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Towards transformation?  First year students, inquiry-based learning and the research/teaching nexus

The project reported in this paper contributes to an emergent body of work that recently has begun to examine and theorise, from differing perspectives, the undergraduate student experience of learning at the research/teaching nexus (e.g. Robertson and Blackler, 2006; Walker, 2007).  Our project focuses specifically on the part played by student-led inquiry in this context - an important dimension which, as yet, has received relatively little attention.   Pedagogies based on inquiry, scholarship and research are seen to offer promise for radical reshaping of both the undergraduate student experience of higher education, and existing disciplinary and institutional relationships between learning, teaching and research (e.g. Brew, 2006; Healey, 2005; Rowland, 2005).  Informed by critical and related perspectives on the transformative purposes of higher education, we are exploring these ideas empirically through a longitudinal study of undergraduate students’ experiences of inquiry and research as they progress through arts and social sciences degree programmes at one research-intensive university.
The project has adopted a qualitative, participatory methodology, based on annual cycles of one-to-one and group interviews with a demographically diverse cohort of twenty-nine students.  This approach enables longitudinal exploration of both individual case-histories and cross-cutting themes.  Key research questions focus on the factors that influence students’ perceptions and experiences of inquiry, their experiences of the nature of, and relationships between, learning, teaching and research in their disciplines, and the transformative processes and impacts of their engagement in inquiry over time. This paper examines the role of inquiry in the construction and evolution of students’ identities and intellectual development as learners/inquirers during their year of entry to higher education. In focusing on the longitudinal dimension of students’ experiences, it draws on three phases of data collection carried out during 2006-7.  A small sub-set of individual cases is used to illustrate individual trajectories against the wider canvas of themes from the dataset as a whole.  Preliminary analysis indicates that concepts and practices of inquiry impacted in a range of ways, and to differing extents, on students’ evolving identities as learners during this year, and that differences in personal epistemology, academic discipline, and types of inquiry to which students were exposed contributed to variation in perceptions and interpretations of learning experiences, and in the transformative effects of these.  The paper concludes by suggesting some implications for the development of inquiry-based approaches to academic practice.
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