ANNUAL REPORT OF THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE NETWORK 2007
The SEN only held two meetings in 2007, both jointly with the British Sociological Association’s Researching Students Study Group. We were sorry not to have a Network Event at Annual Conference last year but this year, like other Networks, we have been involved in selecting papers for a theme on ‘the student experience’, although unlike the main Conference, the Network’s preoccupation is not with ‘Reshaping’ this experience but in finding out what it is in the first place.
A common criticism made of researchers into student experience and academics who aim to support it – who together continue to make up the main participants at Network meetings – is that we would more directly access it if we involved undergraduate students. This was achieved at the first meeting of 2007 on Students as Producers of Knowledge: A Popular Education Workshop, hosted by Warwick University’s Reinvention Centre for Undergraduate Research on February 13. This free day event was booked out with the Reinvention Centre full as our regular participants were joined by under- and postgraduates from Warwick, de Montfort, UCE, Surrey and Greenwich universities. Following the methods of popular education, five groups were motivated by undergraduates to address the question of what we understood by ‘students as producers’? In sharing our ideas this notion was redefined into one of learners as active participants in a transformative process of reflective learning as opposed to the more usual notion of students as reproducers of knowledge. Each group also addressed the question of ‘merely useful’ commodified knowledge contrasted with ‘really useful’ knowledge. What students perceive as useful knowledge varies with context but differs from the conventional academic production of ‘knowledge for its own sake’. The pedagogic possibilities of these and other questions were then discussed in new groups along with whether HE can contribute to popular education by affording a communicative space or meeting ground for otherwise isolated communities, or has HE become an Unpopular Education?
This was the title of our next day meeting at SRHE on June12 with papers from Mary Evans on Compulsory Higher Education while Ken Roberts compared Student and Non-Student Youth to revisit the perennial question dividing opinion at our meetings whether there is one or more student experience. Mark Weyers and Patrick Ainley produced rather inconclusive evidence on this from their comparison of undergraduates at Russell and Non-Russell universities, while Monica McLean suggested a critical higher education pedagogy was still possible and Shirin Housee explored classroom engagement to give some actual examples of it.
Our joint meeting at the British Sociological Association Annual Conference in April was cancelled due to family commitments and the cost of the conference. This is a question to be resolved for future joint meetings at BSA. However, Joyce Canaan organised a panel at the Conference on expanding students’ and lecturers’ identities through virtual learning and teaching where she, Matthew Badcock and Wes Shumar explored ongoing research into learning and teaching within and between social science departments in the UK and USA. Joyce is also organizing further explorations of radical pedagogy with Stephen Ball at BSA which share the central focus of the Network on the student experience but may diverge from it. We shall see!
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