do the Masters at al l  because ,  as I said , my 
values changed but they pushed me {laugh ing} so I sa id ok.  So, because I 
sti l l  th i n k  it's a good th i ng obviously. If I thought it was completely wrong 
than I wouldn 't do  it but I sti l l  th ink it 's good . '  

Other  students also suggested that fami ly's expectations and dynamics 

play a role i n  conti nu ing edu cation ,  for instance Kate felt she needed to 

'prove' herself to be as 'bra iny' as her brother, Mei's father paid for her 

education in England in  a hope to i ncrease her social posit ion and Masha 

aspired to be as intel lectual as her family. 

8 . 1 d.4 .2 Fam ily and friends as a source of support 

Many students mentioned fami ly and friends as important sources of 

support - emotional , physi cal  and fi nancia l .  Some students ta l ked about 

the close ties with the fami ly ,  especial ly parents, who provided not only 

support but a lso advice : Eszti recognised the depth of the support she 

rece ived from her fami ly and rea l ised how much she m issed them wh i le 

l iv ing abroad , Mei  exp la ined how she always consulted her mother for 

advice and Matej e laborated on the importance of having 'a safe base' 

(fam i ly and friends) for growing up ,  from wh ich he cou ld set off to exp lore 

the world and to wh ich he cou ld retu rn in d ifficu lt moments for consolation 

and encouragement: 

'fami ly is the thing , if I can say the th ing, that is the good people actual ly 
that support you ,  that . . .  you can rely on them in any s ituation includ i ng ,  
you know, we a l l  have good times , bad times and they stand behind you 
also in  the bad t imes and it's very good and very important for 
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development because (then you have the) safe base to grow up  and uhm,  
next one, yeah ,  it's friendship, of course you need to  have people with 
whom you feel comfortable around ,  then,  yeah ,  . . .  you can go out again 
{ laugh ing}. As with anyth ing ,  you need to have positive surroundings,  so 
you need to have a l l  these also l ike positive karma round you . '  

L ing  spoke about the support and positive energy she derived from a 

loving , nourish ing fami ly envi ronment (wh ich provides a strong 'backbone' 

for the futu re) .  She exp la ined that if we are fi l led with love and positive 

feel ings we 'have power, energy, energy to do these th ings, even [if] it's 

hard ,  it's d ifficu lt but you 've got a strong support for yourself . Ling's 

mother provided her with invaluable emotional support after the father's 

early death in the car accident (time of 'worst dark' , in Ling's words) ,  

therefore L i ng  considered the relationsh ip  to be very close , but not 

overprotective as her mother h igh l ighted the need for independence as 

'nobody wi l l  a lways be with you your  whole l ife so you have to be stronger 

and you have to be l iveable ' . 

L ing bel ieved her mother taught her the most im portant th ings i n  l ife , such 

as how to love, 'how to be a human being' and 'how to deal with 

prob lems' . L ing wou ld first consider th ings for herself (self-d ialogue), then 

d iscuss issues with her mother and consider her advice and also consider 

other people's opin ions and perspectives, especially peers as they have a 

simi lar ( 'modern ly') way of th inking . 

8 .4 . 1 d.3 Fam ily - cu ltu ra l  construction of social norms and 

responsib i l it ies 

Many students referred to fam i ly as the most influential social structu re, 

which equ i ps peop le with social and cu ltu ral knowledge ,  but a lso sets out 

expectations and responsib i l it ies. 

Ling and Mei ( both Ch inese) spoke of a fami ly with a great sense of 

respect - l istening to their parents, fol lowing their advice and g iv ing back 

(social responsib i l ity) without any trace of doubt, hesitation or teenage 

rebel l ion .  However, Kate (British) bel ieved she matured , grew out of that 

'teenage th ing '  and started to commun icate with her fam i ly much later as 
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'at the certain age I th ink you know what fam i ly's about (and you can 

develop there) ' .  Th is m ight be l i nked to cultu ra l  norms regu lating the 

acceptabi l i ty of crit icis ing any figu res of authority or social ly important 

others ( i n  this case Ling and Mei 's comments about parents and teachers 

ind icate unquestionable respect ,  whi le those of British and CEE students' 

are more critical )  and the cu ltu ral values ascribed to fami ly. As I explai ned 

in chapters 1 and 4,  i n  Ch ina and Africa - arguably more co l lectivistic 

cu ltu res - the figures of authority (parents , teachers, social ly important 

others) are h igh ly respected and l istened to , whi le Western ph i losophical 

trad it ion encourages debate and critique. Mei (Ch inese, see chapter 7)  

and Aseye (G hanaian)  specified cu ltural expectations, norms and 

responsib i l ities i n  relation to a fam ily l ife : 

'back in my country fami ly is very, very, very important, yes, so, so it's my 
aim that I 'd get married soon {laughing} and then have my kids and then 
as a Ghanaian no matter how old you grow you sti l l have to take care of 
your parents , you know, and then you r  siblings ,  you don't lose, break that 
connection with your sibl ings no matter where you are . '  

Although both Mei  and Aseye posit ioned the fam i ly as havi ng an 

unquestionable va lue i n  the i r  cu ltures, Me i  referred to nuclear fami ly 

(mai nly parents and ch i ldren )  and concentrated on close ties, i nt imacy and 

8 . 1 .4 .4 Complex network of social relationsh ips 

Some students (Ch inese and African) tal ked about a complex network of 

relationsh ips , the importance of 'connections' in the world of employment, 

a h ierarch ical  structu re of society and stressed social status and 

recogn it ion as  wel l as a perception of deep care for each other .  Ling 

expla ined that ' in Ch ina the social part is real ly important, you r  reputation 

. . .  so much complex relationsh ip between you and the others, you cannot 

do what you want to do but you a lways have to consider others . '  

L ing and Mei referred to the practice of  consideri ng and consu lting others 

- parents ,  teachers, friends and successfu l/wise others, as wel l as the 

recip rocity wh i le Aseye spoke of extended fam i ly, social responsib i l ities 

( looking after people, remembering about them,  mainta in ing con nections) .  
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requ i rement to satisfy the ir  fam i ly and lay foundations for the futu re 

generations.  I have e laborated on this aspect i n  depth in case study 3 

(Mei) i n  the previous chapter and l i nked it back to the theoretical 

d iscussion of the i m portance and com plexity of social rel ationshi ps with in  

a network of mutua l  obl igations i n  Confucian heritage cu ltu res (for 

example ,  Pratt, 1 999,  cited i n  Kennedy, 2002, Sal l i l i ,  200 1 ; Tween & 

Lehman , 2002; Kennedy, 2002) .  Below I provide fu rther exam ples. 

Ling elaborated on the need to network, i nvite and go out with people who 

are not her friends and who m  she perhaps wou ld prefer not to meet, but 

she felt she had to ' because they' re important people maybe in your 

career l ife , in  your  rest l ife , maybe sometimes you need the person to help 

you ' .  She a lso tal ked about social reputation a nd regard fo r  successfu l 

people (measured by pol it ical power and money) who are requ i red to 

share the knowledge and success stories with others (wh i le ,  i n  her 

opin ion , people in the UK j ust celebrate with their closest fami ly and 

friends) .  

Mei concentrated on the requ i rement to fi nd her place and play a rol e  in 

society - be a usefu l and contributing member (see chapter 7) .  

African students (Precious ,  Aseye and Aki l i )  a lso mentioned wider social 

relationsh ips (for example ,  extended fam i ly) and social responsib i l it ies 

(givi ng back to their  cou ntry, contributi ng, br ing i ng knowledge back) , 

a lthough they d id not accentuate social etiquette in a way that Li ng and 

Mei d id . 

These excerpts a lso provoked my own reflection by br ing ing  up  sti l l  l ive 

memories of the era of com mun ism in  Eastern Europe and g l impses from 

Frantz Kafka's novels (especial ly 'The Tria l ' ,  1 925) - the i m portance of 

connections and social exchange (g iv ing someth ing for something) ,  having 

to rely on others (verd ict or mercy) , complex social relationsh ips and 

obl igations,  the utopia of social equal ity and all people working together for 

a h igher purpose. However ,  I considered how l iving in a society described 
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by Mei can g ive a sense of belong ing and purpose - knowing her 

responsib i l it ies and own p lace i n  a bigger scheme of th ings.  Th is cou ld  be 

reassu ring .  At the same t ime ,  I observed how this vision co l l ided with a 

more Western concept of an i nd ivid ual 's freedom of cho ice and self

a uthorsh i p  ( i nternal identity, Kegan ,  1 994, p . 1 84) or an American myth of 

a se lf-made person (to which M ike and Masha referred i n  their interviews) 

and reflected on the possib le  d ifficulties for  students com ing from other 

trad it ions to an environment wh ich stresses autonomous learn ing and 

ind iv idua l  responsib i l ity and may be seen as ambiguous ,  lacki ng structu re 

and sense of d i rection from teachers. 

8 . 1 .4 .5 Social circ le - su pport, fun ,  relaxation but also knowledge 

exchange and professional networking 

Al l students tal ked about s imple sharing of l ife , s pending time together (as 

Aseye p ut it 'for the fun of it' and 'to take the stress [of working and 

studying] away') ,  but also su pporting  each other and provid ing advice .  Mei 

h igh l ighted that peers often share s imi lar, modern views (as o pposed to 

old-fash ioned views held by teachers or parents) which provides a 

p latform for mutua l  understand ing ,  hence many students choose to tu rn to 

othe r  students for answers to their  questions. Montgomery (20 1 0) po inted 

i n  her research to the aspect of social support as particu larly important for 

i n te rnationa l  students, who often bu i ld intercu ltural networks, wh ich, to a 

certain degree, may substitute the support usual ly received from the 

fa mi ly .  

Al l students a lso h igh l ighted shar ing of ideas, knowledge and learn ing with 

and  from each other. They felt fortu nate that they could meet, exchange 

ideas and experience th ings together, although the depth and scope of 

such exchanges varied from ind ividua l  to ind ividua l .  This h igh l ights the 

socia l  situatedness of learn ing and development (d iscussed in chapters 3 

and  7) .  

P recious,  Aneta and Aseye felt that learn ing together and shar ing 

knowledge was particu larly he lpfu l for them . They h igh l ighted how 
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expla in ing th i ngs to others faci l itates memorisation of material ( 'once I do 

that I haven't forget it' , ' by doing that it sticks [ in my mind] '  - Precious;  'that 

real ly, rea l ly set in my head then ,  I don't have to memorise it at a l l  . . .  , we 

have fun and we learn by it, it's rea l ly good . '  - Aneta) and how d iscussing 

with others can sensitise them to d ifferent perspectives and often a l low 

them to arrive at a d ifferent (Aneta) or shared (Precious) u nderstand ing :  

'we chal lenge each other's ideas and  maybe we come to a conclus ion ,  
which i s  better if I d id i t  o n  my own , because I would see p ink ,  whi le you'd 
see g reen a nd at the end you can come out of conclus ion with yel low 
{laugh ing}.' (Aneta) 

Precious: 'because sometimes when you say something and the n ext 
person . . .  [says] : "no I th ink I u nderstand it this other way" and 
now you see the person's points of view and m uch better than 
what you thought it was or clarify of what you thought or maybe 
there are some th i ngs l ike: " I  don't understand , I read this but I 
don't u nderstand what it meant and then oh understand it , yes, 
it's l ike this and this" and at the end of the day 

Maja :  l ike co l lective knowledge? 

Precious: Yes, col lective knowledge. '  

As I expla ined in  chapter 1 ,  constructivist l ea rn ing theories (propagated by 

Dewey, 1 933,  1 938 ; P iaget, 1 957 and Vygotsky, 1 978) suggest that 

people learn not on ly by memorizing i nformation , but also by integrating 

and organ izi ng new data i nto prior knowledge (Ausubel ,  1 963; Novak ,  

1 998) . Learners' active engagement and social exchange (as evidenced i n  

the quotations  above) can contribute to meaningfu l  learn ing as knowledge 

is created by learners in a social context and as a resu lt of social 

interaction (van Harmelen ,  2008, cited in Pritchard & Woollard , 20 1 0) .  

Learn ing with and from others can a lso contribute to ep istemolog ical sh ifts 

towards more relativity , to lerance for complexity and ambigu ity (Perry, 

1 970 ; Baxter Magolda ,  200 1 ; King & Kitchener, 2002), especial ly if 

learn ing is situated in i nternational groups.  

Aseye also high l ig hted a more practical aspect of social exchanges, 

pointing to the fact that others can be helpfu l in obta in ing i nformation:  ' if 
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you d id n 't get something that was taught in  the class' and sharing usefu l 

material for learn ing . 

Social c i rcles were also seen as generating networks (particu larly usefu l in  

the g lobal world (see case study 4 ,  chapter 7) .  

8 . 1 .4 .6 l ntercu ltu ral exchanges 

Social exchanges and learn ing with and from others com ing from d iverse 

backgrounds was a topic widely d iscussed among the students. For some, 

social exchanges instigated reflection and reconstruction of personal 

values, bel iefs or practices (Aneta , M ike) ,  while others seemed to stay at 

the l evel of observation (Me i ,  Masha). 

Whether students felt they ga ined knowledge ,  saw other  perspectives, 

experienced other ways of bei ng in the world , broadened thei r horizons, or 

changed some of the i r  va lues, bel iefs, attitudes or  behaviou rs, they a l l  felt 

enriched by the experience of l iving and studying in a mu lticu ltu ral 

envi ronment. None of the students I ta l ked to crit icised the idea or 

experience of i ntercu ltu ra l g roup  work - com monly perceived as 

problematic i n  the l iteratu re (Leonard et al, 2004; Ryan and Carro l l ,  2005 ;  

Caruana ,  2007) .  Their  experiences were overly positive and led to bu i ld ing 

strong ,  intercu ltural networks of support (noticed also by Montgomery, 

201 0  in  her, m uch bigger, sample) and the atmosphere of a vi brant 

mu lti national comm u n ity (Ja nkowska & Smart, 2007), which both the 

modu le coord inator and I thought contributed to a positive dynamics and 

the el im ination of a sense of 'otherness' ; Kate referred to th is whi le 

com paring her current (positive) un iversity experience with the previous 

(negative) h igh schoo l one.  She expla ined that due to the d iversity in the 

I th ink ,  I don't 

know, it was a b it wei rd ' ) .  I n  Cyprus she felt she was the new and odd one 

and that she needed to try to fit i n ,  'combine with them , join with thei r  l ittl e 

groups' which ' is not a lways worth [it] ' . I n  the UK Kate felt she could be 

UK, there is more tolerance for 'otherness' and people are treated more 

equal ly ('there's more d ifferent people from d ifferent cu ltures over here 

and I see people the same over here ,  whereas over there 
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more herself, without t ry ing to fit in or to be l i ke everyone e lse, as,  in 

effect, here everyone was d ifferent. 

Looking holistical ly at the spectrum of students '  experiences and beliefs 

across th is study I a lso began wondering whether the length of stay in  a 

foreign cou ntry ,  expectations  about the place of residency i n  the future 

(back home, the U K, somewhere else), as we l l  as personal attitudes, 

experiences and immed iate social circle a l l  p lay a role i n  the perception of 

the d e pth and scope of intercu ltu ral i nfl uence . For exam ple, Mei positioned 

herself more as a sojou rner, who stopped here on ly for a short whi le (and 

was not pl ann i ng to stay long term) ,  and who observed d ifferences ( in a 

way that a ho l iday maker does), but d id not get i nvolved m uch outside the 

classroom . S he socia l ised main ly  with other  Ch inese students and her 

encounte rs with the 'other' were largely restricted to interactions at the 

un iversity (for example ,  g roup  work). Although  she felt her horizon 

broadened as a resu lt of studying abroad , she bel ieved she was not 

affected or changed i n  any way. Aneta , on the other hand, had a l ready 

been in Eng land for fou r  years ,  had a d iverse circle of friends and settl ing 

down i n  the UK seemed to be a feasible opt ion .  She felt that the 

experience of l iv ing a nd studying abroad was h igh ly transformative. 

Based on  my conversations with students,  I suggest that factors such as 

the length of stay, futu re p lans and personal attitudes and bel iefs can 

affect students' motivation  and engagement with their new environment 

and either faci l itate or  h inder students' openness to change. For some 

students, it seems ,  deeper change is neither  possible (too short a length of 

stay in the U K, not enough  contact with host cu lture), nor perhaps 

desirab le (due to a r isk of re-entry shock o n  return to their  home countries ,  

see, for example, Rob inson-Pant, 2009). L ike Mei ,  they may acqu ire new 

ski l ls and knowledge,  make observations and comparisons between the 

two cu ltures and feel that their horizons expanded (cogn itive i ncrease) ,  but 

they may not change (no sense of persona l  transformation ) .  
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8 . 1 l.5  Physica l ,  mental and spiritua l  development (a healthy, balanced 

l ife) 

Although most of the students prioritised some areas of development, 

m any of them spoke of the necessity to have a ba lanced , healthy l ife and 

attend to d ifferent needs. However, the concept of 'a balanced' l ife d iffered 

among the students . For some students it meant attend i ng to physica l ,  

mental and  spi ritual  needs as wel l  as  studyi ng and  working .  Other 

students emphasised the ba lance between fam ily and work l ife . 

For exam ple , work was very important for Aseye , but she a lso recognised 

the importance of relaxing , taking b reaks ,  and general ly looking after 

herself: ma inta in ing  good health , keeping fit and going for  med ica l check

u ps ,  hol idays, trave l l ing and relaxing with fami ly and friends .  She also 

emphasised her rel ig ious development and the need to engage i n  dai ly 

sp i ritual ritua ls .  For Aseye , attending even ly to a l l  these areas contributed 

to a balanced , stress-free l ife : 

' it's not a lways about working,  working , studying ,  studying . . .  I have to do 
certa in  things to take the stress away {laughing}.Yeah ,  some vacation and 
I mean,  health wise, I . . .  always make sure I 'm  fit, check, go on routine 
check-ups, yeah ,  and then also keep on making friends, you know, for the 
fun of it, and some for sharing ideas and sharing l ife personal ly, yeah ,  and 
then rel ig iously, I mean, I am a rel ig ious person .  I 'm a Christian and, and I 
see that as developing my spiritual and fu lfi l l i ng my spiritual needs as 
wel l ,  yeah and I see that area too as a way of developing my persona l  self 
because I, I persona l ly, I bel ieve that when I am spiritual ly sound , it, it 
then  enables me to be sound in all the other things that I do. ' 

Simi larly to Aseye, Precious saw education as 'very important' but 'so is 

being healthy and fitness and having  a family' . She expla ined that no 

m atter how focused she is  on  her studies or work ,  th is cannot put a strain  

o n  her fam i ly  l ife because family i s  u lt imately the most important th ing i n  

her  l ife . S he a lso pointed out  the importance of keeping physical ly fit, 

go ing for 'med ica l  check-ups' and eating healthy meals. 

Physica l ,  m ed ical and sp i ritual development were emphasised mainly by 

African students ( both in i nterviews and in a bigger CMs sample ,  see 

chapter 4) ,  who spoke d irectly of medical check-up ,  healthy meals, 
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exercise and religious r ituals in their lives. The concepts of fitness and 

exercising were also found in Chinese students' concept maps. It is not to 

say that British or CEE students do not consider them as important , but 

these concepts were not articulated in relation to PD. They concentrated 

more on 'life-work' balance (Mike, case study 2) or 'holistic' development 

(Matej , Masha, Aneta). 

The above excerpts indicate that the 'ideal' of having a healthy, well

balanced life is commonly recognised as a valuable goal by students, but 

individuals stress different elements that should be in balance.  Apart from 

personal beliefs, environmental, social and cultural factors may play a role 

in the construction of what constitutes a well-balanced life. For Mike the 

work environment was a source of pressure and he referred to 'front line' 

jobs and 'rat race' g iving grounds to an imbalanced life . In the immediate 

environment (family , social groups) specific practices may be given a 

particular attention (for example, religion or fitness). The students also 

recognised that at different stages of their development, d ifferent aspects 

may be foregrounded more. 

8.2 The purposes of PD 

All students talked about psychological, emotional ,  cognitive and 

behavioural aspects of development in different areas (discussed above), 

but the underlying values, beliefs, priorities, reasons for PD differed 

among them . Below I describe the most common purposes of PD, as they 

saw them : 

• To understand oneself and find one's place in the world 

'Understanding oneself was an important concept for all the students , 

both as a starting point in their journeys (recognising one's current 

position/'level' of development) as well as analysing one's 'developmental 

needs' - M ike. They expressed their need to get to know themselves more, 

to find their own place, to fit in , to understand themselves in relation to 

others, to recognise their strengths, weaknesses or lim itations and 
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potentials (and be ' real istic') in order to make informed decisions and 

p lans for the futu re . As I h igh l ighted before, Barnett and Di Napo l i  (2008) 

see un iversities as natu ral sites for th is kind of self-exploration and 

d iscovery. It is not surpris ing then that the majority of students referred to 

PD as a process based on self-analysis. This self-analysis may lead to 

plann ing and implementing changes,  which are then fol lowed by further 

analysis ,  making the process on-going and cycl ical one. In  th is sense the 

process never ends and is supported by personal reflections and feed back 

from others, as M ike stressed : 

'the key thing's to take on board the feedback from your  reflection and 
others and th ink about it . . .  i f you actual ly d isregard your feedback and 
decide not to use it and so on , uhm I would say your probabi l ity of 
developing is lower but uhm ,  I mean it can be qu ite chal leng ing to do, you 
know. You m ight get some pretty harsh comments, nasty or whatever, 
and some people are not perhaps strong enough to take it on and uhm ,  
they may not even embark on ,  let's say 360, which i s  probably key to  this, 
uhm , to understand how people see you from outside . . . because you 
don't see yourself. ' 

Mike and Aneta h igh l ig hted that PD requ i res a degree of honesty i n  self

analysis .  I t  may a lso requ i re some bravery to be able to face feedback 

from others (Mike) or to stand up for one's own val ues and bel iefs (Aneta) 

- both may be d ifficu lt  for many people .  Mike suggested that self-analysis 

may be m islead ing or not complete - some people may even be ' in  

den ia l ' ;  therefore it is important to include feedback from others, if 

possib le . Open ing up to feed back can give a broader understand ing,  a 

chance to discover new th ings about oneself and instigate change , and 

therefore can be transformative (Mezirow, 2001  ) .  

Personal reflection can a lso be faci l itated by specific experiences (wh ich I 

refer to as critical i ncidents) that chal lenge students or provoke their 

reflection  (see section  8 .3) .  

• To achieve personal satisfaction 

Although personal  satisfaction is not synonymous with growth, a l l  students 

referred to it i n  relation to their development. They thought that the feel ing 
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of personal  satisfaction that comes with an achievement of their goals can 

be h igh ly reward i ng and motivate them to deve lop even further. Aki l i  spoke 

about the need for personal fu lfi l lment, satisfact ion and joy wh ich she 

could ach ieve by 'cl imbing to the top' and 'gathering fru its' . Mike 

h igh l ighted h is need to ach ieve the fifth level in Maslow's h ierarchy (self

actual isation) and Ling referred to her wish to have 'a wonderful l ife' (with 

a sense of peace, balance and harmony that cou ld  bring her satisfaction) .  

Other students tal ked about specific areas i n  which ach ievement wou ld 

lead to a feel ing of fu lfi l lment, satisfaction or self- real isation ,  for exam ple, 

Masha and Matej referred to achieving intel lectual ly (being 'clever' , 

' intel l igent') as particu larly satisfying;  Aneta and Mike derived their 

Aneta) and vi rtua l ly  a l l  students referred to academic ach ievement as 

h igh ly g ratifying .  

M ike explai ned how satisfaction can be derived from smal l  achievements 

(and add to a more genera l ised feel ing of self-actual isation) ,  but a lso have 

a positive i nfluence on other people: 

satisfaction from empathy ( ' if you can understand people and feel with 

them and help them . . .  it g ives you a much better feel ing about you rself , 

'Wel l ,  you m ight (be performing more) in terms of productivity and , and 
better behaviours ,  uhm ,  uhm you might be overa l l  ca lmer because you 
just know more and you're more confident, you can handle situations 
better, uhm, I ' l l  probably have a better feel ing of uhm self-actual isation 
perhaps, you may reach the 5th level of Maslow and feel pretty good about 
yourself and that may then be obvious and people then may (feed of that 
and then) they feel better. ' 

• To bu i l d  self-esteem and confidence 

Several students mentioned their need for i nner  development ( see section 

8 . 1  .3) and more specifical ly ,  bu i ld ing 'self-esteem'  (Matej), confidence 

(Eszti) and interpersona l  skil l s  ( Masha ,  Eszti , Mei) .  

backbon e  in t imes of d ifficu lty and Mike expla ined that being  able to 

d isplay confidence and control ('visual persona' , ' impression 

Matej suggested that bui ld ing 'self-esteem' was crucial as a 'base' from 

wh ich one can move on  to develop i n  other areas and which can act as a 
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management') comes from 'how relaxed you are . . .  , how comfortable you 

are' with you rself and from inner PD work . 

Eszti lacked confidence i n  her academic and social ab i l it ies and perceived 

stepping onto the u niversity arena as a chal lenging experience (see 

section 8 . 1 a.3) .  She sought confi rmation and seemed unsure of her ideas, 

treading a fine l i ne between being enthusiasti c about her academ ic 

experiences and worried about her abi l ities and how she m ight be 

perceived . But ,  l i ke Matej , she had her fami ly's support and was th r i l led 

with the u n iversity experience ,  especial ly as she felt she shared it with 

other students of d iverse backgrounds who ,  in many respects , had to 

chal lenge themselves just l i ke she d id .  The topic of independence ,  

studying i n  a foreign language,  i n  a d ifferent cu lture and pedagogica l ly 

d ifferent environment with a variety of students in  a s imi lar situation ,  was a 

noticeable 'circularity' in  Eszti 's i nterview. Real is ing she shared this 

experience with other students ,  coped and benefited from it (the benefits 

of studying abroad are often l i sted in the l iterature, for example, Al red , 

2003; Carro l l  & Ryan ,  2005, Montgomery, 20 1 0) seemed to g ive Eszti 

reassurance and lower her anxiety. 

Eszti a lso recogn ised that she made substantial progress across 

academic ,  personal  and social areas since she joined the un ivers ity - she 

became 'much more open ' ,  cou ld 'make friendships . . .  easier, get involved , 

to have chat with people . . .  and duri ng fi rst study months . . .  gain more 

experience' , hence ' it was a good decision [she] came here' .  Her 

confidence g rew as Eszti experienced 'smal l  successes' and she 

recogn ised how each l ittle ach ievement gave her 'good motivation' to 

continue to push herself, despite d ifficu lties . 

• To prove yourself 

Several students spoke about PD in  terms of chal lenges and setting up  

goals, the achievement of which wou ld prove to themselves and  the i r  

family/friends/past teachers that they were able to overcome d ifficulties 
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and be successfu l (for Kate and Eszti it was about proving themselves 

academ ical ly, section  8 . 1 .3) .  Aneta , Eszti and Aki l i  a lso referred to the 

cha l lenge of studying abroad and/or i n  a foreign lang uage and a sense of 

pride and socia l  recogn it ion derived from the fact that they were coping 

wel l .  

• To find a purpose i n  l ife 

For a l l  the students i n  the sample, fi nd ing  thei r  own goals and paths in  l ife 

was essential for PD.  As Eszti (extract below) expla ined ,  find ing a d i rection 

i n  l ife channel s  attention and energy in a chosen d i rection ,  hel ps to focus ,  

and therefore, stay on  track and ach ieve : 

' It 's much more better now because now I know what I would l ike to , to do 
in my future . . . o. And before that I didn 't know, I just, I just l ived and,  and it 
was not good because oh I do that, oh I do this, and, and I haven't got 
any, any exact target what I am working for .o. . .  after the people decide it 
or they found what they want they can work for it. ' 

Discoveri ng what is rea l ly im portant and fol lowing th is path was echoed in 

most of the interviews (for example ,  Aneta's focus on her values, bel in

and priorities, M ike's d ilemma as to whether he should stay in  the rat race 

or change h is career, Aseye's vision of p rofessional  development as wel l  

efs 

as fami ly obl igations, Mei 's a im of serving her society) and reiterated by 

Ling and Precious :  

'we should first have a goal for a whole life .  I f  we do not understand what 
you need , what fam i ly want, you cannot get a good results for yourself. ' 
(Ling) 

'First I guess is ,  is knowing what you want and going for it ,  to do it. ' 
(Precious) 

Many students spoke of keeping the overarch ing l ife goals in their  m inds. 

However, they a lso described these big l ife goals as less specific, more 

l i ke vague d reams and open to change. Despite the lack of specificity o r, 

at t imes, c lear steps to ach ieve them,  these strong desires susta ined 

ind ividuals' motivation to stay on the chosen path . Although specific 

scenarios and goals m ight change due  to u npred ictable l ife circumstances, 

the overa l l  a im often remains the same.  
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• Personal  versus social gain 

Whi le most students (Aneta ,  Matej , Eszti , Masha - a l l  CEE and Mike and 

Kate - British , a lso Aseye and Precious - two African students) seemed to 

understand PD as benefiting them as ind ividuals to develop 

psycholog ica l ly ,  i ntel lectua l ly ,  socia l ly and therefore i ncrease their  self

esteem , confidence ,  satisfaction ,  knowledge and employabi l ity ,  two 

students (Mei and Aki l i )  narrated stories of PD not on ly for their own 

benefit ,  but a lso for the benefits of a wider society. 

Aki l i  (see case study 4 ,  chapter 7) tal ked about development not on ly for 

her personal gain (although th is was important) , but also about her strong 

sense of socia l  ob l igation/responsibi l ity to 'g ive back' to her country and 

the need to transfer her knowledge onto others:  

'my desire is to transfer the knowledge to other people. Uhm, I 've , I 've 
come from the, the country that where,  it's not l ike many people have 
gone to school or have the opportunity to go to school .  . . .  people l ike me 
should g ive back to the society. I feel very much responsib le for my 
country, my people ,  and other people around me, not my country only but, 
if I feel l ike I can he lp ,  I wil l help. So that's why I said it's more experience 
so that I can share experience with other people and it goes l i ke, again , if 
not me, the people ,  that personal development can (pass) to someone 
else through  me. '  

A d ifferent  story of social responsib i l ity was narrated by Mei ,  a Ch inese 

student (see case study 3, chapter 7) .  Although she mentioned aspects of 

both i nner (character) and outer (professional) development, her u lt imate 

goal was to develop for the sake of becom ing usefu l to society, and , more 

local ly ,  a company that wou ld employ her i n  the future, contributi ng and 

being a (smal l )  part of a bigger mechan ism . Her narrative h ighl ighted a 

wish to s lot into a designated place i n  the hierarchy of com plex social 

relat ions ( ' I  just want to be a worker i n  a big fam ily, uhm ,  a big company, 

and just a small employee in a big fami ly to , to do my job. ') .  I noticed how 

Mei i nterchangeably used the words 'family' and 'company' , as if the 

em ployer cou ld a lmost act as a parent and the workplace could be a stage 

for near-fami ly relations .  I n  th is context, Mei was not preoccupied with 

personal change or transformation (as Eszti , Mike or Aneta were) ,  but with 
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bettering her knowledge in order to serve her employer and society, and 

fu lfi l her d uties in the best way possible. Many other questions  about 

ach ievement, success, learn i ng ,  plann ing ,  and futu re led back to the same 

topic of wanting to obta in  a degree and gain some work experience which 

wou ld be usefu l for Mei when she goes back to China ,  and wh ich would 

also make her usefu l in  the society. 

It is i nteresting to point out that the idea of develop ing oneself for the 

benefit of others is so expl icit ly mentioned on ly by these two students 

both coming from cultu res wh ich are argued to be more col lectivistic 

(Hofstede ,  1 986 ,  1 989) ,  respectively Africa and China .  However, 

development for the sake of others was a lso brought to my attention by 

othe r  students (in the p i lot and undergraduate study) , and by Mike's 

contrad ictory ideas: 

' I  have been quite selfish in a way, because of, of, under Hofstede's 
character, culture ,  you know, cultura l  characteristics, being English I 'm  
qu ite individualistic, so  I haven 't included anything l ike uhm ,  building the 
country or rel ig ion or anything l ike it, . . .  it's just l ike a bit l ike (a bit) 
American ,  I just want to do better for myself. Now, as a secondary 
outcome that might be good for the country but that's not my primary 
motivation today. Uhm , it's probably, wel l , it's essentially it's for me and 
my fami ly ( in it?) , it 's qu ite selfish in a way {laughing}. ' 

And later ta lking about what he perceived to be a common attitude to work 

Mike commented on what he saw as Western ind ividual ism : 'but that's, 

that's the Western game, isn't it? So it's cal led "what's i n  it for me"' . 

8.3 PD - a process of change 

• On-going ,  cycl ical process 

Al l stud ents saw PD as a process, u sua l ly lengthy, on-going ,  gradual or 

l ifelong ; a p rocess of g rowing  up (both phys ical ly and psycholog ical ly) ,  

maturing and progress ing ;  as Aneta put it ,  ' it takes maybe even years to 

get there ' .  
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Mike and Aki l i  h igh l ighted the cycl ical nature of development, where 

reach ing one stage or  level leads to further reflection ,  review and , 

su bsequently, another cycle of development, metaphorical ly represented 

by Aki l i  as cl imb ing another mou ntain or by Mike as going through the 

loops (see figure 1 3 , section 5 . 1 .3 that h igh l ig hts non-l inearity and cycl ic ity 

of th is process) .  

However, closer l isten ing  to  the students' responses revealed more 

com plex and varied understand i ngs of the cycle of PD .  

M ike described PD 'as [a] fai rly log ical process ,  uhm possibly non-l inear, 

with feedback loops and various stages' (see his second CM,  figure 24) -

an  on-go ing process of analys is ,  p lann ing ,  do ing and reviewing . Perhaps 

because M ike was a mature student, with years of experience i n  industry, 

exposu re to CPD processes i n  h is employment and years of education i n  

the Eng l ish system ,  h i s  understanding of PD matched the defi nition and 

visual representation of PDP as a cycle proposed by the HEAcademy 

(NC IHE ,  1 997; Un iversities UK,  2007), wh ich depicts PDP as an on-going 

process of plann ing ,  do ing , record ing and reflecti ng . In M ike's  description 

the on ly m issing element of the cycle was record ing as finding the time to 

record h is  reflections and progress proved chal leng ing (th is was a 

common d ifficu lty for most of the students interviewed i n  th is study). 

However, wh i le M ike bel ieved PD was a cycl i cal process wh ich involved 

reflection and feedback for the sake of self-improvement, Aki l i 's idea of a 

'vic ious ci rcle' [sic] involved a cycle of development and im provement, 

fol lowed with another cycle of transferri ng the learn ing onto others ,  for 

communa l ,  not i nd ividual improvement and benefit (d iscussed ear l ier). 

• P lanned , steady and conscious versus sudden change or 

u n conscious  i nfluence 

Whi le the majority of students saw PD as a steady process of add ing more 

th ings or  progressing o nto the next level - a progression ,  without drast ic 

changes (usua l ly in relation to academic and/or career progression ,  wh ich 
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i nvo lved some degree of p lann ing or stages) , some students also pointed 

out the possib i l ity of development as a resu lt of sudden change (critical  

incident) .  

PD cou ld be a conscious process of self-analysis , ' [d iscovering] 

development needs in  d ifferent areas as compared to other people'  (Mike) 

and p lanning to add ress 'the gaps' (which requ i res motivation ,  a wish to 

change). However, P D  cou ld  also be unexpected , unplanned and/or rapid 

- as a resu lt of a particu lar experience , chal lenge or infl uence (emigration 

and 'cultura l  clash ' ,  death , or other major events - these usual ly refer to 

more tacit, d ifficult to capture personal changes). 

These ' u nexpected ' changes may occu r as a resu lt of a prolonged 

exposure to a certain  environment and it m ight take some time before an 

ind ividua l  real ises they have changed or the depth of th is  change. There 

might be a period of 'bu i ld ing up '  towards change; for example, Mike 

observed that several CPD cou rses that he went on as an employee 

contributed to h is  professional  crises (he referred to them as dangerous as 

they 'got h im th inking') .  This reflection was then deepened during his 

stud ies, away from work, when he actual ly started questioning his career 

cho ices. This bu i lt-up over a long period of time and cu lm inated in a 

moment of 'epiphany' - being at the crossroads and having to decide 

which path to take (stay in  a rat race or have a more balanced l ife) .  

However,  with th is broad , d ifficult to captu re and largely subconscious 

process of u n planned changes happening in the background ,  M ike was 

also progress ing academica l ly i n  a p lanned and steady way, working 

towards his degree . In th is respect, wh i le developing in a conscious, 

p lanned way, M i ke was also experiencing a deep transformation of h is 

values and priorities in  l ife on  a more subconscious level .  

Other students also made a d istinction between changes that are clearly 

marked and others that come along u nnoticed . Precious explained that 

some aspects of PD are p lanned - we set out to ach ieve them and 

therefore there can be some measurable or noticeable outcome, wh i le  
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other aspects can be more subconscious  - unplanned and d ifficu lt to 

notice : 

'F i rst of a l l  if you're ach ieving al l  the steps you said you want to achieve 
for one; secondly I th ink that there are some that a re not, that you just 
develop even without knowing {laugh ing}. ' 

'there are also some [th ings] which you can map out, l ike this is what I 
want and I 'm ach ieving . . .  and the other ones that subconsciously or one 
way or the other are in course of your daily l ife . . .  it's just l ike if you are 
coming to do one th ing but i n  the process of doing one you end up getting 
two so sometimes you get from experience maybe what you weren't even 
th inki ng of achieving . '  

Aneta observed a s imi lar d ist inction i n  relation to learning:  'basic learn ing' 

- conscious ,  which is more formal and usual ly takes place in education 

without us  p lann ing to learn from it consciously. This was also reiterated 

by Matej who expla ined that whi le he learns through gradual bui ld ing up  

knowledge there are also 'some new experience[s] [wh ich) just come out 

of the blue'  and he can learn a g reat deal from them as wel l .  This tacit 

knowledge ( incl ud i ng assumptions and i mpressions, both conscious and 

unconscious) ,  as Eraut ( 1 994) suggests, is important for personal 

development, yet is rarely taken into account in academia (see chapter 3). 

Living and studying in a d ifferent cul tu re and pedagog ic environment was 

described as one of these 'unconscious' influences mentioned by several 

students. Such i nfl uences are broad , genera l , affecting d ifferent aspects of 

l ife as a person ' l ives and breathes' in a d ifferent environment. 

• Cha l lenges instigating development 

Apart from factors that can exert i nfl uence for  a long time (such as new 

environment, relationsh ips with people, cu ltu re) ,  sometimes students were 

able to point out  to a particu lar event, situation or social exchange wh ich 

chal lenged them in some way, evoked 'personal crises' , instigated 

reflection and caused change. Aneta gave an exam ple of how she re

evaluated her bel ief in  the importance/superiority of un iversity education 
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after a heated d iscussion with her cous in ,  who provided several 

counterarguments .  Kate talked about how a death i n  the fami ly brought 

fami ly members much closer and how it infl uenced her d irectly - she 

real ised that fam i ly became one of the most im portant values i n  her l ife 

and started re-bu i ld ing relationships with her family (especial l y  her 

mother) .  L ing also talked about her father's death, the bereavement period 

and how th is sad event contributed to her becom ing more i ndependent 

and self-re l iant. Aseye narrated a story of having to 'prove' herself as the 

only female in the male dominated work envi ronment (bank) and how th is 

experience of being ab le to 'handle men' shaped her confidence and bel ief 

that she should a im h igh , perhaps much h igher than many Ghanaian 

women would cons ider. Aki l i  to ld a story of gradual  promotion i n  her first 

workplace wh ich was possib le because her manager put fa ith in  her, 

encouraged her and gave her i ncreasingly more d ifficult tasks , promoting 

her independence and reward ing efforts - th is  particu lar relationship la id 

foundations for  her entrepreneu ria l  interests and fu rther development in 

th is area . 

Al l these situations cha l lenged the students i n  d ifferent ways and to a 

d ifferent extent and were usual ly referred to as h igh ly developmental , 

evoking reflection and push ing i nd ivid uals to re-visit their values ,  bel iefs 

and goals in  l ife ,  often lead ing to imp lementing changes in a particu lar 

area of l ife . Th is is in  l ine with Barnett's (2007) argument that being 

cha l lenged - taken out of 'a comfort zone' and put 'on the spot' (p .54) - are 

necessary ingred ients for personal development. Experiencing those 

changes, as I exp la ined in chapter 3, may lead to a marked change i n  

values and  a feel ing of being changed 'for good' as  threshold i s  often 

i rrevers ib le (Meyer & Land , 2005) .  

In my previous ana lysis based on GT (section 6 .5) , I identified 'challenges' 

as the main explanatory category in relation to PD and VCRM ( especia l ly 

read ing for the voice of the ' I ') and further accentuated 'chal lenges' as a 

veh icle for persona l  development. Many students h igh l ighted that 
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acknowledging a d ifficu lty, a problem or a chal lenge often leads to a 

real isation that further development is needed - the awareness of an issue 

was seen as a prerequ isite to development (for example , Aseye explained : 

'when I meet some prob lem I real ise that I should develop myself i n  these 

uhm,  d i rections' ) .  Cha l lenges can be developmental (deal ing with them 

l eads to positive outcomes) or paralysing (not being able to deal with them 

can have negative effects, such as a feel ing of fa i lure or drop in  self

confidence and can h inder further development). This is  why setting a bar 

of a cha l lenge at an adequate level is so important - not too low so that 

students can benefit from it and not too h igh  so that the students are not 

threatened by it (Su l l ivan and Johns ,  2002 , see chapter 4). 

Setting oneself chal lenges was viewed by the students as a strategy for 

development, as Ling explained : 'I chal lenge myself to do someth ing that I 

cannot do before and when I fin ish it, I 've done it, I know I developed . '  As 

Durkin 's (2008) research shows, students usual ly know how far they want 

to push and when 'enough is enough' .  

Many chal lenges are inevitab le i n  l ife and , as Aki l i  explained , i t  is 

important to accept th is and be prepared to deal with them : 

'there are chal lenges , and challenges , I d idn't put maybe problems cos if I 
say problems then maybe you fai l  . . .  you won't be able to get to the top. 
But I put chal lenges cos these are the shortfalls or . . .  thi ngs which might 
occur or happen and we should expect challenges in l ife . '  

'you need to  expect challenges, that's why I put that i t  can affect either 
positively or negatively, accord ing ,  it depends on how, you know, how (to , 
to) to tackle the chal lenges . '  

Therefore bei ng ab le to 'tackle the chal lenges' - p ick oneself up and 

continue what one started can be developmenta l :  

'but if, if I ,  I ,  I wi l l  tackle the challenge then I ' l l  be able to get to the top. ' 

It is also possib le to tra in  onese lf to overcome chal lenges and it gets 

easier with practice :  
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'cl imbing the mountain really is , it can be very hard but can be, if you're 
exercising so hard and you're a fit person, you can just cl imb the 
mountain easi ly. ' (Akil i ) 

However, there a re a lso chal lenges that are very d ifficult to overcome ( if 

not im possib le) and learn i ng  to accept these is the best one can do .  Some 

students (Aki l i ,  P recious ,  M ike ,  Kate) talked about various factors that l im it 

us  in  d ifferent ways (age ,  lack of resources , l egal  l im itations ,  lack of 

opportun it ies, lack of t ime,  stress and pressure ,  other people's 

preconceptions ,  etc . )  and , wh i le it is important to overcome chal lenges 

and keep 'c l imbing to the top ' , at the same time it is also healthy to be 

' rea listic' . Being ' real istic' does not mean one shou ld not try to overcome 

even seem ingly i nsurmountable chal lenges, as some students pointed out 

that it is worth trying because even if the outcome is not achieved , the 

learn ing a nd d evelopment that took place during the journey towards a 

chosen goal is  sti l l  val uab le .  

No matter how much we th i nk  we are prepared for a variety of  l ife 

chal lenges, some events can be 'm i ld '  (Aki l i  metaphorica l ly referred to 

them as 'c loud , ra in ' )  whi le others may seem particularly 'severe' 

('thunderstorm,  floods ' ) ,  d ifficult to deal with and can lead to a 'personal 

crisis' , where an ind ividua l  need to re-assess her l ife and engage all the 

energy to stand up to a chal lenge. These b ig crises or 'moments of 

epiphany' (Mike) can evoke deep reflection and p rovide a g round for 

personal  development. For example ,  M ike and Aneta talked about the 

process of coming to rea l isation that what they thought was real ly 

important for them (bus iness , earn ing money or acting accord ing to social 

especia l ly as it may invo lve taking some t ime ou t  and possible financial 

repercussions (in M i ke 's  case) or social ostracis m/m isunderstanding (as 

they opposed cu ltu ra l  norms and values,  see Rogers, 1 963,  Wi l l iams & 

Irving ,  200 1 ) .  

Aneta , for  exam ple used to bel ieve that: 

norms) , was in fact fut i le .  Their wish to step out of the ' rat race' and focus 

on other thi ngs may n ot be perceived by others as 'an upward movement' , 
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'the best way of career is business because, uhm people who work in  
busi ness usual ly are not  employed but  they employ people and they work 
for themselves and they manage to organise things and ,  and do it their 
way and they manage to multitask and do their time management and 
everyth ing so I admire those people and was just th inking wow th is is the 
!QQ.Lyou can ever get . '  

However, as her views and bel iefs were chal lenged , her values and 

priorities changed and now: 

' 

She also changed her op in ion about the unquestionable val ue of the 

un iversity education (someth ing that was u nth inkable to her before) and 

having reputab le ,  chal leng ing jobs:  

'achievements for me are more,  more what kind of a person you can be, 
l ike . . .  if you can understand other people and feel with them and help 
them .  If you can be more opened to help other people even if you don't 
get anyth ing for it or because in the end it g ives you much better feel ing 
about yourself . . .  I 've real ised that working with other people and l istening 
to them and gain ing things from them is I would say the top you can get.

'Maybe you don't go [to the university] because you don't want to do i t  and 
that also people who are doing less d ifficu lt jobs maybe not doing it 
because they can't do the more d ifficult jobs, but maybe they chose it to 
do it and that, that's how they are fulfi l l ing their l ife; they, they are real ly 
� so they found the fu lfi lment in something else actually. ' 

S imi larly M ike felt that h is criteria for judging d evelopment and 

ach ievement changed :  

' if you start behaving d ifferently, l ike react differently i n  situations and then 
get better outcomes , uhm ,  that would probably be a good sign that you 
are ,  uhm,  are developing, you know. Or if you can empath ise more with 
people. Especia l ly in the cou rse I have lots of d ifferent cu ltures so you 
might read s igns i n  one way and you thi nk  something about someth ing 
and then you may try and put yourself in  their shoes . . .  and see if you can 
understand it their point of view.' 

This interplay between a deep, inner need to change and the societal 

requirement of 'having a good , steady job' and being 'a contributor' ,  not 'a 

sponge' as wel l  as the weight of the financial responsibi l ity for his 

household and ch i ldren was d iscomforting for Mike who needed to 

carefu l ly consider his options .  
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8.4 PDP and CPD 

Only  a few students i n  this study had previous experience of  PDP and/or  

CPD and a lthough a l l  of  them were involved i n  PDP activities in the 

'Commun ication in Business' module ,  at the time of the interviews , they 

were just beg i nn i ng to experience a variety of them . Those who had 

experienced PDP prior to embarking on thei r  Master's p rogrammes were 

critical of it (Aneta , Matej ,  M i ke - i n  relation to CPD) .  They saw P DP as 

' useless' (Matej) , pointless and imposed on learners. As soon as I ra ised 

the topic of PDP i n  the i nterviews the students' voices became resistant 

and , at t imes, angry (see Aneta's case study, chapter 7) .  When I asked 

Matej about h is experience of PDP he ind icated h is annoyance with the 

topic (frequent s ighs,  short ph rases, repetition of the expressions ' it's 

useless' , ' it was so useless' and asking whether I 'seriously' wanted to 

know about h is  PDP experiences) . He d id not th ink  PDP activities (such as 

e-portfol ios and biogs) helped h im in any way and expla ined that they 

were not real ly about persona l  development but more about showcasing 

you rself a nd ga in ing more i nformation :  

'it's j ust l ike showing off . . .  s o  you put the information about you ,  and 
that's not developing your personal ity or personal development or any 
kind of development. . . .  we did the meetings, that's just building up the 
knowledge about the meetings for people who haven't had a meeting 
before but us, l ike myself I had a l ready been to many of the meetings, in 
work, or  my previous works, jobs so I know how it works in there, it's just 
i nformation, it's not about developing yourself. ' 

This is in  l i ne with Draper's (2009) d istinction between publ ic and private 

faces of P DP (see table 2 ,  chapter 5) ,  which emphasises that the 

institutional  (publ ic) ,  i mposed type of PDP is very m uch employer and 

product-oriented with the aim of showcasing ach ievement and saying 

th ings to i mpress e m ployers, rather than self-generated , i nner and 

process-oriented private type wh ich encourages honest reflection on 

aspects that need improvement and writing about th ings that are dear to 

students' hearts , regard less of whether they look good or are relevant to 

others. 
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Aneta a lso saw PDP as repetitive , boring , imposed on students and not 

very usefu l .  Whi le  Matej saw PDP activities as hard ly developmental and 

often referring to th ings he a l ready knew about or was experienced in , 

Aneta seemed to accept that PDP cou ld potential ly be developmental , if 

on ly it was better introdu ced and explained . They both felt they lacked 

agency i n  the process and that PDP activities were not he lp ing them 

develop .  In my op in io n ,  th is is because both Aneta and Matej were 

seeking  more ho l istic development, or rather personal growth (section 8 . 5  

and 3 . 1 n.2 ) ,  focus ing their efforts on deeper, inner personal development 

(private face of PDP,  Draper 2009) ,  rather  than more pragmatic tasks 

designed to equ ip  students with specific ski l l s, knowledge and enhance 

thei r  emp loyabi l ity ( i nstitutional , publ ic face ,  Draper, 2009) offered by PDP 

in their courses (p lann ing ,  career progression , meetings,  etc . ) ,  wh ich, they 

felt , were provided for the sake of ticking the boxes and perceived as a 

waste of t ime. 

Aneta's and Matej's ideas about PDP are sim i lar to M ike's comments 

about h is  past, d isappointing CPD activities: 

'we have 
to reflect but with the pace of modern l i

I 

a performance review every 6 months and that would be timely 
fe you ,  that's , you've got to be able 

to put the time assigned and you're told you must prepare for your 
performance review but you're not real ly g iven lots of gu idance on it, on 
how, how long and it's ,  where first started, it was just simply a process 
and you're just processed, how much you 've done, tick, you know, uhm,  I 
d idn't get an enormous value out if it to be honest, it was very top down in 
hierarchy and I always felt wo rse afterwards than in the beg inning , which 
for me, it is not what I expected and I wanted to be , to have a mentor and 
coach , who'd have a lot more experience and would be wiser and whom I 

I was in so to me 
that was 
cou ld learn from, and that wasn't the scenario where 

destructive rather than productive. So it has to be handled 
correctly. ' (emphasis added) 

Mike,  s im i larly to Aneta and Matej , used passive voice structu res (wh ich 

h igh l ighted the impersonal , 'pub l ic' natu re of CPD) and referred to it as 

imposed and unhe lpfu l process of l ittle value to an ind ividua l  (with an a im 

of 'ticking the boxes' by an employer) . Th is can be seen as para l lel with 

Draper's view of the institut ional type of 'control l ing '  PDP,  where PDP 

products (such as transcripts, e-portfol ios, reflective logs) are fi l led with 
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reflections that others (staff, employers) want to see and serve as a 

repository,  usefu l to the un iversity and employers. 

Both PDP and CPD were portrayed by these th ree students as superficial ,  

lacking deeper mean ing and usefu lness, introd uced for the sake of 

showing that someth ing is being done by an i nstitution (un iversity, 

company) in relation  to personal , professional and academic development. 

Mike specifica l ly tal ked about the importance of th is process being ta i lored 

to an ind ividual 's needs (rather than an imposed , one-size fit a l l  approach) 

and the need to have a su pportive relationsh ip with someone from whom 

he cou ld l earn (a mentor or a coach), i nd icati ng  the importa nce of social 

situatedn ess of persona l  development, cu rrently om itted not only from 

PDP defin itions (see chapter 3) but a lso from practice . 

Aki l i ,  on the other hand , had no previous experience of PDP at the 

un iversity but the concept was known to her th rough participation in  

AIESEC activities (arguably s im i lar i n  natu re to PDP) :  

'when I was at the un i  I was . . .  one of  the leaders into one association 
called , it's an international students' association, it's called AIESEC 

[worldwide student organisation ,  main ly targeted at business students 
aiming to develop leadership qual ities i n young people] . . . n. So when you, 
you said about personal development it cl icked , cos, it cl icked into my 
AIESEC knowledge. Because we were doing kind of similar thing . . .  l ike 
being a faci l itator i nto sem inars, conferences , and having fun with young 
people .n. . .  [personal development] it's something that is not very new but 
it's something we tried to do . . .  it's a platform for young people to 
d iscover, and , and grew about their potentia ls ,  learn someth ing about 
their potentials. Yes dnscover and develop their potentials so it's more of 
personal development and we make sure everyone who comes in , from 
AIESEC goes out to be a change agent.' 

It struck me that wh i le  Aneta , Matej and M ike were critical of PDP/CPD, 

Aki l i  was overly positive about a sim i lar experience in a voluntary 

organ isation .  She tal ked about PD i n  terms of faci l itation ,  fun ,  self

d iscovery and nourish ing of i nd ividual potentia l ,  as wel l  as agency. What 

Aki l i  described is paral le l  to Draper's th inking about private face of PDP -

more focussed on  the process, largely self-generated (to serve one's own 

needs,  to learn for the p leasure of learn i ng) ,  em powering and self-
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reveal ing (d iscovering and developing one's own potential) . However, as 

d iscussed in chapter 3, th is type of PDP is  general ly much more d ifficu lt to 

im plement i n  academia due  to the prevai li ng d iscourse of emp loyabi l ity, 

with its focus on employers'  needs (Clegg , 2007 ,  20 1 0; Rabikowska , 2009;  

H i lsdon ,  20 1 0) and teach ing more tang ib le ski l ls and competencies, usefu l 

is evident that Aki l i 's experiences are strong ly socia l ly situated (personal 

development th rough i nteractions others, belonging to the same grou p) ,  

rather than  portrayed as a lone ,  ind ividua l  activity, involving reflect ing 

about self, away from others ,  propagated by Schon ( 1 987) and h is 

fol lowers. 

I wondered whether  the fact that participation in AI ESEC is volu ntary and 

young peop le who join such organisations do so out of their personal 

need , contributes to more positive feel ing about PDP-l i ke activities. I 

belonged to a s im i lar  organ isation for psychology students myself and 

enjoyed many developmental activities we got engaged in .  Being in such 

an organ isation was based on a sense of belongingness , trust and 

invo lved bu i ld i ng close relationsh ips with l i ke-m inded others. We looked 

up to more exper ienced peers (who effectively acted as mentors) and we 

gradual ly p rog ressed and took  on more chal lenging tasks (M ike indicated 

that he  was looking for  a s im i lar  process in CPD) .  It a l l  happened in a spirit 

of d iscovery and fu n .  Perhaps it is more d ifficu lt to get people to participate 

i n  qu ite personal POP activities in a more formal setting ,  where often 

people do not know each other wel l  and do not spe nd a lot of time 

together. 

I considered how the low n u m ber of contact hours and the fact that 

in  the 'g lobal  market' as wel l  as staff rel uctance to engage in  the 'wishy

washy' and soft agenda of a more private PDP (Draper, 2009) seen as 

unrelated to subject knowledge (Qu inton & Smal l bone,  2008). Moreover ,  it 

students do  not move in  one cohort (they can choose for example d ifferent 

seminar groups or jo in o ptional modu les) cou ld  contribute to the fact that 
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they do not know each other or their tutors very wel l  and find it more 

d ifficult to engage in  PDP i n  such environments .  

I t  m ight a lso be  that the purpose of PDP activities is more clearly 

expla ined and tai lored to specific goals of ind ividuals in an organisation 

l i ke AI ESEC, and peop le participating i n  such organisations h ave usual ly 

common i nterests and subscribe to a particu lar cu ltu re. Peer mentors are 

often enthusiastic about thei r  organ isation and activities on offer and want 

to teach others (th is may not a lways be the case with academics at the 

un iversity ,  who may be assigned PDP-related activities, wh ich they may 

not necessarily appreciate) .  

8.5 Conclusions 

Although interrelated , the areas of personal  development can be viewed 

as located i n  personal ( i nner,  psycho log ica l ,  i nd ividual reflections ,  feel ings, 

motives,  etc . ) ,  re lational  (enacted in and th rough relationships,  co

constructed) and cu ltu ral/social ( interna l ized , projected or perceived as 

imposed norms, values ,  bel iefs and behaviou rs) aspects of l ife and serve 

inner and outer pu rposes (section 8 .2 ) ,  i nstigati ng a variety of ' inner' and 

'outer' changes, such as cogn itive ( increase in conceptual awareness) , 

behaviou ral (el im ination of some behavior or mastery of a ski l l )  or affective 

(becoming more empathetic, seeing th ings from d ifferent perspectives). 

PD can be enacted through iterative, on-going (usua l ly l ife-long) 

processes of development and growth . However, some students noted 

that change lead ing to further development may a lso be sudden or rapid 

(often instigated by a chal lenge/d ifficu l ty or  a critical incident, 

attempt to 

see section 

8 .3  and further d iscussion below). I n  figure 29 below I 

graphica l ly  represent the com plexity and mu lti-positiona l ity of PD 

evidenced i n  the students' accounts and  map examples of a variety of 

defin it ions ,  areas, pu rposes and processes onto a model . 
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Figure 29 : Model  of PD based on the research data 

Although  some  PD areas may fall u nder more ' inner' or more 'outer' 

purposes and be su bject to processes of e ither growth or development, it 

is ,  to an extent, an artific ia l  d ist inction .  For example, close relationships 

can be a source of socia l  support both i n  terms of 'outer' and ' inner' 

purposes and can l ead to both development and growth . E ither way, an 

overarch ing  aim of PD is  to ach ieve a 'h igher' level (but not necessari ly 

cu lturally o r  social ly perceived as 'better' ;  for a d iscussion of th is issue see 

chapter 3) ,  wh ich then a lters the understanding of the process itse lf. I n  

that sense , it i s  a meta-cogn itive o r  perhaps meta-developmental process, 

faci l itated by reflection ( someth ing that Baxter Magolda,  2004, refers to as 

' reflective epistemology' ) .  As it also involves learn ing about how to acqu i re 

knowledge and self-knowledge ,  th is process can be seen as tapp ing into 

personal epistemology (Hofer, 2004) .  
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In conclusion , personal development is a complex and mu lti-d imensional 

process that evades easy categorisation (only temporari ly fixed ). It is 

enacted on several p latforms (often accord ing to 'deve lopmental needs') ,  

but also on both conscious and unconscious levels and can be a resu lt of 

prolonged i nfl uences ( im mersion in a particu lar envi ronment) or a 

response to a particu lar  i ncident/situation .  One may set some targets and 

come u p  with some steps to ach ieve them . That would be conscious ,  

p lanned , thought-through development (a lthough ,  as many students 

observed , there are a lways various obstacles or inh ibiti ng factors and the 

trajectory is rarely straightforward , without any corrections of a desired 

route or desti nation) .  On the other hand , people also continuously 

develop ,  often without putti ng any effort or knowing that development is 

actual ly  h appen ing - th is kind of development/learn i ng happens th rough 

dai ly exchanges, interactions and experiences and involves d rawing on 

the tacit knowledge (Eraut, 1 994). Therefore, it seems that each person 

can be at d ifferent stages of development i n  d ifferent areas (developing 

various aspects at d ifferent pace), experiencing both longitud inal , subtle 

changes and more sudden or clearly marked i nfluences , developing both 

consciously (often i n  a p lanned , structured way) and subconsciously 

(without a plan and structu re) ,  which can be visual ly represented as 

multip le he l ixes (section 5 . 1 l.3) .  

Several students resisted the idea of plann ing development as not 

everyth ing can (or shou ld )  be planned (though they often had short-term 

plans, such as managing  their learni ng at the un iversity, career p lans or 

financial goals) . Kate explained that she does not plan and takes 'things 

as they come' because ' usual ly when you p lan someth ing it never tu rns 

out' . Th is was echoed in Matej 's narrative of learn ing and development 

comments about 

unpred ictabi l ity of l ife , which makes plann ing far ahead d ifficult and 

Aneta's bel ief i n  the necessity to stay open to what l ife may bring:  

happening unexpected ly ( 'some new experience just come of the b lue') 

and taking up opportun ities as they come, P recious' 
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' I  do plan but sti l l  I leave things open a bit. I plan . . .  how I like my l ife to be 
but it's not something set that I have to fol low. It's something open. So . . .  
if something comes i n  a l ife and it changes these th ings that's not the big 
problem. ' 

Such bel iefs about p lann i ng can ,  to an extent, expla in  students' negative 

perceptions of PDP, where p lann ing and record i ng are the key elementse

often over-emphasised and focussed on  in the modu les o r  un its (as these 

are more 'measurable' and easier to assess than much more intang ible 

reflections  - for a d iscussion see chapter 3). 

Other students (L i ng ,  Aseye) expla ined that they p lanned the i r  

development and set out goa ls  but  they d id  not  record plans on paper and 

most of the plans in  relation to personal or i nner development were more 

l i ke dreams - genera l ,  qu ite remote and not very specific. Ling ,  for 

example ,  p lanned carefu l ly  her education and ea.rear and scrupulously 

recorded short-term p lans (th i ngs to do ,  assignments ,  dead l i nes as  wel l  as 

time al located for various th ings with an al lowance for any unexpected 

changes). Virtua l ly  no  students in th is sample recorded their progress 

(apart from add ing points to their CV) and reflections on their 

development, a lthough when asked about it , most of them saw possib le 

benefits of keeping a record (for example Mike said : ' I  used to keep a b it of 

a d iary . . .  when I was i n  my 20ies and stuff and now I 'm in my 30ies and 

I 'm too busy, l ike , to do more than to do l ists') . 

Moreover, development does not necessari ly happen i n  ' regular intervals' 

as the Cowan's d iag ram (see figu re 4) , as wel l  as other 'cycl ica l  models' 

(Gibbs' model , see fig u re 3) imp ly, nor it is  only progressive. M ike offered 

a visual representation of a loop that takes an i nd ivid ual backwards ,  not 

forwards (he called it a 'fa i l u re loop' , see figu re 24) .  Therefore, it is 

possib le that sometim es in order to further progress an ind ividual  has to 

go back and review som eth ing  (either physica l ly ,  for example ,  to acqu i re a 

ski l l  or correct someth ing ,  o r  psychological ly - reth i nk  someth i ng) .  As I 

expla i ned in cha pter 3 ,  development is usual ly seen as an  ever  

progressive process and not many theorists acknowledge a possib i l ity of 
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pauses or  regressions as usefu l i n  development. Perry ( 1 970) ,  for 

instance,  in itia l ly saw these breaks , retreats or escapes as 'deflections 

from growth' and only later real ised that they may be not only appropriate, 

but also necessary responses to specific contexts and circumstances 

(Moore ,  2002) .  I th i nk  that these breaks ,  apart from offeri ng an opportu n ity 

to retract, reflect and re-compose ourselves, can also be seen as 

moments of ' incubation ' ,  when new ideas can start sprouting .  

Having l istened to the students' descriptions of PD,  I saw i t  as a 'messy' 

process, i ncred ibly  com plex with various areas being developed at 

d ifferent times, speed and depth and accom pan ied with a various degree 

of reflection  (and conscious  awareness). I nd ividuals' perception , 

understand i ng as wel l  as the actual practices a lso change over time as PD 

is an iterative, on-going p rocess. It is a lso influenced by  culture ,  

environment and social norm s.  l ntercu ltu ral interactions may bri ng these, 

often unconscious ,  norms ,  values and bel iefs to awareness, wh ich , i n  turn , 

may instigate reflection  and change (see , for example ,  Erichsen , 201 1 ) .  

For examp le ,  professiona l  success is genera l ly perceived as a sign of a 

steady progress , yet Aneta and Mike contemplate ' regressing' or, more 

accurately ,  stepp ing off th is path (Rogers, 1 963; I rving & Wil l iams,  200 1 ) 

i n  order to take a d ifferent d i rection as their understand ing of PD and 

ach ievement changed . Baxter Magolda (200 1 ), in her book on ach ieving a 

chosen path , rather than interna l is ing what other people th ink  is  best for 

them or what is  a norm i n  a particu lar society. 

Baxter Magolda observed that i n it ia l ly students' voices 

self-authorsh ip  of one's own l ife , d iscussed a point i n  young adu lts' l ife , 

where, at l east some of them , a re able to ach ieve what she cal l s  

' independent knowing '  - l i sten ing to one's own 'voice' and  fol lowing a 

324 



Chapter Eight 

were so i ntertwined with social voices that the two were one. At various points in 
their twenties, however, these young adu lts began to hear thei r  own voices as 
separate from those of others, became aware of externa l  forces they used to 
define themselves, and to actively construct an i nternal ly defined sense of self 
and bel ief system . Their forms sh ifted to what to make of themselves with in the 
context of the society around them (p.24 ) .  

Although for many students PD is often l i nked to a career and educational 

progress , it neither  has to involve 'getting onto the next level' in terms of 

quantifiable progress, nor adhering  to general cu ltural or societal norms 

and expectations,  as d iscussed in  chapter 3. Having l i stened to the 

polyphony of students' voices I concluded that there is no un iversal 

trajectory of development as people may focus on d ifferent aspects 

throughout their l ives , sometimes implementing  profound changes (usual ly 

as a resu l t  of facing a problem or a crisis). Th is is in l i ne with I rv ing and 

Wil l iams' (2001 )  understanding of personal development as a process 

unique to each ind ividual  ( i nfluenced by d ifferent understand ings and 

ci rcumstances) and with the i r  idea of accelerated development bei ng 

instigated by a cris is s ituation wh ich may lead to an i ntensive self

exploration (see chapter 3) , as it was in  Mike's and Aneta's cases. 

Moreover, cu ltu ral i nfluences seem to play a role  in  the construction of 

development (and its pu rposes). As Preece et al (2008) suggested non

Western students may focus on learn ing for transmission of cu ltu ral 

ind ividua l  ach ievements , promoted in Western cu ltu res (see chapter 3) .  

Several students in  this study confirmed these d iffering purposes of PD, 

provoking my reflection on the eth ics of promoting a particular version on 

PDP for students coming  from d iverse backg rounds as wel l  as ignoring 

aspects that are not h igh l ighted in  a Western conceptual ization of PD but 

may be important to many non-Western students (for example spiritual 

development h igh l ighted by African students or working harmoniously for a 

col lective benefit rather than ind ividua l  ga i n ,  flagged u p  by both African 

and Chinese students i n  th is study) .  

My read ing of the data also confirmed Irving and Wi l liams' (200 1 )  and 

Ventimiglia's (2005) d ifferentiation between personal development and 

values ,  empathy, recip rocity, harmony or co-operation (p .278) rather than 
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personal growth . Many students referred to developmental activities that 

can (and often should ) be planned (especial ly in the area of career or  

studies) and other unexpected events or  subconscious processes that are 

not p lanned or cannot be foreseen,  wh ich may contribute to a sense of 

personal growth . However, th is d istinctio n  is also another example of a 

false dichotomy as the processes of growth and development can be 

interl i nked . For example ,  PD can lead to g rowth , as through interaction 

with PDP-l ike activities and/or  chal lenges people may acqu i re knowledge 

and through reflection gain deeper insights into their own ontological and 

epistemolog ical positioning , wh ich may lead to what O'Sul l ivan ( 1 999) and 

Wilber ( 1 979) refer as 'cosmic' or spiritual quests (Mike, Aneta , Li ly) . 

This chapter a lmost concludes my research jou rney, which has i l luminated 

sign ificant issues related to often taken-for-granted positive aspects of 

PDP at HE level , in particu lar for international students. I have looked at 

the data as a whole,  concentrating on the themes threaded across al l  the 

interview transcripts . I summarised these themes (and referred them back 

to the l iterature reviewed in chapters 3 and 4) in an effort to evidence the 

complexity and mu lti-positional ity of PD which I saw in students' accounts .  

I n  the final section I a lso attempted to g raph ica l ly represent various 

dimensions of PD (defin itions ,  areas, purposes and processes) in  a model 

(see figu re 29), which can be used for reference and fu rther developed in 

the future. 

The fo l lowing chapter offers final reflections and concl usions and provides 

an evaluation of the research project, offering some suggestions for further 

research d irections. 
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Chapter N ine :  The F inal Stage of the Journey: re-th i nking 

personal development in  academia 

I n  this conclud ing chapter I offer a summary of findings and my reflections 

on them as wel l  as a reflection on my research jou rney. I take stock of the 

prom ises and pitfa l ls of engag i ng i n  th is k ind of in-depth qual itative 

research , i nclud ing the l im itations ,  impl ications for practice and possible 

future d i rections. I hope this chapter can serve as guide to those who may 

be th inking of doing research in s im i lar ways and/or in a s im i la rly com plex 

area . 

9.1 Summary of findings and reflections 

The fi nd ings from th is thesis are commensurate with other qual itative 

research on the transformational  potential of studying and l iving abroad 

(Gi l l ,  2007; M i l ler-Perri n & Thompson ,  20 1 0 ; Gu et al, 20 1 0 ; Erichsen ,  

20 1 1 ) .  However, they focus on  ind ividual experiences and understandi ngs 

of PD and PDP and the interplay of ind ividua l  and institutional  agendas at 

work - aspects not explored previously in the l iterature. I asked questions 

about the mean ing and experiences of PD and PDP among d iverse 

students enrol led on postgraduate cou rses and explored the use of 

concept mapping as a tool  to captu re thei r representations of personal 

development. Below I summarise the ma in find ings in relation to PD, PDP 

experiences of persona l  development. In chapter six I e laborated on 

various representations of PD among the d iverse students at the 

University of Bedfordsh i re (captured in the ir  concept m aps) and some 

cu ltu ral d ifferences in conceptual isations of PD (summarised below) . 

The second research question asked about students' perceptions and 

understandings of PD and PDP.  Whi le  al l students talked about personal 

and international isation of HE and relate them to the research questions. 

My fi rst research question asked about students' prior representations and 
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development (d iscussion below) , not al l  students experienced PDP, hence 

th is question cou ld not be fu l ly answered . 

While the concept of PD ( as wel l  as PDP) is often presented in  the 

l iterature as a h igh ly ind ividua l  process with the ind ividual ('self) as a 

centra l agent (see chapter 3) ,  my research supports the a lternative 

understand ing of personal  development as a process social ly constructed 

in a series of exchanges between 'self' and others and deeply g rounded in 

a specific cultura l  and social context. 

As I expla ined i n  chapter 3 ,  the concepts of PD and PDP,  as used at the 

Un iversity of Bedfordsh i re ,  are based on the premises of Western 

phi losophy and h igh l ight  ind ivid ual ism, agency and 'continuous self

improvement, self-su rvei l lance and self-promotion' (Clegg ,  20 1 0 , p.355) .  

PDP is often presented in  the broader context of employabi l ity, ski l ls 

acqu isition and global market com petitiveness with an  assumption that 

students are orientated towards education and driven mainly by 

employabil ity needs (ibid) . Although PDP is i ntended to support hol istic 

l ife-long learn ing and development (QAA, 2000), the elements of 

academ ic and employab i l ity ski l ls are perpetua l ly stressed i n  the l iteratu re 

(students' abi l ity to review, plan and take responsibi lity for thei r  learning 

and improve general ski l ls  for study and career management, Gough et al, 

2003) with an overal l  objective of PDP to p lan ,  execute , record and reflect 

predominantly in these areas. 

Although the students in  this study h igh ly val ued education and many of 

them saw obta in ing a degree as a prerequ is ite to employment (or further 

career progression ) ,  this was only o ne of their personal goals. In section 

8.2 I evidenced com plex and mu ltiple aims of personal development that 

my participants h igh l ighted , wh ich expan d  far beyond the agenda of 

transferable ski l ls and employabi l ity. Most students spoke about their need 

for self-exploration , self-d iscovery and find ing their own place in the world . 

For some, this trajectory i nvolved reflecting on their values, bel iefs and 

priorities i n  l ife and instigated intensive exploration  of the purpose and 
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goals of their l ives. Such exploration (for two students) led to reflecting on 

persona l  g rowth (rather than only development, issues d iscussed in 

chapter 3) and the contemplation of not conforming to the 'main stream' 

ways of l iv ing - reject ion or d ispute of societal no rms and cu ltural 

pressures (Wi l l iams & I rving ,  200 1 ) .  This a lso h igh l ighted the m ismatch of 

some students' expectations of what they wou ld l ike to ga in  from PD and 

PDP/CPD and what is  offered in PDP modu les/activities. I t  seems that 

ind ividua l  va l ues and bel iefs about the n ature and pu rpose of PD and PDP 

may clash with ,  not only broader socia l ,  but a lso specific i nstitutiona l  

agendas - wh i le some students may be preoccupied with thei r personal 

growth and inner development, seeking answers to more 'metaphysical '  

issues, a un iversity or an emp loyer may be pu rsu ing more i nstrumental 

aspects of PDP/CP D  (effectiveness of performance, behaviou ral 

management, specific ski l ls with an overa l l  focus on productivity) . 

Although not a l l  students sought a deep i n ner transformation ,  many of 

them mentioned the need to develop intang ib le or  'softer skills' , such as 

late to 

others, therefore h igh l ighting the social sphere of development and going 

beyond more instrumental  goals which a re often the focus of PDP. 

Some students felt  the path was la id for them by social ly important others 

(parents, teachers) and the a im of PO was to real ise thei r  potentia l  

(achieve good grades and ski l ls  usefu l for futu re work with i n  their 

commun ities, acqu i re knowledge that can be passed o nto others back 

home) in o rder to serve their societies wel l  - a concept that is not typi cally 

stressed in Western concepts of PO and POP (see d iscussion in chapters 

1 ,  3 & 4 ). Some balanced their desire for  i nd ividual ach ievement, self

real isation, with the need to 'g ive back' and fulfi l  the requ irement for social 

responsibi l ity; some h igh l ighted the social situatedness of PO and 

learn ing , ind icating that cu ltu ra l , social and contextual factors influence 

becoming more confident ,  reflexive or  em pathetic, th inking about how 

changes in these 'softer' areas may i nfluence the way they re
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their position i ng and affect the i r  abi l ity to progress and ach ieve their  

personal goals .  

For al l  of the participants the u lt imate aim of PD was to achieve personal 

satisfaction , a psycholog ical state which they referred to as a sense of 

fu lfi lment and joy, and ach ievement of which was h igh ly  reward i ng and 

motivati ng  to conti nue  working on the i r  deve lopment. The students 

searched for d ifferent ways of ach ieving personal satisfaction i n  re lation to 

a variety of personal goals ,  from academic and  professional ach ievement, 

materia l  ga ins and social prestige to aspects such as peace , balance and 

enl ightenment i n  their  l ives as wel l  as harmon ious co-existence with 

others, evidencing the m u lti-layered nature of PD,  underpinned by 

substantia l  d ifferences in i nd ividual  values and  bel iefs about the nature of 

th is process. 

Conceptual is ing PDP as a cycle of p lann i ng ,  doing ,  record ing ,  reflecting 

and 

severa l 

rev iewing (see chapter 3) p roved problematic for many students i n  

respects . Fi rstly, the  majority of  stud ents (with the  exception of 

Ling and Aseye) had ambivalent attitudes to p lann ing and often stressed 

that not everyth i ng can (and should) be p lanned , d ifferentiating  between 

the benefits of academic and career plann i n g  and the importance of 

staying open to opportun it ies and being  flexi ble in other areas of l ife . 

Secondly, very few of the students recorded the i r  progress ( if so , mainly in 

the form of add ing points to the i r  CVs) and some (Aneta , Matej) po inted to 

difficu lt ies with reflect ion and general conceptual isation of PD ( often 

d iscussed in the l iteratu re, see chapter 3) .  Thirdly, the cycle of 

development can be conceptual ised by som e  students d ifferently to the 

one proposed (and imp l icitly assumed) in the UK H E  sector (see , for 

example, Aki l i 's case study i n  chapter 7) . Additionally, the language and 

typical tasks of PDP reflect the emphasis on ind ividual ity, independence,  

agency and self- improvement (main ly in terms of productivity and self

efficacy) and can be seen as 'self-celebratory monologues' which, 

accord ing to Sampson ( 1 993) , permeate the Western world . Cherish ing 
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'personal un iqueness' (Buss,  200 1 , p .2) contrad icts the ideas of 

development through commun ion and care (Bakan, 1 966 ; Bauman, 1 996), 

intimacy, generativity and i ntegrity (Eri kson , 1 959, 1 968) and inclusion 

(Kegan , 1 982) - aspects important to several students in this study and 

discussed in depth in chapters 3 ,  7 and 8. 

In my reflections on PD and PDP (see chapter 3)  I described personal 

development as both a process and an entity, wh ich shou ld involve both 

' inner' and 'outer' development ,  but real ised the d ichotomous d isti nctions 

or 'static poles' (Kegan , 1 982) , often h igh l ighted in the l iterature, are not 

helpfu l  in understand ing the students' developmenta l  trajectories . Many 

students in this study valued both development (planned , structu red 

process, with defined goals and criteria for success) and growth (much 

more open-ended 'methaphysical '  process) and d id not see them as 

entirely separate or contrad ictory (although many prioritised specific areas, 

whi le ensuring they a lso developed in other ones). Western , Eastern and 

Central European students a l ike had sim i lar goals and desires in terms of 

their academic and career progression ; they valued education ,  hoped for a 

good employment and a social position and wanted financial security i n  

their l ives. However ,  many of them expected to develop in  other, more 

intimate areas (personal growth) as wel l  as social and spiri tual spheres 

that usual ly are not prioritised loca l ly at the UoB or, more broad ly, in the 

Western construction of PD and PDP. 

It was striking how the students viewed PD and learn ing as the processes 

involving both ind iv idual effort (cogn itive , reflective and often conducted as 

'lone activities') and socia l  exchanges. I t  was the social exchanges - acts 

of shari ng ,  d iscuss ing ,  disputing and gain ing other perspectives 

l 

- that 

enabled them to co-construct knowledge in a mean ingfui way. They fel t  

they gained more ins ights , considered things from d ifferent angles, had to 

argue thei r points but also l isten to others and , i n  th is process, they 

learned and memorised more and constructed richer pictures of the 

phenomena they looked at . However, PDP tasks were main ly perceived 
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as isolated activities , 'ticking the boxes' ,  rather than having a deeper 

mean ing and the acts of sharing (for example e-portfo l ios or biogs) were 

seen by some students as just 'showcasing' and not s incere exchanges 

from wh ich one cou ld  learn further. 

In chapter 6 I commented on my experiences with concept mapping -

arguably an i nd ividua l  activity wh ich requ i res reflection on  a particular 

topic and enables captu ri ng students' representations of their knowledge 

at a specific po i nt in t ime. My th ird research question aimed to investigate 

whether concept mapping contributes to the generation of personal  

development itself. I eva luated the concept mapping activity carried out by 

the whole cohort (see table 1 3) and exp la ined how a d iscussion with the 

students reveal ed that those who experienced concept mapping on ly as 

an ind ividua l  activity (without an opportun ity for a fol low-up conversation 

about thei r  maps with the researcher) fou nd th is task less usefu l than the 

eleven students who participated in the interviews, in which they were able 

other issues, perhaps not i ncluded in the i r  maps but prompted by an 

interlocutor's questions. Hence such an elaboration on personal th inking 

may enable personal development. 

The comparison enabled me to see a g reater value in concept mapping as 

a social ly med iated activity that not on ly provides space for an ind ividual 

affirmative . Concept mapp ing may, u nder certain cond it ions (for example, 

such as elaboration on and further i nvestigation of one's own knowledge in 

an interaction with other students or a tutor) , contribute to the generation 

of personal development. Concept mapping can focus students' attention 

on the topic and faci l itate their reflection  but ,  as I explained i n  chapter 6 ,  it 

is an intel lectual ly demanding activity and not al l the students may be able 

to elaborate on their ideas. In my opin ion ,  social exchanges e ither with a 

researcher, tutor or peers can enable students to 'th ink aloud' , explore 

further their ideas from a map ,  add deta i ls  and explanations and consider 

reflection but a lso a l lows further exchange and refinement of ideas. 

Therefore the answer to the th i rd research questio n  is not entirely 
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see chapter 3) , who warn that not a l l  students are able to 'perform [the 

requ i red] meta-cogn it ion' (p. 1s06) and therefore the reflection needed to 

to engage with it . A s imi lar  crit icism of reflective tasks in general has been 

offered by other researchers,  for example, Quinton & Smallbone (2008, 

undertake PDP wi l l  hold very l ittle value for them.  

Al l students i n  this project mentioned the influence of informal ,  ' incidental '  

or unconscious learning and development on  their l ives (Eraut, 1 994), 

which , I th ink, is rarely taken into account, reflected on and recorded in the 

world of formal education .  In my opin ion,  students should be encouraged 

to make more connections between d ifferent spheres of their  development 

with an aim of supporti ng hol istic developm ent. By doing th is, space cou ld  

be created for reflection on varied 'developmental needs' , levels and 

pathways that were mentioned by the students in th is project. This wou ld 

requ ire enabl ing students to d raw on thei r personal experiences and 

knowledge in ways that are personal ly mean ingfu l and acknowledging that 

learn ing and development are 'personal , int imate and empath ic' (El l is & 

Bochner, 2000 , p .760 ) .  

However, I am acutely aware that some col leagues may see such 

recommendations as 'dumb ing down' HE through spreading a fashion for 

activities of a therapeutic type (Ecclestone & Hayes,  2009) ,  wh ich aim to 

include intimate , reflexive and emotional content and concentrate on 

students' personal and social , not only academic, development. For 

example, Ecclestone and Hayes (ibid) advocate a restoration of a 

trad itional type of education which is concerned only with subject 

knowledge and promotes teacher authority .  

For us ,  i t  is stating the obvious that emotions are involved in teaching but 
primarily with the intention and not with the content of what is transm itted . 
Knowledge can be taught passionately or ind ifferently by and to people who may 
be distraught, u pset, happy or content. It does not matter. Knowledge . . .  
conquers all '  (p. 1 53). 

In such a vision of education there is no space for personal , emotional and 

social d imensions - the teacher-learner relationsh ips are of l ittle 

importance and not much attention is paid to learner-learner interactions 
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either. I n  the words of one of my participants , teachers are there to 'pour' 

knowledge i nto a learner and a learner shou ld 'soak it up '  (Mike) . While 

many students in this  study came from educational systems which are 

closer to Ecclestone and Hayes' vision of education , several of them 

engaged in the critique of such systems and h igh l ighted the im portance of 

social re lationsh ips (with teachers and peers) ,  friend ly atmosphere and 

accessib i l ity of the teachers which they saw as creating an ambience 

conducive to learn ing and development - the cond itions argued against in  

Ecclestone and Hayes' 'The dangerous rise of therapeutic education' [sic]. 

For me, it is not a question of whether PDP has value or  not, but rather 

whether  academic staff a re equipped with knowledge and ski l ls  to support 

students' development and are wi l l ing to embark on th is journey in  a way 

that takes into account students' biographies, past experiences and 

pedagogic p ractices, val idati ng them as learners (Baxter Magolda, 2001 ). 

It requ ires acknowledg ing that students are not 'clean slates' or  'empty 

vessels' that need to be 'written on '  or 'fi l led in '  with [Western] knowledge. 

Therefore, mechan ically del ivered PDP by those unprepared or unwil l i ng 

to engage in a process that is  open and welco mes students' personal 

knowledge and experiences may bring no resu lts or benefits, making 

students feel that PDP is  'so useless' (Matej) .  However, I also 

acknowledge that these kinds of personal exchanges need to be handled 

appropriately and sensitively. It is important to establ ish the boundaries 

between tutors' i nterest and engagement i n  students' personal knowledge 

and experiences to avo id a risk of over-intrusiveness by tutors that may be 

damaging as it can tap i nto deep emotions and previous experiences that 

inexperienced or un informed tutors may not be able to handle .  It is a lso 

important to d iscuss the boundaries with students who, for example from 

my experience of marking e-portfol ios and facil itating onl ine d iscussions, 

may also struggle with establ ish ing their own boundaries and i nclude 

content that is too personal and may be d ifficult for tutors to engage with 

(and mark). 
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As the inc lusion of PDP elements i n  curricu la became com pu lsory i n  HE ls  

i n  t he  UK,  a d iscussion about the appropriate l evel o f  personal d isclosure 

(and in rel ation to which aspects of students' knowledge and experiences) 

is requ i red : how it shou ld be hand led ,  i n  what form and by whom. Ideal ly ,  

a consensus on such issues should be reached by teams (departments,  

particular u n its) before the introduct ion of PDP elements (such as,  for 

example ,  assessed reflective p ieces) and clearly communicated to 

students . Moreover, lead ing tutors shou l d  be experienced and wel l  

informed i n  regards to PDP and tra in ing and advice on  how to  handle PDP 

tasks and  assignments shou ld be provided for a l l  academics involved i n  

PDP. 

issues that both i nternational  students a nd i nst itution s  that host them face , 

often h igh l ighted i n  the l iterature (see chapter 4), were perceived by the 

students in my sample as h igh ly deve lopmenta l ,  instigating reflection and 

motivati ng  them to work hard er to ach ieve the i r  goals .  The d iverse 

environment of the UoB,  and more specifica l ly of th is particu lar  modu le 

where the study took p lace,  was seen as a rich ground ,  supporting 

The issue of 'teaching '  and ' learn ing'  PDP presents even greater 

com plexity i n  the context of i n ternationa l isation of HE .  Chal lenges and 

intercu ltural exchanges, provid ing opportun it ies to network and learn from 

each other and p rovoking reflections  about personal  values, bel iefs and 

priorities i n  l ife as a result of exposure to other  ways of being in the world 

- for i nternational , EU and British students a l ike. Th i s  n ot only su pports 

the vision of studying a broad as instigati ng s ignificant learn ing and 

persona l  change for i nternationa l  students (for examp le  Ki l l i ck, 201 1 ), but 

also h igh l ights the val ue  of i nternational isat ion at home as local students 

can benefit immensely from i ntercu l tu ral o pportun it ies offered in such 

envi ronments. However, my research a lso s upports Coleman's (2004) 

observation that the level of i nfluence of i n tercu ltural 

ind ividual students may vary as many factors (biograph ic ,  affective, 

experiences on  

cogn itive and circumstantial variables,  previous exper iences and present 

environment ,  motivation ,  attitudes) as wel l  as external elements ( location 
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and l iv ing a rrangements , degree of contact with representatives of host 

cu ltu re as wel l  as other international students) play a role .  My research 

also po ints to other factors , such as the l ength of stay in a host cu ltu re and 

future plans, which may influence students' openness to change and 

read i ness to interact with cu ltu ral ly d ifferent others . 

Having attended many events on  the topic of i nternational isation ,  I noticed 

that ' international isation enthusiasts' (often people who themselves 

experienced personal  tran sformation as a resu lt of their mobi l ity and 

wi l l ingness to l isten and respond to u nfamil iar ideas and experiences) 

promote the idea of personal  change through i nteraction with other 

cultures as a h igh ly positive outcome of studying in mu lt icu ltura l  

environments and are often d isappointed with the level of some students' 

engagement. While I myself remain optim istic about foreign students' 

abi l ity to adapt to the cha l lenges of l iv ing and working in a d ifferent cu lture ,  

as wel l  as the un iversities' potential for flexib i l ity and sensitivity in 

recognis ing and respond i ng to the mult ip l icity of the i r  international 

students' needs, I am also more cautious about pressurising students to 

take a more active part i n  a variety of tasks, activities and events on and 

off cam pus. I th i nk  that it is important to acknowledge d iffering  

developmental needs ,  levels  of read i ness and openness o f  ind ividuals to 

engage with chal lenges instigated by l iv i ng and studying i n  a foreign 

environment and avoid i ns isti ng that stu dents shou ld try th ings which may 

threaten their personal and social identity beyond their capacity to benefit 

from them (Su l l ivan & Johns ,  2002). Th i s  aspect was h igh l ighted i n  

Durkin's (2008) doctoral  study, where her participants often 'seemed to 

reach a stage i n  a journey when they decided "thus far and no furthera"' , 

exercising thei r  ' rights to terminate the journey when they felt they had 

gained what they personally wanted from it' (p .25). Durkin (2008) refers to 

this as find ing 'the Middle Way' - somewhere between the two cultural ly 

d ifferent ways of being in  the world . 
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Therefore , teachers interacting with a h ighly diverse student population  

have a particu larly d ifficult task of  cateri ng  for a l l  in the face of  a complex 

landscape of students' d iffering attitudes,  motives and levels of 

engagement. I see provid ing a variety of o p portun ities for  i ntercu ltural 

exchange as educators'  responsib i l ity, but u ltimately it is up to each 

ind ividual  student to decide how m uch they want to get involved as wel l as 

how much they want to d isclose to others about their  experiences, fee l ings 

and reflections. 

In my opin ion , the issue of change as an a lways desirab le outcome of 

l iving and studying i n  another cu ltu re is not problematized enough in the 

l iterature, although there are some vo ices bringing the su itabi l ity of 

u ncritical transfer of knowledge and pract ices and its eth ical impl ications to 

our attention (Hol l iday, 1 992 ; Canagarajah ,  2002 ,  cited in Robinson-Pant, 

2009; see chapter 4 ). 

In concl usion ,  my fi nd ings do not accord with wider negative social 

constructions of i nternational students as bearers of the pro blems,  who 

'need to make a del iberate change of attitude about how knowledge can 

properly be handled' (Bal lard ,  1 996, p . 1 59) or 'empty vessels' (N innes & 

Helsten , 2005 ,  p . 1 0) wh ich need to be fi l l ed with Western ideas and ways 

of behaving.  Instead , I met students whose understand ing of personal 

development was h igh ly com plex, mu lt i- layered and provoking reflection 

about the values often forgotten in  fast-paced , i nd ividual-centred and 

consumerist Western societies (such as social respons ibi l ity and sacrifice 

for common good , spiritual  development, harmony and communion with 

others) . These students, without doubt, faced many chal lenges in their 

encounters with cu ltu ral ly d ifferent others and , more broadly, with a 

d ifferent education system and l ife style and therefore often experienced 

l iminal ity (Meyer & Land ,  2005)r- a sense of d islocation ,  uncertainty of the 

d irection and extensive exploration of the field . However, grappl ing with 

these troublesome ideas (Meyer & Land ,  2005)  and chal lenges l ed to self

analysis, reflection  o n  personal values, bel iefs , cu ltural norms and 
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priorities i n  l ife and , i n  effect, contributed to further development and 

growth . In that sense these chal lenges have a potentia l  to be 

transformative ( Meyer and Land , 2005) for (at least , some) students .  

Although at the  outset of my research I assum ed a particu lar ro le and 

sign ificance of PDP in the students' personal d evelopment, this study has 

not confirmed PDP's centra l  role in learners' development and growth. The 

effects of PDP seemed to be rather l im ited and , in a few cases,  

d isappointi ng . The students who participated i n  th is  study, at  best, cou ld 

not identify the elements of PDP,  and , at worst, documented their 

frustration ,  confusion and anger with the mismatch between their 

expectations or  what rea l ly mattered to them personal ly and what was on 

offer or promoted as 'beneficia l '  for them . Several students saw PDP 

activities as imposed , restrictive and not wel l  expla ined and some wanted 

more structu re ,  gu idance , tools  and explanations .  Although this seems 

contrad ictory, I th i nk  that the underly ing issues h igh l ighted by th is study -

the need for personal isation and the importan ce of relationsh ips and 

exchanges both with tutors and other students in a mutua l ly respectfu l ,  

'safe' environment - ind icate the importance of negotiating and mediating 

students' needs withi n  the curricu la. 

Overa l l ,  a lthough the ind ividua l  pathways of development were varied , 

development and learn ing  and contrad icted the idea of personal 

d iverse backg rounds i n  an attempt to understand what was important for 

those students and whether their ideas and expectations in th is area are 

matched by the u n iversity's model of PDP and reflected wider theoretical 

social s ituatedness was central to the students' construction of 

development as an ind ividua l ,  lonely activity of an independent, agentic 

self, focused on self-promotion ,  self-real isation and academic and 

professional ach ievement ,  promoted nationa l ly  i n  the UK. 

9.2 Evaluating the research 

Th is research has examined the perceptions,  experiences and meanings 

of PD and PDP among a sample of postgrad uate students coming from 
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d iscussions of the topic. As  descri bed i n  chapter 2 ,  i n  th is qual itative 

project I employed a broad ly interpretive , phenomenological approach and 

from the work of such writers as Richardson (2000) and Fin lay (2006). 

Here I reiterate these criteria .  First of al l , I did not want to cla im any 

universal truth or  convince the reader that my interpretations are 'correct' . 

However, the criterion of cred ib i l ity of research (p laus ib i l ity of my 

explanations from my vantage point) remained important. Linked to this is 

the criterion of transparency of research . I strove to carefu l ly evidence al l  

the sh ifts and changes i n  the research p rocess and be expl icit about my 

methodology, epistemolog ical assumptions and specific i nsider/outsider 

position ing i n  my attem pt to de-mystify the research process. I hope that a 

reader can see what I saw in the data and deem it as 'justifiable' , even if 

was d rawn to the metaphor of crystal l isation (Richardson ,  2000 ) as a 

su itab le way to describe my research, which a imed to cla im no single truth 

but partial explanations ,  dependant on i nd ividual  perspectives and bel iefs . 

I suggested a set of eva luative criteria for this kind of research , derived 

they contest my i nterpretations (Fin lay, 2006) . I brought to the reader's 

attention my subjective thoughts, feel ings ,  assumptions and bel iefs and 

commented on my own experiences as a student and a scholar in  a 

multicu ltu ral landscape i n  an attempt to fu lfi l a criterion of reflexivity. I a lso 

high l ighted commun icative resonance and i mpactfu lness of the research 

as an important aspect of my research . I expla ined that I wanted the 

stories that students shared (and my i nterpretations of them ) to be vivid 

and draw readers i n ,  i nviti ng them to reflect on their own experiences of 

personal development, PDP and international isation  of HE .  I n  the 

' impl ications' section I consider how conducting research in th is area 

facil itated a personal reflection about my role ,  responsibi l ities and values 

that underpin my pedagogic and scholarly activity in the d iverse 

environment of academia. I invite readers to conduct their own 'reading for 

emotional and inte l lectua l  response' (VCRM) to this research - consider 

how their own feel ings ,  thoughts and a ssum ptions shape their dai ly 

practice and whether they may requ i re a reconceptual ization and/or 
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readjustment. F i nal ly, I need to consider the criterion of contribution .  Does 

my research deepen u nderstand i ng of social l ife and offers some gu idance 

or suggestions for action  that may change th ings for the better? Although 

my research was based on  a smal l -sca le study,  i t  has i l l um inated 

sign ificant issues related to often taken-for-granted positive aspects of 

students' ( in particu lar, i nternational students') personal development 

plann ing at HE level . It has a lso changed my own conceptions about PD, 

PDP and international isation of HE. It made me want to engage in  fu rther 

research and d ebate , d isseminate the fi nd ings  and encourage others to 

reflect on their own practice as educators and researchers . The 

knowledge claims have been shared with others through presentations, 

peer-reviewed publ ications and d iscussions  with co l leagues at the UoB 

and in the wider academ ic commun ity. Several exchanges were fru itfu l ,  

lead ing to  research co l laborations (with regard to epistemolog ical 

HE and that th rough my critique of theoretica l frameworks of PD and PDP 

i t  evokes reflection about the dangers of mechanistic and oversimp l ified 

models aimed at a l l  students, the importance of dia logu ing with students 

and tai loring PDP and our teach ing practice to students' needs and above 

a l l ,  cu ltural sensitivity, eth ical ity and em pathy reflected through 

interrogation of assum ptions i nherent in pedagogic frameworks and 

pol icies. 

9.3 Contribution to the research, policy and pedagogic practice 

Elements of th is  research were d iscussed with col leagues in the CETL, 

included in the educational strategy (Atlay, 2008) - the framework for the 

curricu lum revision 2008-20 1 2  and d i ssem inated among the academics 

that teach a very d iverse popu lation ( local ly ,  national ly and i nternational ly, 

includ ing several events organised by H igher Education Academy and TIS 

development, identity sh ifts and concept mapp ing) .  I n  this respect, I hope 

my research deepens u nderstand ing of the complex landscape of d iverse 

project) . 
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Facil itat ing institutional d iscussion about the local vis ion of PDP (see 

chapter 5) was a particu larly i l l um inating experience not only in  terms of 

reveal ing d ifferent understand i ngs of and approaches to PDP,  but also in  

terms of  manag i ng a process of creating a shared understand ing of PDP 

through a series of  exchanges with col leagues. Having  gone through the 

process of negotiati ng and med iating meanings i n  a way that al lowed me 

to record i nd ividua l  mean ings ,  faci l i tate discussions  among the col leagues, 

captu re the outcomes of these d iscussions and present the resu lts back to 

the group in  a cycl ical fashion u nti l  a common 'vision '  could be agreed on 

made me real ise that th is opportun ity constituted the best practice and 

cou ld be recommended as a model of manag i ng change in complex 

organisations, such as u n iversit ies. 

embedded in the cu rricu la and reflective practice has become more 

common in many departments . However, there is a need for further clear 

l inks to be made between PDP and the international isation agendas as 

very l ittle d iscussion takes place about the purpose and a ims of PDP for 

international students .  I hope that fu rther d issem ination of my research wi l l  

help fi l l  this gap. 

My cla im is that by exploring  the under-researched area of d iverse 

students' experiences , representations and u nderstand ings of PD and 

PDP, th is research makes a particu lar contribution to the general l iteratu re 

on PDP. It tests the assumption that PDP p lays a central role in students' 

learn i ng ,  career and more hol istic development,  exposing its focus on 

specific ind iv idual activit ies designed to promote and support the 

development of autonomous,  i ndependent self - a concept that may be 

redundant in other cu ltures. I t  also l i nks these core PDP assumptions with 

the hegemony of Western thought (see section 4 .3 .3)  and , paraphrasing 

Schmitt (2005,  p .66) ,  offers a suggestion that with i ncreasingly d iverse 

student popu lations ,  we n eed to consider whether  it is  the academy that 

'Pockets of PDP excel lence' exist with in the un ivers ity and since the 

implementation of the n ew curricu lum (Cre8 , Atlay, 2008) PDP has been 
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needs to sh ift its views of what constitutes personal development and what 

aspects of PDP should be foregrounded . 

This research offers a critique of concept mapping technique and 

proposes ways to fu rther develop it. I n  th i s  respect, it contributes not on ly 

to a methodolog ical d iscussion about it as  a research tool , but a lso 

p rovides theoretical arguments for the acknowledgement of PDP as a 

socia l ly constructed process as wel l  as fu rther evidence for the benefits of 

gu ided reflection ,  especia l ly for students who may be unfami l iar with 

reflective p ractice. It offers pedagogic suggestions of a two-step process 

of concept mapp ing i n  wh ich students have an opportun ity to engage i n  

qu iet, i nd iv idual  reflection and  then also 'bounce' thei r ideas off others 

(tutors , peers) .  Guidance on how this tool can be used in classrooms and 

tai lored to specific subjects and groups was also proposed (Jankowska, 

201 0) .  

The next step is  to develop and d isseminate other resou rces that could be 

used with students to faci l itate d ia logue about the d iversity, various 

development needs, experiences and expectations in the area of PD and 

PDP.  

F inal ly ,  there are not  m any theses that document the research journey in  

the way m ine does , but  I considered it essentia l to scrutin ise my own 

development s imu ltaneously with the students ' .  Hence th is research also 

aimed to document and 'de-mystify' the research process, wh ich ,  as 

Charmaz and Mitchel l  ( 1 997, see chapter 1 )  expla i n ,  is often omitted in the 

publ ished research,  g iving an impression of 'neatness' . Such ' neatness' , I 

learned , shou ld  be d istrusted and I hope that by documenting a l l  the 

chal lenges, sh ifts and a tortuous labyrinth i ne  process of find ing an 

ontolog ical and methodological 'fit' in an effort to become a more 

con scious and reflective researcher and teacher, I a lso provided some 

usefu l ins ights for  new researchers and p ractitioners. 
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9.4 Further research 

Having engaged with existi ng l iterature in the fields of international isation 

Further research m ight profitably focus on  a long itudinal study of 

undergraduate students' understand ings and experiences of PDP with in 

curricu la .  Personal deve lopment is an o n-going , lengthy process , which I 

bel ieve can be supported with careful ly designed , scaffolded and 'staged' 

activities , running through the whole length of u nderg raduate courses. To 

a certain degree , model l i ng  an idea of l i nking  the three years of study with 

an a-portfo l io  written throughout each year and subm itted annual ly, in 

which students document their  journey and make l in ks between their 

learn ing and development in d ifferent un its and years (which was 

implemented for several years in the d epartment of psychology at the 

about what works for them and what k ind of support they requ i re in order 

to make the most of the i r  reflection .  Currently my supervisor, a few 

col leagues in  the department and I are conducting research on 

epistemological  development of studen ts throughout their  degree - th is 

study uti l ises concept mapping and patchwork text assessments as both 

Throughout my research I developed i nterest in personal g rowth and ways 

of supporting students who are keen to explore more 'philosophical '  

aspec

further consideratio n .  

ts of development. This is an u nder-researched area , worthy of 

and cu ltu ral research as wel l  as PD, PDP and CPD sparked my interest in 

several areas and provided me with ideas for further research.  

reflective tasks and sources of data . H owever ,  epistemological 

development constitutes on ly one aspect of students' development at the 

university and other stud ies could be conducted looking at other aspects . 

There i s  also a case for more comparative stud ies examining potential 

d ifferences in approaches to personal  d evelopment and developmental 

needs of under- and postgraduates, as wel l  as fu l l - and part-time students, 
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as some of the participants i n  th i s  study h ig h l ighted potent ia l  d ifferences 

between the expectat ions and  needs of various  student g roups .  

These ki nds of research projects cou ld have a more pragmatic focus than 

my project had . They cou l d  i nform a des ign  and implementation of 

changes to the courses and feed back to the central teaching and learning 

un it ,  i nfluencing broader po l icy and practice in the area of PDP and 

teach ing and  learn i ng .  

I n  my research journey I h ave had enco unters with some academics 

critical of PDP or its particu lar e lements and reluctant  to i ncorporate them 

into the i r  u n its, some  oth ers who did not fee l  wel l  prepared to mark 

reflective p ieces ( such as e-portfolios or reflective jou rnals) or  general ly 

not tra ined to support students in the i r  personal  development, as wel l  as 

some 'PDP enthusiasts '  who saw the val ue of PDP and felt they cou ld 

support students wel l  throughout the process . I n  my opin ion , the 

experience of PDP can sti l l  vary across the u niversity, from subject to 

subject and from one tutorial g roup to another. Th is is  in l ine with Clegg's 

(2004) and Clegg and Brad ley's (2006a) identification  the a d iversity of 

students' and academics' u nderdeveloped u nderstanding of PDP as major 

chal lenges to the imp lementation of PDP.  Therefore ,  there is  scope for the 

investigation of underlying issues that affect academics' perceptions and 

attitudes to engagement with PD and PDP .  

I bel ieve that new staff tra in ing and  cou rses such as PGCert are good 

places to beg in  a d ia logue  about both teach i ng d iverse popu lations of 

students and the i nstitution's values and  commitment to PDP. 

Investigati ng the perceptions and attitudes  of new staff and early career 

academics towards PD,  PDP and international isation of HE cou ld serve as 

a platform for d iscuss ion at an institutio nal level and i nform the design of 

courses and train i ngs for both new and  existing staff at the u n iversity. 
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9.5 Impl ications - resisting the temptation to provide 

recommendations 

While I acknowledge that institutions are i nterested in practica l  solutions to 

issues they g rapple with , I do not th ink that the com plex areas of 

international isation ,  PD and PDP lend themselves to qu ick and easy one

fits-al l approaches. I suggested in the p revious section some po ints 

requ iri ng further exploration and consideration ,  but I do  not th i nk  I can 

offer any general izab le recommendations  for the who le institution or  HE 

sector .  Instead , I reflect on imp l ications for my own practice with a hope 

that these personal notes may resonate with readers and offer an 

opportun ity to reflect on their  own pedagog ic practice with in their 

environments. I also reflect on the benefits and l im itations of engag ing in 

th is type of research , hoping to offer some gu idance to other researchers 

who may be th inking of conducting research in  sim i lar  ways . Although I 

make some general suggestions they a re just that - ideas that need to be 

tai lored to the specific needs  of students and academics , as wel l  as 

researchers with i n  thei r  own contexts . 

9 .5 . 1  Reflection  on  conducting resea rch with diverse students' 

rep resentations  and experiences of PD and PDP 

As I explained i n  th is thesis ,  I decided to document my research journey in 

the most transparent way possib le as,  having read through a vast body of 

l iterature, I often felt that there was l ittle  deta i l  in terms of the research 

process itself and not many researchers documented and reflected on the 

various choices they made in the ir  stud ies, often projecting an image of 

research as being seamless, cohesive, l inear and general ly 'neat' . I n  my 

research journey I learned that th is was a myth , not a real ity (at least i n  my 

experience) and decided that an honest documentation of the research 

process could perhaps serve as a g u id e  to those who may be th inking of 

One of the th ings I have learned i n  the p rocess , perhaps the most 

important th i ng in  my biography of a n  emerging researcher, was that 
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grappl ing with various  methodological and theoretical frameworks is an 

important part of the p rocess. It encourages a researcher to consider 

various o ntological  and ep istemological posit ions ,  channel l i ng her th inking 

towards looking for the 'fit' between her own i deas about the world , her 

own ontolog ical position ing with in  it and the area of investig ation and her 

research questions (cons idering various  parad igms,  methodologies and 

methods that lend themselves to research i ng  a particu lar phenomenon) .  

But even having cons idered in-depth my ontological , epistemolog ical and 

methodological  positions  and having settled on a particu lar  framework, in 

my case the g rounded theory approach , (G laser & Strauss, 1 967) ,  d id not 

guarantee a logical , l i near  research jou rney from point A to B .  As I 

explained i n  this thesis ,  d u ring my research process I moved from a stage 

of unambigu ity about ways of conductin g  my research (stage 1 of the 

research p rocess, described in  chapters 1 & 2), through a 'messier' 

journeying across the conceptua l  terrai n  (Cousi n ,  2006) as I began 

experiencing more com plexity, ambigu i ty a nd uncertainty ( in Meyer and 

Land 's terms ' l imina l ity' , 2005) and fina l ly a rrived 'at the crossroads' (see 

chapter 1 & 2) ,  not knowing  what d i rection  I should take. At this point in  

time,  I found i t  i ncredib ly d ifficult to ' let go'  of a chosen framework as I 

unsure about how to approach data i n  ways other than the one I i n it ial ly 

settled on (Jankowska , in  p ress ) .  Th i s  was partly because I cou ld  not find 

many examples of researchers embracin g  such a major shift i n  an 

approach to data analysis in the ava i lab le m ethodological l iteratu re and 

partly because I perceived myself as a n ew and inexperienced researcher, 

trying to fol low the ava i lable gu ide l ines.  Looking back, I now th ink that 

add ing a further lens (VCRM, see chapters 1 ,  2 & 7) to my data analysis 

felt 

was highly beneficial .  Yet, I cou ld  have o pted for perhaps an easier option 

and continued with what I was a l ready engaged i n .  However, this would 

have been d isingenuous and ,  in  my op in io n ,  would  have led to a more 

superficial interpretation of data ; narrowing  my perspective and lowering 

my chances of seeing in the data some of the th ings I managed to 

d iscover on ly when I app l ied a further  analytical framework (see examples 
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i n  chapters 7 and 8) .  Although traversing th is conceptual  and 

methodolog i ca l  field has been ,  at times ,  tortuous, and probably 

considerab ly lengthened the t ime spent o n  my research , I bel ieve it was 

the most developmental part of my journey. I have considered various 

positions, frameworks and approaches and found my 'ontological  fit' . I 

have travel led a long d istance from con sidering myself a broadly 

qual itatively and phenomenolog ical ly o riented researcher, focussed on 

particu lar methods (see chapter 1 )  to experiencing 'a narrative turn '  in the 

final stage of my research (see chapters 7 & 8) .  I have real ised that my 

engagement with a narrative analysis o ntological ly felt l i ke the right place 

for th is particular research project (and more general ly i n  my future 

research career). I have learned to fo l low my own instincts and experiment 

with new ideas and ways of do ing resea rch - not all of them were 

successfu l ,  but various cha l lenges I encountered , the mistakes I made and 

the dead-ends I reached were al l developmenta l .  I bel ieve th is is what 

research shou ld be about and that taking this more experimenta l ,  open 

path may lead to more creative and o riginal contribut ions in the future . The 

benefits of going through th is process of carving my own space in the 

research landscape are ,  I hope, obviou s :  not only had I gained knowledge 

and experience of various methodologi ca l  and theoretical approaches, but 

I also found my own place with in  a vast and complex landscape of 

avai lable methodo logies - a place from which I can venture into new 

projects and ideas. 

Moreover, I a lso grappled with an ins ider/outsider position ing and the 

issues of power relations with i n  my research (see chapter 2) .  I travel led 

from a qu ite na·ive stance of consider ing myself an outsider, just because I 

did not know the fie ld I was entering and the system of education I found 

myself in ,  to a much more complex u nderstand ing of a researcher's 

positional ity and issues of sh ifting power with in  research. From th is I 

learned to be more attentive to my own position ing , but also more 

observant of how the partic ipants perceive and p lace me with in the 

research and how it can influence the research relationships and what we 
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see in data . Th is kind of reflexivity, I bel i eve, may sensitise a researcher to 

any contrad ictory or confl icti ng issues and bring to the fore aspects to 

wh ich we may otherwise remain ob l ivious .  This ,  I bel ieve, is another 

benefit of conducting i n-depth , qual itative research , in wh ich reflexivity is 

foregrounded .  

However ,  engaging i n  th is kind of resea rch has a lso its pitfal l s  and 

l im itations, which I summarise i n  the section below. 

9 .5 .2 Lim itations of the research 

There were l im itations of this research that I have al ready acknowledged 

in th is thesis ( l im itations of u sing CMs were d iscussed in depth in chapters 

5 and 6 and l im itations of using g rounded theory were l isted towards the 

end of chapter 6) .  The recru itment of the partic ipants from the fou r  broad 

cultural backgrounds has l im ited the d iversity of the sam ple  and is not an 

accu rate reflection of a much h ig her d ivers ity of the UoB student 

popu lation .  As I explained in chapter 1 ,  the gro u ps were representative of 

the highest numbers of students com ing from these fou r  reg ions in  the 

year I began th is research (2006/2007 ) .  Moreover, the institutional 

approach to PDP has changed during the cou rse of th is research.  There 

are no longer 'PDP modu les' and the PDP-related activ ities have been not 

only embedded in the curricu la but a lso tai lored (with a d ifferent degree of 

success) specifica l ly to the d iscip l ines with i n  wh ich they are embedded . 

Therefore this research is a snapshot of a phenomenon in  a specific 

context (early implementation of PDP)  and with i n  a specific d iverse 

student popu lat ion (postgraduate bus iness students coming from China , 

Africa , the UK and CEE) .  

Fou r  of the participants are represented i n  the text in  depth (see chapter 

7). I have included as much data a s  possib le (verbatim quotes in case and 

thematic analysis and 'pen portraits' of the remain ing seven participants) 

to enable readers to make their  own j udgements .  Moreover, a l l  the 

interviews from the postgradu ate study  as wel l  as from the pi lot and 

undergraduate studies ( recorded and transcribed but not reported in th is 
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thesis i n  depth ) and other important conversation s  I had with many 

students across the u n ivers ity informed my research jou rney, provoked my 

reflections and contributed to the overal l  conclus ions I reached . However, 

inevitably, I can be critic ised for choosing some pieces of d ata and leaving 

out others, an issue to wh ich I paid attent ion in chapter 7, quoting the work 

of Straus and Corb in ( 1 998) and Mauthner and Doucet ( 1 998) who state 

that researchers inescapably wi l l  see a n d  foregrou nd certain  issues and 

perhaps fai l  to notice , ignore or consciously close off others .  Th is is one of 

the key characteristics of conducting such  i n -depth qua l itative research 

and can be , a lbeit on ly to a certain degree , guarded by what Mauther and 

Doucet ( 1 998) refer to as a reflective stance - a position of continuous 

self-exam ination that a researcher may employ by paying attention to own 

thoughts , feel ings and e lements of her own b iography wh ich may i nfluence 

methodolog ical , theoretical and ph i losophical choices and/or the analysis 

and presentation of the material . As I exp la ined before , documenting these 

choices and decisions  made and reflect ing on our  research may enhance 

research transparency but it wi l l  never completely remove the issue of 

possib le bias. 

For reasons g iven a lready, the longitud inal  study with u ndergraduate 

students was d isconti nued , to focus o n  the study with postgraduates and 

analyse the rich data that was gathe red in much greater depth than wou ld 

otherwise have been possib le.  Although long itud i nal data could have 

provided more i ns ights into developmental processes ( usual ly in the 

l iterature of personal development perceived as macro processes,  which 

can be observed over the longer time) ,  our n ewest research (Gaitan , 

Jankowska, Adonu , Hand , Scott & Rian-McMahon ,  20 1 3) shows that 

subtle, m icro changes in students' learn ing and development can be 

detected in much shorter t imespans (over one term of learn ing) .  

My subjectivity, explored i n  depth in th is thesis ,  can be seen both as a 

strength of, and constra int on th is research . My own interests shaped the 

way I conducted the interviews and what questions  I asked with in a semi -
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structu red format as wel l  as the choices I made in  explori ng  some themes, 

while clos ing off others .  However, the partic ipants sti l l  d igressed and told 

their own 'stories' . I believe that the part of my identity as a foreign student 

jou rney and had had just a bit more experience. My own personal 

experiences of adapting to new systems of education and navigating in  an 

unfami l iar terrain both as a student and an academic oriented me towards 

coming from a 'dominant' cu ltu re or from the position of an expert) . 

9 . 5 .3 I nfl uence on  my own pedagogic  p ractice - personal reflection 

This research journey has sensitised me to the ways of conducting 

phenomenolog ical research with in  a h igh ly  d iverse context, but also has 

had an immense infl uen ce on my th ink ing  about my own practice as a 

tutor and a researcher at the outset of an  academic career i n  a highly 

d iverse HE landscape.  

In my research jou rney I h ave been reminded that ' international students' 

are not a homogenous  group with specifi c  (deficient) characteristics, but 

diverse ind ividua ls  with their own goal s  and  a mbitions as wel l as past l ife 

experiences and edu cational  practices that i nfluence who they are and 

what they seek to ach ieve through education .  This b rought about the 

real isation that I need to search for ways of creating space and 

opportun ities for shar ing the past h istories and current expectations and 

consider the impl ications of these for  personal  development and growth of 

individual students. I n  practice , th is means d ialogu ing  with students and 

brin i ng to the ir  attent ion a variety of pedagogic approaches to h igh l ight 

that there is 'no right or  wrong' i n  learn ing  and personal development - an 

idea that may sou nd l i ke a tru ism ,  but enca psu lates the importance of 

acknowledging and celebrating d ifference and learn ing from each other. 

Th is research has sensitised me to the need to make use of such learn ing 
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opportun it ies,  and the reflection on  social s ituatedness of PD and learn ing 

led me to cons ider the importance of bu i ld i ng  i n  more opportun ities for 

social exchanges i n  my own efforts to support students' personal  

development. Recently, for example ,  two students (one Brit ish and one 

foreign )  approached me for an explanation of the i r  grades and feedback 

they received . Looking at the i r  work I was struck by the contrasts between 

their p ieces of work. On fu rther examination ,  I felt that what one  student's 

essay lacked , the other had in abundance and vice versa . The British 

student fo l lowed the requ i rement to use o bjective language (th i rd person ,  

wh ich reflects assum ptions u nderpinn i ng a particu lar parad igm promoted 

in most of the assignments in my department) , in-depth critique,  

referenc ing and formatti ng ,  but lacked the flow and the clarity of argument. 

The fore ign student wrote a beautifu l ly flowing essay with ph ilosophical ly 

advanced argum entation ,  but was not academ ical ly rigorous in terms of 

academic referencing and wrote in  a personal , 'flowery' style . I i nvited 

those two students , who , i n  tu rn , inv ited others ,  to participate i n  a session 

during wh ich we looked at both pieces  of work and d iscussed ways of 

improving their work for the futu re . We a lso talked about what constitutes 

'good writing '  i n  d ifferent parad igms as wel l  as d ifferent cu ltu res and 

several students offered their own examples. Two British students in this 

group felt that the d iscussion was an eye-open ing experience and both 

authors of the essays i n  question felt val i dated as learners and equ ipped 

with ideas of how they cou ld develop further by d rawing on each other's 

ideas and areas of expertise. This examp le  shows how the research I 

conducted contin ues to i nfluence my practice as a tutor and how I strive to 

be personal ly response-ab le (Preston-Shoot, 201 2) in my teach ing -

provide a response to students '  strugg les in ways that are eth ical (involve 

reflection and d iscussion with students a bout transferabi l ity of approaches 

to knowledge), sensitive (offering ,  encourag ing and supporting but not 

imposing) and empathetic way (va l idating  them as learners ,  but also 

recogn ising the issues they face) .  Th i s  brings me back to E l l is and 

Bochner's (2000) stateme nt that 'good teaching' i nvo lves ' . . .  work[ing] 
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your way through the barriers of  u nfami l iarity, d i stance and d ifference 

towards a sp i rit of co l laboration ,  understand ing and openness to 

experience .i . . .  working towards ethnographic consciousness that is 

personal , i ntimate and empathic' (p.760) . Although I am aware of critical 

voices speaki ng against such a vision of education ,  I argue that teach ing 

and learn ing in  a mu lticu ltu ra l  environment which emphasises personal 

development and PDP in a way the University of Bedfordshire does (for 

instance , th rough its educational strategy, Atlay, 2008) have to be mutual ly 

respectfu l ,  respons ive to students' personal needs and prior experiences , 

ethical and supportive . I therefore see the personal isation of PDP not only 

as desirable ,  but as an essential process. I n  my op in ion ,  PDP needs to be 

presented in a mean ingfu l ,  wel l  explained , and clear way but, at the same 

time,  it also requ i res a degree of flexibi l ity and tai lor ing to specific needs of 

each student. 

My engagement with the vast l iteratu re on i nternational isation of HE and 

the needs of d iverse students provoked my reflection  on several important 

aspects of teachi ng and learn ing .  Apart from striving to be 'personal ly 

response-able' (Preston-Shoot, 201 2) ,  I cons ider several points that I th ink 

are crucial in teach ing a d iverse body of students. I treat them as 

guidel ines for my own teach ing ,  and , as I take on more responsibi l ity in my 

department, I am hoping to d iscuss these principles with my col leagues 

with an a im to inco rporate them more widely in ou r  programmes. 

'Becoming more expl icit' (Carro l l ,  2005, p .26) is one of the fundamental 

principles that I learned to consider more . Leask (2004, cited in Carrol l ,  

2005) compares arriving at the un iversity with ' learn ing how to  p lay a new 

game where success depends on figur ing out the new ru les ,  applying 

them , and "winn ing" rewards such as good grades ,  positive feedback and 

a sense of confidence and competence as a lea rner' (p.26) . Al l  students 

need to learn th is ' new game' as they t rans it from a d ifferent system . 

However, for internationa l  students the rules may be d ifficu lt to figure out 

and they may attempt to use the ones 'that served them wel l  as learners 
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up to  th is point' (ibid, p .26) .  From the beg i nn ing of each academ ic year I 

strive to be expl icit about these rules - by tal king to students about what is 

expected of them at the u n iversity and about various practices they wi l l  

encounter. Open ing up the space for d iscussion  and reflection on 

'Western' academic trad ition as wel l  as local ly emphasised practices and 

flexib i l ity and choice. This is possible because 'once the system becomes 

visible, it is  poss ib le  to move from assum i ng that international students wi l l  

adopt Western academic values,  to being clear about what can and 

cannot be adapted ' (Carro l l ,  2005,  p.27) . As I explained in th is thesis , a 

complete adaptation is often not only impossib le to ach ieve , but also can 

be undesirable. Therefore, I encourage students to explore 'their own tacit 

knowledge and the i nfluence of their experiences and cultura l  identity' 

(Ki l l ick, 200b) and I share some examp les of how my previous learn ing in 

other systems of education d iffer from the one I teach in now. I hope that 

this can encou rage students to share and crit ique personal knowledge in a 

variety of ways (although I also encourage students to consider and 

d iscuss the appropriateness of some personal d isclosu res, especial ly in 

assessed pieces of work). I constantly keep in m ind the benefits of 

includ i ng materia ls from outside of the 'traditional ' canon (Kil l ick ,  2007b) 

and encouraging students to consider a lternative perspectives and 

sources. This is often chal leng ing and can lead to heated debates, with 

some students strugg l i ng  with many troubl esome concepts (Meyer & 

Land , 2005, see chapter 1 )  and find i n g  themselves thrown into a space of 

l iminal ity (ibid) . For some  (though not a l l )  th is dislocation and sudden 

uncertainty may instigate (to a variou s  d eg ree) further exploration of the 

field and lead to reshuffl ing and i ntegration  of 'old ' with 'new' knowledge, 

and hence be reconstitutive (ibid) . Mindfu l  of th is ,  I encourage students to 

reflect on their  boundaries and cons ider how far they are prepared to go i n  

their explorations ,  wh ich new ideas resonate with them (and hence can be  

incorporated) and wh ich are d ifficu lt to  accept and  why. I rai se the 
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awareness of suitab i l ity and eth ical ity of knowledge transfer (Robinson

Pant, 2009 ,  see chapter 4 for d iscussion) and ask non-UK students to 

consider the issues they may face on the i r  return home and the UK 

students to ponder over the  hegemony of Western academic practice . For 

some students, these excursions i nto new and conceptual ly chal leng ing 

areas may be transformative (Meyer & land ,  2005) , but I am a lso m indfu l 

of the fact they may be i rreversib le (ibid) and that profound changes may 

not be des i rable and can cause havoc in students' l ives (for instance , 

cause al ienation and misunderstand ing , see Canagarajah's example i n  

chapter 4 as  wel l  as  Irving and  Wil l iam's d iscussion on the risks 

associated with personal  g rowth - chapter 3) .  I perceive it as my 

responsibi l ity to provide opportun ities for explorations but remain alert to 

possib le d ifficu lt ies and am carefu l not to push stud ents too far. 

I n  the futu re I wou ld l i ke to experiment with i nt roduc ing non-Western 

aspects in  the cu rricu l um (Haigh , 2009) but I am m indfu l of d ifficu lties 

around th is (especia l ly in the psychology curricu l um ,  wh ich need to adhere 

to the B ritish Psycholog ica l  Association standards) and the necessity of 

carefu l consideration  and preparation of such a change . 

I also continue to chal lenge the ideas of the ' right' academ ic practice and a 

'set' way of 'delivering' PDP and encourage my readers and col leagues to 

consider how the ir  own pedagogic bel i efs and practices affect students as 

learners. Th is is not an  easy path , g iven my  position ing as a new and 

relatively inexperienced academic ,  but one that offers a promise of a 

professional integrity and my own contin uous development. 
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Epilogue - an end and a beginn ing 

I reached the end of m y  d octoral journey and looking back at those few 

years of work I remembered a postcard I got from my h igh  school mate 

many years ago in Poland . It meant a lot to me then - so much that, in fact, 

I kept it all those years and it travel led with me wherever I went or moved 

to . I sti l l  have it and it sti l l  holds a lot of importance to me.  The motto on it 

reads: 

Anyone who does not have the courage to dream, will not have the 

strength to fight. 

- Paul Zulehner (emphasis added) 

Many years ago ,  after graduat ing from psychology from my home 

un iversity I began dreaming about conduct ing doctoral research and 

wanting to l ive th is d ream. I hoped to learn , gain knowledge,  develop 

and grow. The road to embarking on PhD journey was not straightforward 

and led through first do ing research i n  my fi rst degree (psychology), then 

my second degree (teach ing) and then p ractici ng  in both areas before 

moving to work at an Engl ish u n ivers ity . I cou ld not and did not plan , there 

were far too many u nknowns in  an  equation . I just had my dream and kept 

my eyes and ears wide  open ,  bel ieving an opportun ity would appear -

just l ike many other students I tal ked to duri ng  my doctoral study. When I 

was final ly afforded an opportun ity to l earn about POP and encouraged to 

embark on a doctoral study in th is a rea by Dr  Atlay - the Director of 

Teach ing and Learn ing and CLE at the Un iversity of Bedfordshire ,  I knew I 

would be chal lenged and I wou ld  have to do th ings d ifferently. My 

research jou rney was fu l l  of twists and  turns and , at times, requ i red 

courage and determ ination to persevere at a l l  odd s  but my dream , just as 

Zulehner's l ine from the o ld postcard expla ins ,  gave me al l  the strength I 

needed to fight . The jou rney offered excitement, challenge , fun and a 

learn ing curve but it a lso offered a steep , at t imes strenuous,  

unpred ictable cl imb to the peak of a PhD mounta in .  Yet, once I decided 
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on i t  there was no  poi nt o f  return and my motivation, determination and 

deep bel ief that it was possible kept me go ing .  The students I 

interviewed i n  my study assured me that these were the essentia l  

ingred ients of  the i r  success as wel l .  

I shal l keep my old postcard with its encou ragement to dream , because, 

just l ike Aki l i  (see chapter 7) expla ined ,  reach ing the peak is not the end of 

the journey. I know there wi l l  be many m ore mounta ins to cl imb .  The end 

of my doctoral journey is the beg i nn ing ,  I hope,  of even more exciting  

academic career .  

*Concepts in bold font have been core in  my research and many of them 
come directly from student participants' accounts . The metaphor of a 
mountain is not new but here I 'borrowed' it from Akil i i n  order to refer to 
my personal journey of academic development - cl imbing 'a PhD 
mountain ' .  
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Appendix 1 :  Undergraduate ethn icity data (Annual Undergraduate 

Scheme Report 2006/07, Atlay 2007) 

Number of students Domici le_Name Region i n  words 

8239 England UK 

51 6 China (Peoples Repub l ic Of) Region 1 :  Far East, Asian Pacific 

31 4 Lithuania EU (excluding UK) 

227 Poland EU (exclud ing UK) 

1 84 Slovakia EU (excl uding UK) 

1 37 N igeria Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 

1 25 Not Known UK 

98 Hungary EU (excluding UK) 

98 Latvia EU (excluding UK) 

89 Greece EU (exclud ing UK) 

88 Cyprus EU (excluding UK) 

80 Zimbabwe Reg ion 3 :  Africa , Caribbean,  

NonEU Europe 

77 Estonia EU (exclud ing UK) 

57 Germany EU (excluding UK) 

54 Spain EU (excluding UK) 

51 France EU (excluding UK) 

41 I reland EU (excluding UK) 

36 Pakistan Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

S America 

32 Romania EU Accession 

Bangladesh Region 2 : S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

S America 

27 Wales UK 

23 I ndia Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

S America 

2 1  N I re land UK 

20 Scotland UK 

1 9  Malaysia Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

S America 
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1 7  

1 3  

Region 1 :  Far East, Asian Pacific 

EU (excluding UK) 

, Caribbean,  Region 3 :  Africa

NonEU Europe 

Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gu lf, 

, Caribbean,  Region 3 :  AfricaJapan 

NonEU Europe 

Region 1 :  Far East, Asian Pacific 
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1 9  Netherlands EU (excluding UK) 

1 9  Russia Reg ion 3 :  Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

1 7  Fin land EU (exclud ing UK) 

Kenya Region 3: Africa , Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

1 6  Czech Republ ic EU (excluding UK) 

1 6 USA Reg ion 3 :  Africa, Caribbean , 

NonEU Europe 

1 4  Thai land Region 2 :  S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

S America 

Portugal EU (excluding UK) 

1 3  Sweden EU (excluding UK) 

1 2 Ghana Region 3: Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

1 1  Jamaica Reg ion 3 :  Africa , Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

9 Bulgaria EU Accession 

9 South Africa Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 

9 United Arab Emirates Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

S America 

8 Hong Kong Region 1 :  Far East, Asian Pacific 

8 Mauritius Region 3 :  Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

8 Trin idad & Tobago Region 3: Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

7 Italy EU ( exclud ing UK) 

7 Vietnam 

6 Belg ium 

6 Canada 

6 Nepal 

S America 

5 

5 Phi l ippines 



4 Sri Lanka 

EU (excluding UK) 

Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 

Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, S America 

Region 3: Africa, Caribbean , 

Appendices 

5 

4 

Tanzan ia 

Austria 

Region 3:  Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

EU ( exclud ing UK) 

Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gu lf, 

S America 

4 Switzerland Region: Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 

3 Brunei Region 2 :  S Asia, SE Asia ,  Gu lf, 

S America 

3 Cameroon Region 2 :  S Asia, SE Asia ,  Gu lf, 

S America 

3 Jordan Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia ,  Gu lf, 

S America 

3 Oman Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

S America 

3 Turkey Region 3: Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

3 Channel Is lands UK 

2 Angola Region 3:  Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

2 Bahrain Region 2 :  S Asia, SE Asia ,  Gulf, 

S America 

2 Barbados Region 3: Africa,  Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

2 Botswana Region 3 :  Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

2 Congo (Peoples Republ ic} Region 3: Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

2 Denmark 

2 Ethiopia Region 3 :  Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

Morocco 

NonEU Europe 

Norway Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

S America 

2 Reg ion 2 : S Saud i Arabia 

Somal ia 

NonEU Europe 

2 

2 

2 
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NonEU Europe 

2 Uganda 

EU (excluding UK) 

Reg ion 2 :  S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

Region 1 : Far East, Asian Pacific 

Region 3 :  Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia ,  Gulf, 

S America 

Qatar Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gu lf, 

S America 

Appendices 

Togo Region 3: Africa, Caribbean ,  

Region 3:  Africa , Cari bbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

2 Zambia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean,  

NonEU Europe 

2 Croatia Region 3 :  Africa ,  Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

1 Alban ia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

1 Antigua a nd Barbuda Region 3 :  Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 

1 Austral ia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 

1 Brazil Reg ion 2 :  S Asia, SE Asia, Gu lf, 

$ America 

1 Burund i  Region 3: Africa , Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

1 Cambod ia I Kampuchea Region 1 :  Far East, Asian Pacific 

1 Domin ica Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 

1 Taiwan Region 1 :  Far East, Asian Pacific 

1 Gambia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean,  

NonEU Europe 

1 I ran Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

S America 

1 Malawi Reg ion 3 :  Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 

1 Malta 

1 Mexico 

S America 

1 Mongol ia 

1 New Zealand 

1 Peru 

1 
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1 Rwanda Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 
1 St Lucia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 
1 Seychelles Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU 

Europe 
1 Sierra Leone Reg ion 3:  Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 
1 Singapore Region 1 : Far East, Asian Pacific 
1 Tunis ia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 
1 West I ndies Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 

NonEU Europe 
1 Maldive I s lands Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 

S America 
1 British Antarctic Territory Other OS 
1 Sloven ia EU (excluding UK) 
1 Eritrea Region 3: Africa, Caribbean ,  

NonEU Europe 
1 Is le (The) UK 

of Man 

Total 
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Appendix 2 :  Ethics forms 

The pi lot study was d iscussed and authorised by the Head of Research 

Graduate School and the main study were approved by the Psychology 

Eth ics Com mittee. Be low is the orig ina l  form subm itted to the Psychology 

Eth ics Com mittee for approval in October 2007 before the commencement 

of the research . 

University of 
Bedfordshire 

DIVI S ION OF PSYCHOLOGY 

ETH ICS FORM 3 

STAFF AND MPh i l/PhD RESEARCH PROJECTS 

Before comp let ing th is form you shou ld read the Brit ish Psycholog ical 

Society Code of Conduct, Ethical Principles & Guidelines. Research 

students shou ld  a lso d iscuss the completion of th is form with thei r  

supervisors. 

In add ition to th is  form, please inc lude with your submission :  

• A brief description 

procedu re (maximum two sides A4) 

of the project background ,  a ims, sample and 

• Copies of any questionna i res, i nterview schedu les, experimental 

p rotocols or other research materials 

• Copies of any advertisements, introductory letters, consent forms, 

feedback/debriefing sheets etc. 
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Al l  researchers MUST obta in eth ica l  approval BEFORE col lecting any 

data . 

1 .  Researcher name( s) & emai l  add resses 

Maja Jankowska , maja. iankowska@beds.ac.u k  

2 .  Su pervisor name(s) & emai l  address ( if relevant) 

Alfredo Gaitan , alfredo .gaitan@beds.ac.uk 

3 .  Working title of  project 

Persona l  Development Plan n ing - what has culture to say? Attitudes 

towards Personal Development P lann i ng among students at a mu lti

cultural u n iversity .  

4 .  L ikely duration of project (note that Eth ics Committee approval is 

normal ly deemed to expi re after five years un less otherwise 

requested) 

One semester: October - December 2007 

5 .  Do the participants belong to  a group u nable to g ive informed 

consent? ( If yes ,  please g ive detai ls and explain exactly who wi l l  g ive 

consent. 

NO 

6 .  How exactly wi l l  consent be  g iven? (e.g .  verbal ly o r  i n  writing . )  

Written (by fi l l ing in  the consent form) 

7.  P lease specify what information you wi l l  provide in  order that consent 

be informed . 

Please find the attached copy of consent form 

8. Please g ive d eta i ls of any p roposed rewards or incentives to be 

offered to encourage participation .  
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None 

9 .  Is  any deception involved? ( I f  yes, p lease give detai ls and explain why 

deception is necessary. ) 

No  

1 0 . Does the procedure i nvolve any  possib le d istress, d iscomfort o r  harm 

to participants? (Please consider a l l possib le causes of d istress 

careful ly ,  i nclud ing l i kely reactions to the subject matter, debriefing or 

deception .  If yes, please g ive deta i ls and say what steps are to be 

taken to protect the participants . )  

No 

1 1 .  What mechanism is there for participants to withd raw from the 

investigation? (Please specify exactly when participants may 

withd raw: for example,  can they contact you later to have their data 

withd rawn , or is withdrawal on ly possib le unti l the end of the research 

session?) 

The right to withdraw is described in  the consent form (participants can 

withd raw at any time) 

1 2 . How are confidential ity and/or anonymity to be mainta ined? (Please 

be as precise as possib le ,  both here and on any briefing material for 

participants. For example: " I nd ividual data wil l  on ly be seen by the 

researchers .  Only aggregate data wi l l  be reported in  

publ ications/presentations a rising from the research .") 

This is a lso described in  the attached consent form . The individual data 

wi l l  be seen on ly by the researchers and for any reports and publ ications 

the pseudonyms wi l l  be used . The participation in the research is voluntary 

and students wi l l  be informed that their degree wi l l not be affected in  any 

way by participating or non-partic ipati ng in the research . The data wi l l  not 

398 



Appendices 

be d isclosed to any of the students' tutors or anybody related to students' 

cou rse . 

1 3 .  Does the research involve contact with any other organ isation or 

group (e .g .  schools ,  companies, charities, hospitals)? If yes ,  p lease 

g ive deta i ls .  

No 

1 4. I s  the research to be funded externa l ly? If yes ,  please give detai ls . 

No  

1 5 . Wi l l  eth i ca l  approval 

(a) i nclude a copy of the letter of approval with this appl ication ;  or (b) 

forward a copy of the letter of approval to the Chair as soon as it is 

o btained ( researchers please note that in such cases the approval of 

the Psychology Eth ics Committee should on ly be regarded as 

cond it ional unt i l  evidence of external approval has been submitted) .  

No 

1 6 . Has perm ission been obtained to u se any copyright materials (e .g .  

personal ity tests)? Please a lso ind icate whether particu lar 

qua l ifications or tra in ing are needed to administer the tests, and if so, 

whether the researcher is appropriately qua l ified . 

No 

1 7. P lease g ive detai ls of any other eth ical  issues that have been 

cons idered . 

Signed 

for the proposed research be sought from any 

other body (e .g .  col l aborating departments , Home Office, health 

authority, education authority)? If  yes,  please give deta i ls  and e ither 

N/A 
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Maja Jankowska 

Sign i ng th is  form certifies that you agree to carry out your  research i n  the 

manner specified .  If you want to deviate from the approved method at any 

time,  you shou ld seek further eth ical approval for the change. 

Date 02/1 0/2007 

S ignature of supervisor ( if re levant) 

Note to supervisors:  Sign ing  th is form certifies that, in  your opinion, the 

project specified here is eth ical under Departmental and BPS gu idel i nes .  

Do not sign i f  you are unsure ,  o r  i f  the student has not attached final  

versions of the research materia ls they a re planning to use. 

S ignature of Eth ics Com mittee :  Gai l  Kinman (Chair) 

Date 5 . 1 0 .07 
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Please return com pleted subm issions to the Chair of the Psychology 

Eth ics Committee. 

Researchers are encouraged to attend that part of the Committee meeting 

at which the i r  proposal is  to be d iscussed . Alternatively, they may wish to 

make themselves avai lable at that t ime i n  case the Com mittee requ i res 

any add itional i nformation . This may speed up the process of project 

approva l .  P lease contact the Chair for detai ls of dates. 
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Appendix 3 :  Recru itment of participants - adverts 

• Pi lot study: 

I nterviewees of d ifferent cultural backgrounds needed (1  s t  year  students 

and Masters) 

My name is Maja  Jankowska and I 'm a PhD student at the U niversity of 

Bedfordsh i re .  I am looki ng for students to participate in an exploratory 

study  wh ich a ims to ga in i nsight in the topic of learn ing and development 

in d ifferent cu ltu ral contexts. 

Part ic ipants wi l l  be interviewed (on ly once) about their understanding of 

the nature of learning and deve lopment. The interviews wi l l  be fairly 

informal  and unstructured d ialogues. They wi l l  be recorded and 

transcribed for future reference . The information provided by the 

partic ipants wi l l  be kept confidentia l  and anonymity wi l l  be ensured in any 

reports or pub l ications. 

You are encouraged to ask questions at any t ime about the nature of the 

study and the methods that I am us ing .  You r  suggestions are important to 

me ;  you can contact me at any time  at the address/ phone number l isted 

below. 

I wil l use the information from th is study to inform a future larger research . 

If you wou ld  l i ke to help me by ded icating 1 hr  for an interview please 

contact me at: 

maia. iankowska@beds.ac.uk  

0 1 234 400 400 (un iversity switch board) ext 2647 

Or come to the Centre for Excel lence for Teach ing and learn ing (CETL) in 

Park Street ( next to the careers centre) .  
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• Postgraduates: oral  i nvitation to participate (advertised 

du ring tutorial sessions) but I a lso provided students with the 

fol lowing i nformation sheet: 

My name is Maja Jankowska and I'm a PhD student at the University of 

Bedfordsh i re .  As you know, I assist you r  lecturer, Tricia Smart with some 

elements of you r  module .  I am looking  for student volunteers to participate 

i n  an i nterview on the topic of personal  development, wh ich wi l l  fu rther 

explore the ideas you have captu red i n  your concept maps. 

If you volunteer you wi l l  be interviewed about your  u nderstand ing of the 

natu re of personal development and PDP.  The interviews wil l  be fai rly 

informal and u nstructu red dia logues. They wi l l  be recorded and 

transcribed for futu re reference .  The i nformation provided by the 

partic ipants wi l l  be kept confidential and anonymity wil l be ensu red in any 

reports or publ ications. 

You are encouraged to ask question s  at any time about the natu re of the 

study and the methods that I am usi ng .  Your  suggestions are important to 

me;  you can contact me at any t ime at the address/ phone number l isted 

below. 

If you would l ike to help me by ded icating approximately 1 hr for an 

i nterview p lease contact me at: 

maja . jankowska@beds.ac.u k  

0 1 234 400 400 (un ivers ity switch board)  ext 2647 

And we wi l l  agree on a place and  time conven ient for you .  

Thank  you ,  

Maja Jankowska 

mailto:maja.jankowska@beds.ac.uk
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Appendix 4: Consent forms 

• P i lot study 

CONSENT FORM 

Researcher: 

Name:  Maja Jankowska 

Address : U n iversity of Bedfordsh i re, CETL, Park Square, D006 

Phone:  (0 ) 1 234 400 400 ext 2647 

Than k  you for agreeing to partic ipate i n  this exploratory study wh ich wi l l  

take place between 1 0th Apri l to 1 0 th May. 

Th is form outl i nes the purposes of the study and provides a description of 

your  i nvo lvement and rights as a partic ipant. 

The purposes of th is project are: 

• to gain ins ight i n  the topic of learn ing and development in  d ifferent 

cu ltura l contexts 

• to alert a researcher to some i mportant issues and i nform a future 

MPh i l/PhD  study 

Partic ipants wi l l  be i nterviewed (only once) and wi l l  be asked to sketch a 

concept map on their understand ing of the nature of learn ing and 

development. The interviews wi l l  be fa ir ly informal and unstructured 

d ia logues.  They wi l l  be recorded and transcribed for futu re reference.  The 

information provided by the participants wi l l  be kept confidential and 

anonym ity wi l l  be ensured i n  any reports or publ ications. 

You a re encouraged to ask question s  at any time about the nature of the 

study and the methods that I am using .  Your  suggestions are important to 
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me; you can contact me at any t ime at the address/ phone number l isted 

above . 

I wi l l  use the information from this study to inform a future larger research . 

I guarantee that the fol lowing cond itions wi l l  be met: 

1 )  You r  real  name wi l l  not be used at any point of information col lection ,  or 

in the written case report; i nstead , you and any other person and place 

names i nvolved in you r  case wi l l  be g iven pseudonyms that wi l l  be used in 

and wi l l  not be played for any reason other than to do this study. These 

tapes wi l l  be destroyed after the final report is produced . 

3) You r  participation in  th is research is vol u ntary; you have the right to 

withdraw at any point of the study, for any reason,  and without any 

prejud ice, and the information col lected and records and reports written 

wi l l  be tu rned over to you .  

4)  Shou ld you request it, you wi l l  receive a summary of  the  main fi nd ings 

before I write the final  report, so that you have the opportun ity to suggest 

changes, if necessary. 

If you agree with these cond itions and wou ld  l i ke to participate in the 

study, p lease sign in  the space below and complete the relevant 

i nformation .  

S ignature _________ 

Name: 
-------------

al l  verbal and written records and reports . 

2) Aud io tapes wi l l  not be used for any purpose other than to do th is study, 

Date 
----------
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Student number :  
---------

Degree:  _____________ 

National ity: __________ _ 

Emai l  address: 
----------

• Postgraduates (concept maps) 

CONSENT FORM 

Researchers: Maja Jankowska and Tricia Smart 

Address: Un iversity of Bedfordshire ,  CETL, Park Square, 0006 

Phone:  (0)1 234 400 400 ext 2647 

Thank  you for agreeing to participate in this short study on personal 

development, wh ich wi l l  take place between October and December 2007. 

This form outl i nes the purposes of the study and provides a description of 

your  involvement and rights as a participant. 

The purposes of this project is : 

• to ga in i nsight i n  the topic of personal development among MA 

students. 

Participants wi l l  be asked to sketch a concept map on their understanding 

of the nature of personal development. 

The i nformation provided by the participants wi l l  be kept confidential and 

anonym ity wi l l  be ensured in any reports or publ ications. 
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You are encouraged to ask questions at any time about the nature of the 

study and the methods that I am us ing .  Your  suggestions are important to 

me;  you can contact me at any t ime at the address/ phone number l isted 

above. 

guarantee that the fol lowing cond itions wil l be met: 

1 )  Your  real name wi l l  not be used at any po int of information col lection ,  or 

in the written case report; instead , you and any other person and place 

names involved in your  case wi l l  be g iven pseudonyms that wi l l  be used in  

a l l  verbal and written records and reports . 

2) Your  participation i n  this research is voluntary; you have the right to 

withd raw at any point of the study, for any reason ,  and without any 

prejud ice, and the information co l lected and records and reports written 

wi l l  be turned over to you .  

If you agree with these cond itions and wou ld l ike to participate i n  the 

study, p lease sign in the space below and complete the relevant 

i nformation .  

__ DateSignature _ ______

Name: 
-------------

Student number: __________ 

Degree: ____________ _ 

National ity: ___________ _ 

Emai l  address: ___________ 
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• Postgraduates ( interviews) 

Att itudes towards Personal Development Plann ing among students 

at a mul ti�cu ltu ra l  un iversity 

CONSENT FORM 

Researcher's name: Maja Jankowska 

Address: Un iversity of Bedfordshire ,  CETL, Park Square, D006 

Phone:  (0)1 234 400 400 ext 2647 

Thank  you for agreeing to participate i n  this study which wil l take place 

between October and December 2007. It is a part of my degree. 

This form outl i nes the purposes of the study and provides a description of 

you r  i nvolvement and rights as a participant. 

• to ga in ins ight i nto personal development and learn ing practices of 

students of d ifferent cu ltura l backgrounds.  

wi l l  be fa i rly i nformal and unstructured dialogues. They wil l  be recorded , 

transcribed and analysed . Add it ional ly, reflective assignments (e.g. 

portfol ios, biogs, journals) submitted by you as part of your course wi l l  be 

Project a im :  

You wi l l  be i nterviewed (twice) and wi l l  be asked to sketch a concept map 

on your  understanding of the nature of  development as  wel l  as  answer a 

few questions about personal development and learn ing .  The i nterviews 

i ncluded in  the study. 

The information provided by you wi l l  be kept confidential ( i .e .  wil l  not be 

d isclosed to anybody outside the research team) and anonymity wil l  be 

ensured i n  any reports or publ ications. 
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You are encouraged to ask questions at any t ime about the nature of the 

study  and the methods that I am us ing .  You r  suggestions  are important to 

me;  you can contact me at any t ime at the address/ phone number l isted 

above . 

I guarantee that the fo l lowing cond itions wi l l  be met: 

1 )  Your  real  name wi l l  not be used at any point of information col lection,  or 

in the written report; instead , you and any other person and place names 

wi l l  be g iven pseudonyms that wi l l  be used in  al l  verbal and written records 

and  reports . 

2) Aud io tapes wi l l  not be played for any purpose other than for th is study. 

These tapes wi l l  be destroyed after the final report is produced . 

3) Your  participation in  th is research is voluntary; therefore it wi l l  not have 

any consequences for your  degree. You have the right to withdraw at any 

point of the study, for any reason ,  and without any prejudice, and the 

i nformation col lected wi l l  be destroyed . 

4) Shou ld  you request it, you wil l  receive a summary of the main findings 

before I write the final report, so that you have the opportun ity to suggest 

changes, if necessary. 

I f  you agree with these conditions and would l i ke to participate in  the 

study,  p lease sign in the space below and complete the relevant 

information .  

S ignature _________ Date 

Name: 
-------------

Student number: 
----------

Degree: _____________ 

Nationa l ity: ___________ 
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Age: ____________ _ 

Sex: 
-------------

Em a i I address: 
---------
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Appendix 5 :  Instruction on how to create a concept map 

l abe l led .  

Concept map i s  s im i lar to a m ind map, wh ich probably most of you have 

seen or used before. The d ifference between a concept map and a mind 

map is that the concept map a lso names the connections and includes 

arrows to show the d irection of the relationsh ip .  For example a connection 

between 'ch i ldren - sweets' in a m ind map becomes more specific ,  

potentia l ly as: 

'ch i ld ren - l i ke - sweets' 

'ch i ld ren - eat - sweets' 

'sweets - are bad foro- chi ld ren '  (with an arrow going in the opposite 

d i rection .  

Here a re some examples of the concept maps (the researcher shows 

examples of maps on s imple ,  every day topics, drawing attention to 

arrows, label l i ng  and d i rections) :  

Students are encouraged to ask any questions or seek clarificat ions. 

Then the researcher expla ins that they a re asked to sketch a concept map 

on the top ic of personal development. The task is ind ividual and 

confidentia l .  Therefore the students are g iven consent forms and only the 

maps of the students who agree to participate wi l l  be taken away by the 

researcher for analysis. 

The researcher explains she wil l  be avai lable a l l  the time and circu lating 
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Genera l  introduction :  

A concept map is a d iagram with h ierarch ical nodes. Each node contains 

concept label . Concepts are l i n ked together  with d i rectional l i nes, and also 

around  the classroom wh i le the students are creating their maps . She also 

u nderl i nes that the maps are i nd iv idual and d istinctive representation of 
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students' understanding and she stresses that there is no 'correct' or 

'wrong' answer. 

The students are told they have around 30 minutes to complete the task. 

Those who fin ish early are asked to remain si lent or leave a classroom for 

a cup of coffee not to d isturb other students .  

As the researcher circu lates around the classroom she makes every effort 

to be supportive but not d i rective. If asked to g ive an example for 

clarification she draws on examples from other topics, not personal  

development. 
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Appendix 6 :  Further CMs analys is 

Precious (African) 

Relationship
Healthy Meals 

MaintainEat 

Kee Get an BusinessExcerc1se Physic.ally F •! Education t.,1anagernent 

Take 

Get 

Medical Checko. 
ui:,s 

Married .Job Job S.;itistac1ion Ne1J.r· re.c.rurts 

Have No affect 

a1ntainChildren 

Figure 30: Precious' first map 

close frit?nds 

Conf1clence  

Build 

Get an 
Gel 

Get a � Do •  ,,,-:-:,._,,,., . - ev·-··-' ( Married )

----------- ;;::-�J Have � 
Learn more/

onlmpro.e 
my 

Leadership
qualities 

Family Maintain 

Subordmales 

Figure 31  : Precious' second map 
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The core structure of both Precious' maps is homologous. The maps are 

sketched i n  the form of s imple spokes with exactly the same branches and 

sim i lar  layout of the concepts (the same ideas in the same places in the 

fi rst and second map) . Among the most important concepts in Precious' 

maps (developed fu rther into sub-themes) are: education ,  career, fami ly 

l ife, personal  relationships and health . 

Two (of three) new concepts which Precious acquired (for example, self

actua l isation and confidence) were merely bolted to a prior-knowledge 

structure .  Although these concepts may be thought of as important ones, 

the student d id  not l i nk  them to other branches (especial ly: job , stud ies 

and personal  l ife), wh ich may suggest that the concepts were acqu i red 

without deeper understand ing or  incorporation to the prior knowledge. 

In the second map there is a lso a new concept of leadersh ip qual ities, 

wh ich l i nks the education and the career. The student seems to bel ieve 

that leadersh ip  qual ities taught at the un iversity are usefu l in the 

workplace . 

Accord ing to Novak's typology th is map, most l i kely, would have to be 

referred to as an example of rote learn ing .  

Matej (CEE) 
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rnpoitant 
-staying m posil ive/ 

productive mood 

Helps I achieve 
sat1sf ction 

PERSONAL 

DEVELOPMENT 

Supp rt my 
deci ions 

Figure 32 : Matej '  first map 

Requires 

C.iin, be w1thou1 

EdiJcation 
enwonment 
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lmpro,e for essential 

Positive altitude 
Support lowards solvmg 

roblems 

ood 
,ave 

Sell sat,sfaclton 

Figure 33: Matej ' second map 

Matej' both maps are spokes with very sim ilar branches. However, one 

quite important branch - 'self-esteem' was lost in  the second map. This 

seemed to be a key concept, which appeared in a loop of concepts related 

to 'knowledge' , 'education' and 'career' in the fi rst map. 'Self-esteem' , 

accord ing to Matej , helps to achieve satisfaction in personal development. 

This l ink of 'satisfaction' appears as a separate concept of self-satisfaction 

in the second map, and comes under a 'career' . This student may view 

'self-satisfaction' as an ultimate goal in h is career life (it may be a synonym 

to 'self-esteem' concept from the fi rst map). 
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The second map, on a surface leve l ,  loo ks wel l-organised and structu red : 

from work and education on the left side to more personal aspects on the 

right s ide .  However ,  the fi rst map seemed to have a few more concepts 

and also the l i nkage was richer  (possibly due to the layout of the map). But 

although , there are fewer concepts and l i nks in the second map, some of 

a more internal g ratification and a more mature attitudes. 

Accord ing to the typology of learn i ng i ntroduced by Novak ( 1 998), the lack 

of new concepts in the second map and the absence of the new l inks to 

the extant p rior knowledge should be treated as ind icative of non-learning. 

However, Matej structured h is map in a more organ ised way, which may 

ind icate that he has thought through th is  topic more. The changes in the 

way some concepts are expressed may a lso be a sign of personal 

development and change in a hierarchy of goa ls or th ings that are 

important i n  l ife . I argue that without a fo l low-u p conversation it wou ld be 

d ifficu lt to j udge the progress (of its l ack) in  th is ,  and simi lar , examples. 

L ing  (Ch inese) 

the concepts from the first map (for example, 'wealth' and 'power' under 

'career') were replaced with less 'materia l istic' concepts ('successfu l 

career' , 'self-satisfaction' ) ,  which may ind icate the student's move towards 
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Figure 34: Ling's first map 

It c o u l d  b e  
g ot by  havi ng  

.A. C-, o :;;i l  for Long - T e r rn 

And have r ,t s ,  

, 
.J:... G o a l  for Shor1 

Terrn 

o:f����� on a l l  t h e  _
t s  ab ove__-

\/Von d e rtul Life 

Tang ib le  D eve l o p m e nt � 

.A.re i rn p o rt ant  

\ 

elern e n t s  abou 

r-

S a l a t y  Levef •
i 

D e p e n d s  on 

/ 
Living C on dtt ion 

D e p e n d s  o n  

Q ua l i t y of Life / 

_.../ 

41 7 



"----.-� 

\���/ 

Appendices 
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Figu re 35 :  Ling's second map 

Ling's both maps are qu ite simi lar both in terms of the structure 

(spoke/simple net) and the richness of concepts and l inks .  Although Ling 

added a few new concepts to her second map (for example, ' happiness' ,  

'personal needs' , 'study hard NOW' , 'h igh income working position (career 

life)') , they do  not contribute much to her overal l  understanding of personal 

development (they seem to substitute other concepts from the fi rst map). 

Ling made a clear d ivision between ' intang ible' and 'tangible' 

development. The concepts which can be classify as more 'soft' or 

personal ones are located on the left side of both maps, whi le those which 

can be treated as 'hard' ,  career and outcome-oriented are located on the 

right hand side of both maps. The concepts related to goals are located in 

the centre of both maps (d isconnected from the rest of concepts in the first 

map) . L ing's second map has got more l inks ,  the most im portant being 

probably the l i nk  between education and career - she clearly expressed 

the view that the career progression is interl inked with studying, whi le in 

her previous map these two spheres were d isconnected. Moreover, the 
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centre of the map (goals) is connected with both left and right branches of 

the map. Instead of using ' intangible' and tangible' development, in her 

second map, Ling presented these 'soft' ideas on the left as her d reams 

and personal needs and the 'hard '  ones on the right as goals leading to 

improvement in the qua lity of l ife and identified studying ('now') as a way 

of achieving and l inking her dreams with goals. 

Although again ,  accord ing to Novak's typology of learning , Ling's maps 

would most l ikely be qualified as rote learning , it can be argued that by 

introducing the l inkage between the world of education and career Ling 

connected her academic and professional development and highl ighted 

her motivation to ach ieve her dreams through combining her efforts in both 

areas. 

Eszti (CEE) 

To know 
I ,,vii i find the n ht PERSONAL

Job Mvse lf 

G ives know
ledge for To have 

e a  
7 

Uni Study 1 

·------=---j 
!<now at 

I l ike 

F1  1ends Gain 

l 
N ev.,· Ex  penence 

/ 

From different �Me� 

___/New· C u lture 

F ami ly  

Figure 36: Eszti 's first map 
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Pleasure 

Have 

New friends 
Come frorn 

F ,nd Sludy a l  uni Dine,enl cullure 
Awake Understand 

Help 
Makelnt e,esl in differenl 

Work
eas1e1rullure 

Improve 

Increase 
Time effec..lrvenes& Language skills Desue 

My personalrly L:_ 

Figure 37: Eszti 's second map 

Eszti's both maps contained simi lar concepts (and exactly the same 

number of them) and although they both look more l i ke a net at the first 

glance ,  the closer scrutiny reveals that they are rather outgrown spokes. 

The first map was much more 'messy' . Personal development was l inked 

to the concept labelled 'me' and most of the l i nks sprang of this concept, 

instead of 'personal development'. It m ight be indicative of the idea that 

the development of self is seen as related to soft ski l ls ,  social aspects of 

development and hobbies of a particu lar person ,  wh i le there is other form 

of development more related to the career and find ing one's own p lace in 

a society. 

Eszti's second map appeared better organ ised , with three new concepts, 

includ ing the concept of ' language skills' ( l inked to the concept of work and 

studying at un iversity) - perhaps Eszti real ised how important language 

ski l ls were in  her further development. The two other new concepts ('time 

effectiveness' and 'pleasure') were rather simple additions. The concept of 

fami ly ('gaining support from' as well as 'm issing' fami ly) d isappeared in 

the second map - perhaps, Eszti reconciled emotionally with the distance 

from the fami ly and became more independent. 
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The concept of 'new cultu re' was present in both maps but it evolved and 

became richer in the second map. The l inkage may suggest that this 

happened due to exposure to various cultures and the u rge to understand 

and interact with others. 

The second map had a well-organised and more complex area of interplay 

between the world of study, work and social l ife, wh ich is an improvement 

in relation to the first map , where the area of career seemed to be more 

detached and underdeveloped . 

Again,  fol lowing Novak's typology, one should p robably interpret the 

changes in Eszti 's maps as ind icative of rote learning,  but the way the 

student rearranged her map may actually reveal reflective restructuring of 

her vision of personal development. Also the fact that the concept of 

'family' l inked with such words as 'support' , 'miss' ,  ' I  visit' d isappeared may 

suggest the student's greater independence and maturity at the end of the 

module. 

Kate (British) 

-:1� me 

S1t11ng a !  the 
[:,,M gBeac h Break Ups 

Causes 

New People Love� (Fnends) 

Coming together !or 
To a O,fferent 

Countl'y Family DeathsGood Job (Dtfferenl P1oblems 
(Succetsfu� Cultures 

To be Able toTo t.e 
IYIY own Ca, Haus& MarnE1d Pro1<1de fo, my JndepMdanl Fam1Jy/Paren1S 

Leads 
to 

Sc1e.nce 1n 
Markelmg <ilJd r'Jds (Good 

BusmP.ss Family) 
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Figu re 38: Kate's fi rst map 
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Figure 39: Kate's second map 

In terms of structure, both Kate's maps were nearly homologous spokes 

with similar branches of fou r main areas: ski l ls ,  goals, expe rience and 

family (in the second map goals were not a sepa rate branch - they were 

moved to other branches as sub-concepts; and 'family' became a separate 

branch). However , the sub-concepts in some of the branches changed 

noticeably. 

Her first map had concepts evolving around 'experiences' and cyclical 

phases of meeting people, moving to a d ifferent country , which can lead to 

fami ly problems, deaths and sadness (which, on the other hand , can bring 

a family back togethe r again) and breaking relationships with others . In her 

second map 'experiences' shrunk to only two , probably the most important 

sub-concepts, 'learning from mistakes' and 'moving countries ' .  The 

concepts in a 'family' category formed a branch with new concepts of 

'trust' , '  love' and 'teachings' . This may ind icate a shift in Kate's 

unde rstanding of some of the key concepts in personal development. I n  

her fi rst map, the ideas relating to fami ly were present i n  two branches: 

one connected to Kate's futu re goals, aspirations and financial security 
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(owning a car , a house, being married with children and providing for the 
family) and the other related to experiences, mostly difficult ones, like 
death, breaking up, family problems or sadness . In her second map family 
became a completely separate branch (one of the key concepts), with 
more positive ideas (love, trust, feelings) and the more materialistic 
concepts were removed. 

The branch of 'interests' was named 'hobbies' in the second map and 
incorporated different sub-concepts (mostly related to health and sports 
activities , while in the first map there were concepts of cars, shopping, 
friends and a beach). This is an interesting shift as all Kate's interests and 
hobbies seemed to have changed and developed into more health
oriented and developmental ones ('swimming', 'jogging' ,  hockey', 'playing 
the piano') ,  rather than related to 'hanging around'. 

According to Novak's typology, one could argue that this student has not 
acquired any new concepts (and even the number of concepts have 
shrunk) hence the outcome would be considered as non-learning. 
However, Kate seemed to have a fairly stable and organised overall idea 
of personal development , which may not be susceptible to change, 
especially in such a short time span. Moreover, the shift towards more 
positive and 'deeper' concepts a round family and more healthy interests, 
as well as acquiring the concept of learning from mistakes may indicate 
that this student has resolved some of important issues and shifted 
towards a different understanding of some areas of personal development. 

Masha (CEE) 
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Figure 40: Masha's first map 
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Figure 41  : Masha's second map 

The core structures of both Masha' maps were homologous (identical 

spokes) and there was also l ittle conceptual change ( in  concepts and 

l inks) present. 

Masha was a lso the only student reluctant to repeat the task of co'!cept 

mapping as she bel ieved her ideas about personal  development were 

stable, wel l-formed and mature. She also felt she knew exactly her 
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d i rect ion in  l ife and fe lt confident and would not envisage any major 

changes in future. 

I nterest ing ly ,  among the new concepts wh ich appeared in her second map 

there was a concept label led 'ab i l ity to reflect' ( in the first map she had a 

concept: 'abi l ity to study' ,  which may or may not be a counterpart of 

reflection ) .  However, both her maps lack richer l i nkage between the main 

concepts ; for exa mple there is no l i nkage between education and curiosity 

and abi l ity to reflect or career and self-satisfaction or relations with people. 

Hence this example would be most l i kely defi ned as non-learning in 

Novak's typology. 

However, it m ight be possib le that an establ ished and deep personal bel ief 

that one knows her d i rection and should not change anything , can inh ib it 

further  development and block one from opening up  to new opportun ities 

( unt i l  perhaps someth ing substantial happens, provoki ng change) . 

I t  is a lso possib le that some people reach a plateau before they can 

progress further. My d iscussion in chapter 2 pointed out the possib i l ity of 

the periods of stagnation ,  or even regression in development (wh ich may 

last fo r variable amount of time) . Perhaps Masha was 'on a p lateau' and 

d id not feel any need for changes for the time being? Perhaps, un less she 

finds herself affected by some new circumstances or faces some new 

chal lenges, there is l ittle l i ke l ihood that she would change her ideas or 

progress further? 

Aseye (African) 
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Figure 42: Aseye's first map 
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Figure 43: Aseye's second map 
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The core structure of both Aseye's maps was homologous (identical 

spokes) and the conceptual change was m in imal .  Moreover, the l inkage 

was trivial in  both maps (Aseye used ' is '  as a l inking word for almost every 

connectio n  she made) .  

The new concepts wh ich appeared in the second map were mostly 

associated with learn ing and concentrated on exempl ifying various ways in  

wh ich learn ing is  conducted ('working in groups/nteams' ,  ' lecture' , ' learn ing 

from experiences ' ,  ' impu ls ive learn ing') ,  and enriched the 'education' 

branch.  'Cu ltu re' (England - Ghana) was another new concept, wh ich 

appeared u nder 'social development' . These new concepts could have 

been i ncorporated as a result of studying i n  new cultu re, and perhaps as a 

comparison to Aseye's previous educational experiences. 

However, there is a sign ificant absence of meaningfu l i nterl i nking or 

structu ral change and the new knowledge seemed to be bolt onto the 

previous  structure. Such a map wou ld  be clustered as non-learn ing. 
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Appendix 7:  Memo writing - an example 

P2 raises an issue of aski ng questions in d ifferent educatio nal 

environments. Asking questions in Slovakia can be tricky, lectu rers say 

that students can ask questions but P2's i nterpretation (perception) is that 

'they don 't rea l ly mean it'. Students are rel uctant to ask for fear of being 

thought of as stupid . Students 'are very afraid to ask questions' and they 

prefer to ask fel low students but even that 'can make you l ook stupid 

som etimes so some students don't even do that' . 

That creates what P2 cal ls  a 'commun ication  gap' .  

In  the UK she feels that students are tru ly  encouraged to ask questions 

and lecturers are more approachable. She  al so th inks that they are more 

generous with their time - they wi l l  exp la in after classes, send more 

informatio n  via emai l ,  if necessary, and , i n  genera l ,  they are more friendly. 

This is i nteresting - it seems that P2 views teachers back home as 

patron is ing and unhelpfu l and, as a resu lt ,  students feel reluctant to ask 

questions  for fear  of being  perceived as stupid - th is leads to a distance 

between teachers and learners, someth ing wel l  documented i n ,  for 

example, Hofstede's research (power d istance) . 

P5 states that i n  the UK students don't have a lot of questions,  while i n  

China they do .  Then a b i t  fu rther in  the i nterview she explains the system 

of asking questions - not i n  the classroom and not to the teacher. Students 

approach fel low students. 

Therefore I am not sure how she arrived at the conclusion that here 

students have not got many questions? Perhaps it is l i nked to her 

perception that teachers are 'more busy' in Ch ina? Or perhaps the 

student's Engl ish language proficiency got i n  a way and obscured the 

explanation? 

"Uhm ( . .  ) , uhm,  in China the teachers h ave a lot of lessons to teach ( . ) ,  

mhh ,  so but I don't know, in Ch inao( . . . .  ) {th inking} the teacher are busy and 

they have a lot students busy, ehem , they have lots of students, a lot of 

assignment to look, here, here, hmmo( . . .  ) the teacher is more easier, they 
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j ust put material in a BREO and a student download and in the class we 

just read th rough the material 

Yes ,  so ( . .  ) and the students don't have that much questions but in Ch ina 

we ask a lot of questions, mhhh ,  so it makes the teacher very busy 

IR :  mhm ,  you ask questions in  the classroom? Or do you ask questions 

personal ly to the teacher? 

I ,  if I have quest ions for the teacher I just ask fi rst for my friend and 

sometime I send emai l  to the teacher 

IR: mhm,  in Ch i na? 

No, here 

I n  Ch inat( . ) ,  uhm ,  a lso ask friends, I , I rarely ask teacher for question 

IR:  So you don't  ask in  the classroom? 

No,  I'm not. I just ask friends" 

Maybe the who le  bus iness of asking questions - which on the face of it as 

a code or broader category may seem to be simple if not trivial (as 

everyone asks q uestions and questions are obvious part in teach ing and 

learn ing) ,  is actual ly much more complex and reaches deep into 

psychological i nsecu rities and uncerta inties? 

Most participants seem to be saying that: 

1 .  Asking questions is  important as a part of a learn ing process. 

2 .  Asking questions is natural and easy for ch i ldren ,  and when we grow u p  

other factors and experiences interfere and asking questions suddenly 

becomes complex and often d ifficu lt. 

3. Asking questions may be problematical for many reasons: 

- some students may fee l  stup id ,  un inte l l igent or not able to u nderstand 

(what perhaps others can grasp easi ly - or at least students' perception is 

that others can understand easily) - so there is an element of shame and 

perceived stigma? 

- asking questions may be bound by particu lar customs and rituals -

perhaps students have pressing questions but cannot ask them when they 

come to their  minds - either asking questions in the classroom is not 
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preferab le  ( e .g . in  Ch ina as Ch inese ps seem to be ind icati ng; asking 

quest ions  in Ch ina happens at b reak t ime) or it's h igh ly ritual ised (for 

example ,  i n  Ghana you have to wait t i l l  the assigned t ime, raise your  hand,  

stand u p, i ntroduce you rself to the lectu rer and then you can ask your 

question - there may not be enough t ime and also it may paralyse some 

shy students) 

- asking  questions may be l i nked to a fear of publ ic speaking ,  talking in 

front of others (code being afra id of asking questions) 

4 .  At least som e  participants see asking questions as qu ite important in 

the process of gain ing  an understanding and mean i ng making 

5. I t  seems that al l  ps  prefer to ( or observe that other students prefer to) 

ask questions of the i r  fel low students as a first poi nt of cal l ,  and only if 

absolute ly  necessary revert to asking a lectu rer. However, asking l ecturers 

and/or seeking the i r  he lp  seems to be perceived as much easier in the UK 

(virtua l ly  a l l  i nterv iewees refer to friendly ,  comfortable,  nearly equal 

teacher- learner relationsh i p  in the UK) .  This may also (need cross 

checking ! )  be l i n ked to the fact that som e  students praise the fact that 

there are many ways of contacting lecturers i n  the UK - perhaps emai l ing 

a q uestion or asking a question at a one-to-one meeti ng arranged with a 

lecturer is easy - at least there is no other aud ience and as for an emai l  or 

other form of e lectron ic d iscussion there may be more d istance which may 

take away a fear  of feel ing stup id ,  losi ng face. 

6. Some part ic ipants also notice that there is a d ifference between h igh 

school a nd u nivers ity - i n  h igh school there is not much time for ind ividual 

consu ltations and a lso the teacher- learner h ierarchy is more visible (see 

Kate's d iscussion  of th is issue) - therefore there are not on ly less 

opportun it ies for asking questions but also the h ierarchy brings the fear -

fear  of asking questions or request ing help ('and I th ink  for me at school 

anyway, I was a b i t  afraid of the teachers ,  so it's hard to go up to one 

teacher and start tal king about any problems that we have' ,  Kate) 

7. I t  also seems that g roup work cou ld be a good forum for asking 

qu estions and seeking clarification - it gives an opportun ity to exchange 
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ideas with other students than just asking one i nd ividual friend . Perhaps, 

one techn ique that lecturers cou ld em ploy and encourage is ind icating that 

questions should come from a g roup - as a g roup question  cou ld  be seen 

less personal , not traceable to an i nd ividual  student and may also show a 

lecturer an  a rea where other students may be struggl ing for 

u nderstand ing .  
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Appendix 8 :  Participants' 'pen profi les' 

1 .  Precious (African ,  N igerian) 

Aged 31  at the t ime of the i nterview, Precious was a mature student, 

enro l led on MSc Bus iness Management course at the University of 

Bedfordsh ire .  Althoug h  she stayed in the UK before , th is was her fi rst 

longer stay with the purpose of completing a postgraduate degree in the 

UK. She com pleted the underg raduate degree (BSc Accountancy) in 

N igeria . 

Precious  narrated the story of the importance of education in  personal and 

p rofessiona l  development. For Precious learn ing,  progressing from one 

level to another i n  education and succeed ing in educational endeavours 

way to secure a good employment. Not surpris ingly then Precious used 

concepts of 'education' and ' learning' interchangeably th roughout the 

i nterview. 

provided a sense of personal achievement. Precious' pass ion and respect 

for education was pa ired with her strong bel ief in  the transformative power 

of education ( people bettering their l ife through education) as wel l  as a 

F inancia l  aspects, such as being able to take care of the fam ily and 

wanti ng to 'be r ich' were s igna l led as important not only personally for 

Precious but for others in N igeria . However, Precious drew a l ine between 

her own bel ief that the only way to ach ieve (a lso financia l ly) is through 

ed ucation and other  people's ideas of financial success, which can be 

achieved in other ways, without having much education ( i l legal activities, 

manual  labou r) . Precious stressed that she consciously chose an 

educational  path and wanted to fol low it fu rther (perhaps through to a PhD 

level ) ,  however, she was also l im ited i n  terms of fi nancial resources. Like 

Akil i (see case study 4 in  chapter 6), Precious l isted the lack of money, 

resources ( learn ing materia ls) ,  technolog ies and access to teachers and 

developmenta l  opportun ities as factors that can h inder or delay persona l ,  

academic and professional development. She had to delay her dream of 
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gain ing postgraduate education a nd comprom ise on  a lower goal (MSc, 

i nstead of a PhD - a 'bigger development') d ue to her financial 

circumstances,  although she hoped that th is  path was not completely 

closed for her. Precious' determination to learn and obtain a further degree 

was admirable at the backdrop of a variety of 'struggles' and it was th is 

determ ination that she saw as a veh icle for ach ievement (against all the 

odds) : 'there are some l imit ing factors but you ' re struggl ing ahead , yes ,  

and knowing h ow important i t  is to you . . .  , you can drive above those 

factors that a re l im it ing you' .  Ach ieving chosen goals, despite chal lenges 

on her way, led to a sense of personal  satisfaction .  

Gain ing education  was also important for Precious because ( l ike Aki l i )  she 

wanted to pass knowledge onto others and 'be able to train people' , 

contributing i n  th is way to her community .  

Learn i ng and develo pment for  Precious come both from formal (and 

planned) and i nformal ( incidenta l )  experiences and could be both 

conscious and u nconscious. I n  Precious' opin ion people may set up 

targets and come up with plans to achieve thei r  goals - that would be 

conscious, p lanned , thought through development, but, on the other hand , 

they a lso continuously develop and l earn, often without putting any effort 

i nto it or  bei ng aware that they are developing - th is  kind of development 

happens through dai ly exchanges and experiences. Precious refers to the 

later one as ' incidental learn ing' , learn ing a lmost by chance (when ' in the 

process of do ing one you end up getting two') .  

Referring to pedagogic d ifferences between her previous un iversity 

education and current experiences in the UK, Precious expla ined that 

there is less possib i l ity for 'unexpected' development back home. She 

attributed this to Nigerian lecturers' expectation to use only particular 

sources (for examp le ,  a book they wrote) and students 'cramming' 

( learning by heart) i nformation from such sources just to pass 

examinations .  Precious was aware that this practice can have a 

detrimental effect on students' research skil ls as they do  not learn how to 

search for and col late i nformation from d ifferent sources. She felt that 
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students are less l i kely to learn someth ing by chance, stumbl ing upon 

someth ing that cou ld spark their i nterest i n  a d ifferent to prescribed 

sou rce . 

Precious a lso mentioned other d ifferences, such as unsupportive, d istant 

and h igh ly h ierarch ical teacher-learner relationsh ips in N igeria ('teacher is 

l i ke Lord') , contrasted with her perception of much more friend ly, 

accessib le ,  o pen and su pportive lectu rers in the UK. She also felt that the 

teachers back home were i nterested main ly in academic progress and 

wou ld not consider students' persona l  or professional development or 

pastoral care as matters that shou ld concern them ( and would normally 

not offer any advice) .  

Precious a lso exp la ined that the most common form of assessment in  

N igeria  invo lved written exam inations. She had never before experienced 

formal groupwork, especial ly assessed . 

However, she exp la ined the common practice of having read ing or 

studying partne rs ,  ' people that we're c lose to, we're sure we can relate to , 

so we just come together, read together, study together' .  She perceived 

these socia l  exchanges and information sharing as powerfu l sources of 

learn ing ,  wh ich can he lp the learner obta in  some clarification , fi l l  in the 

gaps in knowledge but also faci l itate both memorisation and 

understand i ng as by expla in ing th ings to others she real ised she could 

remember better (' it sticks') and that others could contribute their 

perspectives on  the subject, therefore creating 'collective knowledge' .  

Although education and career were very important for Precious,  she felt 

they shou ld  not overtake her whole l ife . Precious stressed the importance 

of having l ife-work balance and d rawing a clear l ine between career and 

fam i ly, ensur ing that work does not affect personal  and fami ly l ife. Like 

Aseye (profi le 7 below), Precious talked a lso about maintain ing healthy, 

balanced l ifestyle, keeping fit and healthy (med ical check-ups, healthy 

meals). 

2 .  Matej (CEE,  S lovak) 
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Aged 22 at the t ime of the i nterview, Matej was enro l led on MSc Finance 

and Bus iness Management cou rse at the UoB. He had previously 

com pleted 2 years of u n iversity stud ies i n  S lovakia , then transferred and 

started h is undergraduate degree at the UoB from year 2 (not 1 ) . 

Therefore it was h i s  th i rd year of l iving and studying in the UK. 

Matej 's story centred on the importance of two paral lel 'factors' 

contribut ing to personal development, bui ld ing of self-esteem and 

ach iev ing personal  satisfaction .  Bu i ld ing of self-esteem seemed to be one 

of the main  goals of personal development but a lso a vehicle for further 

developme

and personal satisfaction as 'a good basis for [the] future growth' -

nt and a measure of progress. Matej referred to self-esteem 

essential ingred ients for development. In  h is narration bui ld ing of self

esteem starts with the family of orig in  as the 'fami ly is a very huge factor 

because fami ly i s  the th ing '  - these are 'the good people' who 'support' , 

'stand behind you a lso in bad times' and provide 'a safe base to grow up' .  

Matej bel ieved that i n  order to be ab le to develop one needs 'good people' 

(fami ly an d  friends) ,  'positive surround ings' , 'positive karma' ,  'positive 

environment' as the source of support and a safety net; a starting point. 

The next important factor in Matej's development was education. He 

bel ieved that learning can not only be developmental but also empowering 

as with the g rowth of knowledge (and experience) come wisdom and 

confidence ,  wh ich contribute to career development. Possessing 

knowledge , be ing educated and progressing in career, in turn , enhances 

self-esteem and is a source of personal satisfaction and 'positive feelings' : 

'the more educated you are . . .  you can use yourself even in  more different 

ways, . . .  the more you learn , the more you know and l ike more clever . . .  

you are' wh ich then l i nks to career development. ' 

Develop menta l  and learn ing opportun ities and a good , nurturing and 

supportive envi ronment play a pivotal role in bu i ld i ng of self-esteem by 

provid ing sound  foundations and the strength to carry on even in  d ifficu lt 

circu m stan ces. Having h igh self-esteem and being ab le to access support 
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from fam ily and friends placed Matej in  a comfortable situation where he 

felt he was able to cope with l ife challenges and not be 'knocked down' by 

them . He felt he could concentrate on what he wanted for himself, not 

what others m ight try to impose on h im .  His confidence was transcendent 

i n  many statements as wel l  as i n  h is res istance to interviewer's pu rsu its 

(for example asked what he needs to learn in l ife Matej affirmed : 'there is 

noth ing I have to learn but it's what I want to learn') . He trusted h is own 

judgements and feel ings rather than external measurements - his fee l ings 

of gain i ng knowledge and u nderstand ing  of some phenomenon were more 

important than , for example ,  a g rade g iven by a lecturer and Matej h inted 

he wou ld not let anyone to u ndermine h is sense of achievement and 

personal satisfaction (although the sense of being beyond others' 

judgements may refer to a preferred , ideal , rather than rea l ,  aspect of h is  

self) . He gave an  impression of  person who does not bel ieve i n  u n iversal 

measurements or 'one fit a l l ' models - he resisted the questions that could 

and they 'depend on the background of people and their values' . 

Matej's ideas around plann ing  were interesting - he seemed to be 

balancing between the necessity to plan , set ta rgets and stick to them 

'because that keeps us going'  (as opposed to 'just l ike l iving day to day' , 

evoke 'general isations' as answers ,  for example asked what success is  or 

how people learn Matej repeatedly stated that it  is 'very hard to say' 

because these things are 'very personal ' , 'd ifferent for d ifferent people' 

floating  through  l ife) and a wish to be open to opportun ities , not be too 

rig id  or  narrow-minded. Therefore, although plans seemed to be i m portant, 

Matej felt that not everyth i ng  can be p lanned and a degree of flexib i l ity is 

beneficial .  He returned to the theme of opportun ities several times in the 

interview - keeping his eyes and m ind open in order to notice, 'evaluate 

them , maybe spot wh ich one  is the best one . . .  , from wh ich one you can 

achieve as much ,  mhm ,  knowledge o r  development as possib le ' .  Like 

other i nterviewed students he had specific, deta i led plans and goals for 

the near future (completin g  h is degree , find ing a good job) and m uch more 

vague ,  i l lusive plans for the further futu re (more l i ke a dream) .  
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Asked about h is experiences of studying in  S lovakia and in the UK Matej 

pa inted a h igh ly critical portrait of pedagog ic approaches in Slovak ia with a 

strik ing d isregard for encyclopaed ic and teacher-centred pedagog ic 

approaches. He referred to theory heavy content of the curricu lum (they 

teach ' real ly huge amount of, h uge amount of information even though 75 ,  

and commented on the fact that teachers are interested more in 

reproduction of knowledge than in understanding and that 'they want to 

know what you don't know . . .  , they try to get you into a corner' . This was 

contrasted with a more practical pedagog ic approach at the UoB ,  with an  

accent p laced on understand ing  and showcasing what a student knows 

and with a more 'persona l ' ,  'customer'- l ike orientation . Matej observed 

'more qua litative' approaches at the UoB, with teachers more ded icated to 

students ,  showing more i nterest and care and having more time.  I n  

S lovakia it was 'more quantitative' with lecturers having less duty of care, if 

any, as it was 'not thei r  businesses' . I encountered this l ine of crit ique 

offered by CEE students across a wider  sample and provided a d iscussion 

of th is issue elsewhere (Jankowska, 20 1 1 ) .  

of PDP (th is was surpris ing given his pra ise for the pedagog ic approaches 

underp inn ing UoB curricu lum) .  He seemed astonished by the fact I wanted 

to know about h is experiences of PDP and asked with an exclamation :  

Aneta's case) gave a sense of PDP activities viewed as pointless and 

imposed on the learners. Matej provided three aspects that contributed to 

h is op in ion about PDP activit ies :  the lack of explanation of the pu rpose of 

some activities, the tasks which do not take i nto consideration students' 

pr ior experience and knowledge ( some tasks basic, trivial or repetitive of 

what students a lready know) and over-concentration on the showcasing 

element of PDP. The last e lement - showcasing seemed to be particularly 

at  least 75% of those are i nformations,  are those useless for you r  future') 

Matej , s imi larly to Aneta (see case study 1 ,  chapter 6) ,  was h igh ly critical 

'seriously? ! '  and when I confi rmed my interest, he offered : ' it was so 

useless ! '  'Useless' then became a word denominating PDP (repeated 

several times)i- th is comb ined with a strik ing use of passive voice (as in  
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i rritating for Matej who repeated ly explained that it was just about 'showing 

off, showing off you rselves' and that he d id not 'find i t  personal 

development' .  He referred to e-portfol ios as veh icles for 'showcasing' 

(wh ich are supposed to 'develop you r  personal ity or personal 

development') i n  a doubtfu l manner and to biogs (introduced by the 

researcher to the modu le  to provid e  opportun ities for reflection )  as 

d escriptive, pointless entries about self, written for some aud ience .  

3 .  L ing (Ch inese) 

Aged 22 at the time of the interview, Ling 

Aged 22 at the t ime of the i nterview, Ling was enro l led on MSc F inance 

and Business Management course at the UoB . It was her second year i n  

the UK a n d  at the UoB as, l i ke Mei (see case study 2 ,  chapter 6) ,  she 

g raduated from 2+1  undergraduate programme (two years in China and 

the th i rd year i n  the U K) with the fina l  award g iven by the UoB .  

Ling's n arrative was around her detailed plan for  ' a  wonderfu l  l ife' - a 

balanced , fu lfi l led l ife of prosperity, success, harmony, peace and 

happiness. She wanted to become 'one of the most successfuo

China'  b ut not only i n  terms of financial success -

to have a good social l ife, a reputable position in the society, make her 

'own world peaceful and people around [her] happy' as wel l  as have a 

' high qual ity l ife' and for that, she bel ieved , she needed to have power and 

money. L ing bel ieved that hard work, learning and ga in ing experience as 

wel l  as be ing o rganised ( 'a good management') and having a very deta i led 

plan are key to success . She perceived education  as very important and 

concentrated her efforts on her studies for the time being .  The themes of 

the power of knowledge and the importance of learn ing were i ntervolved 

th roughout the whole interview. 

Ling v iewed personal development as a veh icle for ach ievement. She 
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d ivided her personal development into 'tang ible' and ' intang ible' parts 

wh ich further h igh l ig hted her wish to obta in a balance i n  her l ife . She 

recogn ised the need to develop both spheres in order to become 

successfu l and to plan everything carefu l ly and mon itor  her progress. 

Although Ling separated ' i ntangib le' and 'tang ible' development, she was 

convinced that they are compl imentary and crucial for development and 

achievement of a final goal  of a balanced , happy l ife . Under her intang ible 

development Ling l isted intel lectua l  development, emotional intel l igence 

and social development and she explained that it is intangible as 'you 

ach ieve a h igh  qua l ity of l ife (education,  career) . 

S im i larly to Mei ,  L ing h igh l ighted a complex network of connections, 

relationsh ips and social ob l igations in the Chinese society, the wish to be 

social ly recogn ised and have a good reputation and lot of 'pressure' that 

Chinese students experience back in China.  

She also underl ined relationsh ips and social deve lopment as one of her 

priorities. She had a very close relationsh ip with her mother (especial ly 

s ince her father d ied early) and she saw her mother and friends as 

sources of support. She wanted to develop social ly further - to have good 

relationships and make 'people around (her] happy' . 

cannot feel that' . Tang ib le development includes anyth ing that helps her 

Ling , s im i larly to Mei ,  h igh l ighted pedagogic d ifferences between China 

and the UK. She felt it was 'tota l ly d ifferent' in  Ch ina with the teacher being 

' l ike a boss' who tells students exactly what and how to do and students 

having to fol low it to the letter to succeed . There is  a lot more contact 

hours,  more homework and more subjects (also perceived as 'more 

d ifficult') in China and students ' lack the time to th ink about [themselves]' . 

L ing felt that, in comparison to students here, Ch inese students studying i n  

China have ' really hard l ife' . She bel ieved that Ch inese education g ives 

students 'strong basics' (much stronger than the British one) but equally 
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she observed that due  to restrictions in voicing own opin ions or creativity 

'the  abi l ity to create someth ing new is, I think be lost, be forget' (th is 

aspect was a lso elaborated on by Jun - a Ch inese participant from the 

p i lot study,  who associated th is perceived lack of creativity and freedom of 

expression  with scarcity of Nobel prizes awarded to the Chinese) . I n  that 

respect L ing provided a balanced view of pros and cons of both systems. 

At the end of the interview Ling chose to tel l the story of personal 

chal lenges that play a role in personal development. S imi larly to Kate , Ling 

talked about the death in the fami ly and 'unhappy th ings' that actual ly can 

make people stronger and also draw fam i l ies closer. Ling felt she had to 

learn to accept that there are various chal lenges and d ifficulties in  l ife , 

accept that they are inevitable and learn to deal with them independently 

as 'nobody wi l l  always be with you your whole l ife' 

4. Eszti (CEE,  Hu ngarian )  

Aged 28 a t  the time of the i nterview, Eszti was enrol led o n  MSc Logistics 

and Business Management. She had l ived and worked in the UK for one 

and a half years and then decided to take u p  a postgraduate degree at the 

UoB . She com pleted her u ndergraduate degree in S lovakia . 

Eszti narrated a story of becoming - chal leng i ng herself and becoming 

more confident, ski l led , experienced and open as wel l as more self-aware 

and autonomous in many aspects of her l ife (academic stud ies, l iving  

independently and  social ski l ls) . I t  i s  a story o f  personal transformation ,  

especial ly i n  relation to education ,  which Eszti perceived as her 'biggest 

A d riving force for th is personal transformation seems to be taking up 'the 

un iversity chal lenge' , which , on the one hand , took Eszti out of her comfort 

zone and pushed her not only on the academic but also personal and 

socia l  levels but, on the other hand , provided her with goals and a sense 
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of d i rection in l ife . She portrayed her development as a journey from a 

day-to-day l ife without much focus or drive to l ife with a better defined 

path , which gave her not on ly clarity and focus but also motivation to 

persevere . 

and evoking deep persona l  reflections  and ,  at the same time provid ing 

opportun it ies for learn ing ,  ga in i ng new ski l ls and experiences and social 

networking , opening up and bui ld ing relationships with other people. The 

cha l lenges that the academic environment offered d id not seem to be 

psychological ly threatening 'beyond the capacity to benefit from a 

chal lenge' (Su l l ivan & Johns, 2002). On the contrary, Eszti saw the 

academia as a space of poss ib i l ities for personal , social and academic 

development: possib i l it ies for new relationsh ips ,  new knowledge and new 

ways of doing th ings and a p lace where she could overcome her anxieties 

network of friends and provided her with a sense of belonging ( aspects 

that Montgomery fou nd also in her study of international students , 201 0) .  

Through her partic ipation i n  an  i nternational community Eszti started 

'coming out of her shell ' ,  being more open and improving her 

communication ski l ls .  

Eszti talked about personal  development in terms of getting to know 

herself, find ing her own p lace and identifying what she real ly wanted to do 

i n  her l ife ,  wh ich ,  in turn cou ld g ive her an orientation i n  l ife . The un iversity 

seemed to be a good platform for th is self-exploration ,  chal leng ing Eszti 

and feel comfortable and supported . The real isation that she was one of 

many foreign students facing s im i lar issues contributed to lowering of her 

anxiety, fee l ing more comfortable and supported by the international 

Eszti a lso d iscussed a wider context of l iving i n  a foreign country, pointing 

out that it was 'an adventure' and a challenge as she needed to learn 

about a d ifferent cu lture ,  look after herself, secure her l iving (financial ly) 

and become more independent, not d rawing on the usual sources of 

support (fami ly o r  her boyfriend) . This 'adventure' evoked in  her the 

feel ings of excitement (with the novelty) and joy, satisfaction and pr ide, 

441 



Appendices 

once she has rea l ised she was a ble to cope with the demands of 

i ndependent l ife . 

Eszti also compared the two edu cational  systems and pedagogic 

experienced them both she real ised that they have both pros and cons 

and a composition of both shou ld perhaps be more usefu l .  She felt that the 

pedagogic approach which she experienced back home involved too much 

memorisation and was heavi ly overloaded with i nformation that wou ld not 

be usefu l to most people after graduation - so cal led encyclopaed ic 

approach (Jan kowska , 20 1 1 ) .  On the other hand , she recogn ised that 

having a 'sol id' base, grounded in broader and more general education 

ca n be usefu l and faci l i tate learning and understanding of more specific 

approaches that she experienced back i n  Hu ngary and in the UK. 

Although she perceived them as 'very d ifferent' , she observed that having 

su bjects . However,  she was also appreciative of more practical and 

experiential approach she experienced at the UoB, wh ich gave her an 

opportunity to practice and apply theories to real-l ife tasks. She also felt 

that academics with whom she had contact at the UoB used simple,  easy 

to understand language, whi le her lecturers in  Slovakia used more d ifficu lt 

academic jargon ,  which h indered students' understanding , even though 

information  was passed i n  her native language. Eszti felt that general ly 

teaching at the UoB was much more student-centred and students were 

wel l  supported by the lecturers who attempted to facil itate students' 

learn ing (by adjusting their language, provid ing examples to i l lu strate their 

points ,  being ava i lable  to students) ,  whi le in Hu ngary education was more 

teacher-centred with more theoretical focus and factual knowledge .  The 

teachers is H ungary were perceived to be less approachable ,  more distant 

and  interacting  from a position of power, wh ile in the UK Eszti felt that her 

lecturers were easy to contact and approach , friend ly and supportive. She 

a lso commented o n  a bigger staff-student ratio and a perception of no t ime 

being al located to the lectu rers for student support back home. 
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5. Kate (Brit ish-Cypriot) 

Aged 22 at the t ime of the interview, Kate was en ro l led on MSc Marketing 

and Bus iness Management cou rse. She com pleted her undergraduate 

degree in DeMontford Un iversity, Leicester. Prior to that, she was 

schooled (Eng l ish h igh school )  in Cyprus .  She moved to Cyprus at the age 

of 8 and then moved back to the UK for her un iversity stud ies. 

Kate narrated a story of PD as a process of maturing and bui ld ing 

character/personal ity (terms used interchangeably) through various l ife 

experiences. These experiences may be both good and bad but Kate 

returned more often to the bad experiences, m istakes and th ings she had 

done in the past, wh ich now she 'would consider  not matu re' , and which 

she wou ld  have preferred to avoid but ,  at the same time, she recognised 

that these experiences were the most developmental and , in the end, led 

to posit ive outcomes. 

Although Kate acknowledged developmental natu re of chal lenges and 

pa infu l experiences,  she returned to th is topic many times th roughout the 

interview, saying that she wou ld not want to ' repeat' these mistakes or 

wou l d  not want her ch i ldren to go th rough s im i lar th ings that she had to go 

through in her l ife and questioning the cost of these ' lessons' . Several 

pai nfu l experiences seem ed to be very much a l ive i n  her memory and 

influencing her current l ife , for example in the form of 'complexes' (not 

being as good as her 'brainy' b rother, not always getting things 'the first 

time with academic learn ing ' ,  'teachers which do put you down a bit') .  But 

they were a l so mot ivating  her to learn and achieve and go further than her 

teachers wou ld  have expect her to go. Therefore Kate's story is a lso about 

wanting to l earn ,  having cu riosity and a wish  to learn new th i ngs and 

wanting to ach ieve status through intel lectual ab i l ity ('peop le have more 

status when they, they a re knowledgeable and I l ike to learn ' .  
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Another important theme in Kate's interview was the one of moving 

countries and having to adapt to a new l ivi ng environment and try to 'fit in '  

social ly. Un l ike other students i n  th is study who travel led abroad for 

education , Kate's experience was not positive . She referred to worsen ing 

of a financial and socia l  status of her  fami ly, adaptation d ifficu lt ies, 

tensions and arguments between  her parents (as a resu lt of these 

d ifficu lt ies) ,  as wel l  as her  own position of a stranger - a newcomer in her 

school , wh ich led to several d ifficu lties and feel ings of being left out, 

m isunderstood and not appreciated (both by other students and teachers). 

The p icture that Kate painted of her l ife in Cyprus was rather bleak and her 

retu rn to the U K  (for the un iversity) seemed to be a turning point in her l ife. 

She felt more in control of her l ife and also perceived British system of 

education as more d iverse and egalitarian (everyone's the same . . .  there's 

more d ifferent people from d ifferent cu ltures over here and I see people 

the same over here, whereas over there, I think, I don't know, it was a bit 

wei rd') .  She recalled the relationships with teachers in Cyprus as 

h ierarch ica l , d istant and , at times ,  unpleasant or hosti le (where students 

were afra id of teachers a nd not asking for help) . On the contrary, she 

viewed teachers in the UK (both at the DeMontford University and the 

UoB) as friend ly, access ib le and supportive with teachers ded icating their 

time and effort to he lp  students and the whole u n iversity environment as 

much more relaxed and comfortable. 

6 .  Masha (Russian ) 

Aged 21 at the time of the i nterview, Masha was enrol led on MSc 

I nternational Business and Management course at the University of 

Bedfordsh i re (UoB) ,  also (s imu ltaneously) doing a PhD on land resou rce 

management i n  big cities ( i n  her second year) in Russia . She graduated 

with a Bachelor's degree in  Pub l ic Admin istration back home. 
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Masha's main story l ine is about becom ing educated and intellectua l ly  

developed . She began our  conversation by placing herself clearly i n  the 

world of academia, setting out the tone for the whole interview centred on 

academic and career development with an accent placed on 

i ntel lectual ism and broad education .  Her language and the way of 

expression further stressed her preoccupatio n  with knowledge , inte l lectual 

ab i l ities and cognition : it was 'scientific' , dry ,  to the point, lacking emotional 

expression , even when Masha tal ked about social d ifficu lties she 

experienced in  her ch i ld hood . 

Her strong need to learn ,  'to be inte l l igent person,  to be able to maintain a l l  

conversations, to be able to , not to feel myself l ike id iot' ind icated that 

i ntel lectual abi l ities and academic ach ievements were the sources of self

worth , pride and confidence but also a means to social recognition .  Th is 

rem inded me of educationa l  ethos sti l l  prevai l ing among certa in social 

stratum referred to as ' intel l igentsia' in Centra l  and Eastern European , 

post-Soviet countries (Jankowska , 201 1 ) .  

Masha depicted persona l  development as the development of d ifferent 

'spheres of character' , both external (knowledge, i ntel lect) and internal 

(persona l ity, way of th inking) . Yet, consistently with Masha's bel ief in the 

power of knowledge ,  she argued that both spheres can be developed 

th rough the 'abi l ity to study' (knowing how to study, getting new knowledge 

and using past exper iences) and cu riosity (a wish to learn new th ings). 

She also bel ieved that encountering a d ifficu lty or a problem and 

becoming aware of it can be a catalyser for change. To exempl ify this 

Masha narrated a story of inner  transformation from a nervous, shy chi ld to 

a much more confident young adu lt instigated by learn ing about 'these 

d ifferent psycholog ical th i ngs' , which she then 'began to implement on 

[her] . . .  as all psycholog ists do' .  She associated psychological change 

with a process of self-ana lysis (spotting the prob lem) ,  defi n ing a target 

(preferred solution )  and design ing a cou rse of actio n  in order to achieve 

her target. Althoug h  cycl ical ( imp ly ing further self-analysis to assess 
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progress) , this process sounded techn ical , methodological and fai rly l i near 

- it reminded me of cogn itive-behaviou ra l  therapy techn iques. Later in the 

interview, Masha a lso referred to a period ical analysis of her 

s ituation/position wh ich she conducts i n  o rder to determ ine whether she 

wants to take up an opportun ity ,  reta i n  a particu lar d i rection or change it. 

The analys is involves weigh i ng  'p luses and m inuses' ,  'efforts and 

efficiency' and other factors and leads to a final decision based on  them . 

Masha gave an impression of personal  development as a process based 

on cogn itive reason ing in wh ich one u ses calculation and logics ,  drawing 

on knowledge and experience avai lab le at the time.  Both the topics Masha 

raised in relation to personal  d evelopment and her ' intel lectual ' language 

provided a sense of academic and career (rather than ' inner') 

development being central to her at that point in  time.  

Masha viewed persona l  d evelopment as a lengthy process based on 

education ; both i n  formal and i nforma l  settings. She mentioned cultural 

influences and the role of an i nd iv idual 's background i n  development and 

observed that the i r  powerfu l i nfluence may not be obvious  un less a person 

leaves a fam i l iar env i ronment (home country) and this rea l isation seemed 

to be an important d iscovery to her .  Asked to provide an example of 

cultural i nfluences , Masha talked about food being a 'cultural thing' and I 

cou ld not resist th i nking that th is  was just a top of the proverbial iceberg 

(at the time of the in terview, Masha h ad been in the UK for only two 

months) and , p rovided she stayed abroad for a longer period , Masha was 

yet to discover 'deeper' cu ltural i nfluences. 

Masha d id not h ave a clear plan fo r the futu re but she was convinced that 

whatever d i rect ion she takes i n  l ife , the d egrees she wou ld  have obtained 

by then (BSc, MSc, PhD) will be useful 'because it's a lways development' . 

Educational progression from school to u n ivers ity and then to PhD was the 

only th ing that Masha was certai n  of. She also viewed her  current studies 

(both in the UK and  her PhD in Russia) as an arena for trying out d ifferent 

things, which shou ld help her  to make a decision about her future career . 
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She commented on the fact that not everyth i ng can be planned and some 

opportun ities come u nexpected ly, changing the course of our l ives (for 

example she d id not plan to study abroad but she welcomed this 

opportun ity upo n  win n i ng a scholarship) .  For th is reason she was not sure 

whether she wou ld  stay i n  the UK or return to Russia - th is wou ld depend 

on career opportun ities/ em ployment market. 

I n  learn ing Masha focused both on  bu i ld ing u p  vast factua l  knowledge 

(traversing  m any discip l ines) and on in-depth u nderstanding wh ich 

faci l itates memoris i ng and practical uti l isatio n  of i nformation . She also 

stressed research ski l ls  - knowing where to tu rn to in order to learn more. 

S im i larly to other foreign students, Masha narrated substantial d ifferences 

i n  ped agog ic  app roaches and teaching and learn ing practices. She talked 

about a much h igher degree of formal ity, more theoretical knowledge and 

depth and breadth of knowledge . 

7 .  Aseye (African - Ghanaian )  

Aged 26 at the  t ime of  the i nterview, Aseye was enro l led on MSc 

I nternational Business and Management course. It was her fi rst year in the 

UK a nd at the UoB. S he com pleted her undergraduate study - BSc 

Comme rce in  G hana. 

Aseye narrated a story of personal development in several areas of l ife , 

i nclud ing  education , career, fam i ly and social l ife as wel l  as spiritual 

deve lopment  (particu larly important for her) and a wish to have a 

'balanced' l ife by attend ing  to a l l  these areas and looking after her physical 
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For Aseye PD was about progression - moving from one stage to a nother 

and change (both in an ind ividual 

about fitting i n  'any p lace' that Aseye 

and her/his circumstances) .  It was a l so 

may fi nd herself i n .  

Education and professional development were interl inked and particu larly 

important for Aseye as she placed an accent on obta in ing qua l ifications  

and professiona l  recogn ition (through participation on professiona l  bod ies) 

as a means to obtain ing 'the ideal job that [she had] a lways wanted' - a 

reviewed and u pdated regu larly was particu larly important ir

ach ieve her academic and career goals .  She was one of a few 

n order to 

students 

that reported p lann ing in deta i l ,  record ing their plans with steps and 

dead l i nes and reviewing their progress . Her language was professional 

and th roughout the interview Aseye gave an impression of a serious, wel l 

organ ised person who plans her l ife i n a great deta i l . 

Aseye provided deta i led examples of her past work experiences , 

evidencing the benefits of worki ng in a variety of contexts and for and with 

a d iversity of people ,  h igh l ighti ng the importance of bei ng a l l  rou nded , 

masteri ng ski l l s ,  learn ing from more experienced col leagues and having 

various experiences under her belt .  At the same time ,  Aseye accentuated 

her need for a personal chal lenge, narrating the story of pushing herself, 

expanding her horizons and working to succeed , even i n  unfavourable 

cond itions (such as,  for example, a male-dominated banking environment 

in  her company in Ghana) .  

However, Aseye also explained that l ife is not 'always 

n th ings to take the 

about working, 

working ,  studying ,  studying . . .  ' as she has to 'do certair

stress away' . Having a close circle of fami ly and frie

fer and so is having breaks 

nds is important 'for 

the fun of it and for sharing ideas and s haring l ir ' 

needs and maintain  dai ly spiritual rituals ,  wh ich g ive grounds to a healthy, 

manageria l  position ( 'h igher rank') in  the bank she used to work at, back in  

Ghana.  

Aseye bel ieved that havi ng clear goals and specific p lans that are 

and look ing after her health (med ical check-ups, physical fitness) . Aseye 

a lso stressed her spiritual development, the need to fu lfi l  her spiritual 
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balanced l ifestyle: ' I  believe that when I am spi ritual ly sound , i t ,  it then 

enables me to be sound in a l l  the other th ings that I do' .  

Family was very important for  Aseye, not on ly i n  terms of relationsh ips, 

early learn i ng and support but a lso cu ltu ral values and social 

responsib i l i ties: 

' back i n  my country fami ly is very, very, very important, yes, . . .  as a 

Ghanaian no matter how old you grow, you sti l l  have to take care of your 

parents, you know, and then you r  s ib l ings, you don't lose, break this 

connection with you r  s ib l ings no matter where you are' . 

L ike Aki l i  (see case study 4, chapter 6) and Precious (two other African 

students) ,  Aseye mentioned the lack of ( or outdated) resou rces back 

home and the issue of the teacher-students ratio ,  which affects learn ing. I n  

her perception there i s  m uch more pressure and more work at university 

level i n  G hana,  wh i le here,  at the UoB, the atmosphere seems to be more 

relaxed (with a lower workload as wel l ) .  There are fu rther differences in  

terms of  a relationsh i p  between teacher and learner. I n  Ghana i t  is more 

formal ,  h ighly h ierarch ical  and d istant, as opposed to more relaxed , 

friendly and i nformal encounters with lecturers that Aseye experienced at 

the UoB. A teacher in Ghana is 'superior' - treated with respect and 

addressed in a formal way (and only at assigned t imes). Aseye referred to 

teachers i n  Ghana as 'he' and 'Sir' ,  which may indicate male domination of 

an  academic  environment, back home. 

Aseye expressed her surprise with academic practices, standards and 

relationsh ips here and a lthough she explained that she has 'come to learn 

that that's the way it is done here' ,  she also considered the impl ications of 

studying  here ('sometimes I do  ask myself, uhm ,  how come, maybe, I 

d idn 't want to take my Masters in  Ghana but I came here') . Although she 

d id not develop this po int fu rther, read ing through the transcript I pondered 

on the risks of 'cu ltu re transplant' and 'tissue rejection' (Hol l iday, 1 992) 

and the i ssues of transferab i l ity and usabi l ity of knowledge and academic 

practices, especia l ly for  those students who plan to retu rn to their home 

countries .  
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