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The importance of understanding student engagement is now axiomatic for higher education
institutions (HEIs) and academics alike (Trowler, 2010; Kahu, 2013). Student engagement
provides  insights  into  academic  performance,  student  affect,  loyalty,  and  –  equally
importantly - user perspectives on the quality of institutional life (Krause and Coates, 2008;
Trowler,  2010;  Kahu and Nelson,  2018).  Engagement  is  considered  subjective,  dynamic,
interactive and experiential,  comprising cognitive,  behavioural,  and emotional  dimensions
(Krause and Coates, 2008; Healey et al, 2016; Kahu and Nelson, 2018). However, both HEI
and academic research  has  failed  to  capture engagement’s  holistic  nature and is  inclined
towards behaviour (Sheard et al, 2010). Further, research tends to focus selectively on aspects
of student life whereas a holistic view is necessary to capture fully the student experience
(Umbach and Wawrzynski, 2005; Bryson and Hand, 2007). 

We believe also, that methodological conservatism limits access to the student voice. Via a
review of 100 of the most recent/relevant student engagement journal articles we found 24%
to be conceptual reviews/meta-studies and 76% to be empirical.  Of this latter group more
than  75%  comprised  quantitative  surveys,  experiments  or  secondary  data.   Qualitative
research – interviews and focus groups, chiefly – represented the remainder, but evidence of
‘prising open’ the student voice from inside was scarce. Although focus groups, for example,
can empower  the student  voice,  data  derived is  relatively artificial  given they frequently
occur in unnatural settings and are researcher-led (Gilbert,  2008; Silverman, 2013). Focus
groups, interviews and questionnaires are all prone to recall and respondent bias, and are
situated for researcher convenience.  By contrast student experiences are multi-faceted and
contextually complex demanding rich/deep insight (Kahu, 2013).  Consequently, this paper
argues for an ethnography of the student voice that both captures and embodies the student
engagement experience.

Ethnography in a HE context 

Ethnographers  use  fieldwork,  interviews,  artefacts,  informant  diaries,  and  both  real  and
synthetic space to interpret the natural world (Elliott and Jankel-Elliott, 2003; Hammersley
and Atkinson, 2007).  Ethnography has previously been applied in HE, but though on the
increase examples are few; these include Birds (2015),  Humberston (2009),  Montgomery
(2014) and Pereira  (2015).   We know of  no  similar  studies  though,  that  address  student
engagement.  Ethnography is itself a broad discipline comprising different approaches: e.g.
multi-sited ethnography (Marcus,  1995),  virtual  ethnography (Cashmore et  al,  2010);  and
fictional ethnography (Tierney and Lincoln, 1994).  Most frequently applied though, is an
approach involving immersion in natural settings (Malinowski, 1922/2014; Hannarz, 2003;
Gilbert, 2008) and this, we believe, best addresses the problem to hand:
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1. It allows exploration of the interaction between cognition, affect and behaviour, opening
up lived  experiences  and  associating  these  with  wider  social  and  cultural  encounters
(Elliott and Jankel-Elliott, 2003). 

2. It permits data collection from within natural settings. Through immersion, researchers
can either  overtly and/or  covertly share respondent  life,  drawing direct  and sustained
contact with both community and environment (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). 

3. It  encourages  reflexivity,  and  consequently  “…concerns  itself  with  the  effect  of  the
research  on  the  researcher” (Attia  and  Edge,  2017,  35)  causing  the  investigator  to
generate personal accounts in proximity to the phenomena of interest (Ponterotto, 2005).

4. It  facilitates  longitudinal  review,  allowing  time  for  observing  both  regularities  and
changes, giving insight into the practices that constitute student’s thoughts, feelings, and
actions. 

5. It encourages a flexible and dynamic approach to enquiry. In ethnography observation
and analysis occur simultaneously, and as social life unfolds so does understanding. This
leads to emergent meanings only accessible from within (Gilbert, 2008). 

A Proposed framework for HE ethnographic research

Ethnography as a longitudinal immersive experience can fore-ground the real-time/real-life
phenomenon of student engagement.  For this though, research design is key.  Several layers
of enquiry apply (see Figure 1), beginning with the level and nature of immersion to be
adopted.  Passive observation involves sharing the social  world as bystander,  watching as
experiences coalesce and unravel (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007; Diphoorn, 2012).  By
contrast,  active  observation  entails  full  absorption  into  the  social  world,  engaging  with
respopndent  lives  and  allowing  relationships  to  form (Hammersley  and  Atkinson,  2007;
Emerson, 2011)
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Step two is to identify engagement platforms (practice/context combinations) that represent
best the phenomena of interest. Drawing on advice both from the constituancy concerned,
and from those with associated pedagogic and pastoral experience, pertinent experiences can
be identified.  Note that access to classrooms, social settings or shared public spaces is easier
to  obtain  than,  say,  to  sports  or  committee  activities  where  personal  and/or  procedural
limitations  may apply.   Thus,  researchers  must  thirdly choose  between  overt  and  covert
observation. Here both ethical and structural considerations apply, given that students may
not want some activities observed,  and that situational factors may themselves determine
what is right and/or possible.  Trust is an important issue for ethnographers.

Fourth is data recording, where the demands/constraints of the context will prevail. Gilbert
(2008) suggests ethnographic field notes can be ‘written’ in 3 ways: as memories, as jottings,
as full field notes.   When initially developed this  typology did not account for the rising
popularity of phone apps, but these are pervasive and now fully embedded within the student
experience.   Consequently,  we  recommend  ‘screenshots’ as  a  further  recording  medium.
Layer  ‘four-and-half’ is  also  key.   Spradley  (1979)  suggests,  for  both  practicality  and
reliability: short notes immediately, expanded notes soon after, fieldwork journal to record
problems and ideas, and running records of analysis and interpretation.

Concluding remarks

Student  engagement  is  a  key  indicator  of  student/HEI  co-creative  endeavour,  but  extant
research  falls  short  in  surfacing  the  ‘true’  student  voice,  and  we  commend  an
ethnographically-focused, four phase, model for addressing this deficiency. We note though,
that different institutions and different conceptual frames will demand differently abstracted
iterations of our framework.  It should be clear, too, that demographic, cultural and personal
factors  associated  with  researchers  themselves  will  impact  preferred  option  viability.
Ultimately,  the  researcher  and  researched  must  be  able  to  interact  freely  and  without
prejudice.  Figure 1 is an ideal model, populated to provide options from which choices can
be made, whilst figure 2 shows how this might typically be deployed.

3



[Type here]

 

References
Attia, M. and Edge, J. (2017). Becoming a reflexive researcher: a developmental approach to 
research methodology. Open Review of Educational Research, 4(1), 33-45.

Birds, R. (2015). Redefining roles and identities in higher education: the liminal experiences
of  a  university  spinout  company. Journal  of  Higher  Education  Policy  and
Management, 37(6), 633-645. 

Bovill, C., Cook-Sather, A., Felten, P., Millard, L. and Moore-Cherry, N. (2016). Addressing 
potential challenges in co-creating learning and teaching: Overcoming resistance, navigating 
institutional norms and ensuring inclusivity in student–staff partnerships. Higher 
Education, 71(2), 195-208.

Bryman, A., 2001. Social Research Methods, 1st edition, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
UK

Bryson, C. and Hand, L., (2007). The role of engagement in inspiring teaching and 
learning. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 44(4), 349-362

Carey, P., (2013). Representation and student engagement in higher education: A reflection on
the views and experiences of course representatives. Journal of Further and Higher 
Education, 37(1), 71-88.

Cashmore, A., Green, P. and Scott, J., (2010). An ethnographic approach to studying the 
student experience: The student perspective through free form video diaries. A Practice 
Report. The International Journal of the First Year in Higher Education, 1(1), 106-111.

Diphoorn, T. (2013). The emotionality of participation: various modes of participation in 
ethnographic fieldwork on private policing in Durban, South Africa. Journal of 
Contemporary Ethnography, 42(2), 201-225.

Elliott, R and Jankel-Elliott, N., (2003). Using ethnography in strategic consumer research. 
Qualitative Market Research: an International Journal, 6(4), 215-223

Emerson, R. M. (2011). From normal conflict to normative deviance: The micro-politics of 
trouble in close relationships. Journal of contemporary ethnography, 40(1), 3-38.

Gilbert, N., (2008). Researching Social Life, 3rd edition, London: Sage Publishing

Hammersley, M. and Atkinson, P. (2007). Ethnography: Principles in Practice. London and 
New York: Routledge 

4



[Type here]

Hannerz, U. (2003) Being there…and there… and there! Reflections on multi-site 
ethnography. Ethnography, 4(2), 201-21

Healey, M., Flint, A. and Harrington, K. (2016). Students as partners: Reflections on a 
conceptual model. Teaching & Learning Inquiry, 4(2), 1-13.

Humberstone, B. (2009). Sport management, gender and the ‘bigger picture’: Challenging
changes  in  Higher  Education—A partial  auto/ethnographical  account. Sport  Management
Review, 12(4), 255-262.

Kahu, E.R. (2013). Framing student engagement in higher education. Studies in Higher 
Education, 38(5), 758-773.

Kahu, E.R. and Nelson, K. (2018). Student engagement in the educational interface: 
understanding the mechanisms of student success. Higher Education Research & 
Development, 37(1), 58-71.

Krause, K. and Coates, H. (2008). Students’ engagement in first‐year university.  Assessment 
& Evaluation in Higher Education, 33(5), 493-505

Malinowski, B. (1922/2014). Argonauts of the Western Pacific. London: Routledge.

Marcus, G. E. (1995). Ethnography in/of the world system: The emergence of multi-sited
ethnography. Annual Review of Anthropology, 24(1), 95-117.

Montgomery,  S.  E.  (2014).  Library  space  assessment:  User  learning  behaviors  in  the
library. The Journal of Academic Librarianship, 40(1), 70-75.

Pereira,  M.  D.  M.  (2015).  Higher  education  cutbacks  and  the  reshaping  of  epistemic
hierarchies: An ethnography of the case of feminist scholarship. Sociology, 49(2), 287-304.

Ponterotto, J.G. (2005). Qualitative research in counselling psychology: a primer on research 
paradigms and philosophy of science. Journal of Counselling Psychology, 52(2), 126.

Seale, J., Gibson, S., Haynes, J. and Potter, A. (2015). Power and resistance: Reflections on 
the rhetoric and reality of using participatory methods to promote student voice and 
engagement in higher education. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 39(4), 534-552.

Sheard, J., Carbone, A. and Hurst, A. J. (2010). Student engagement in first year of an ICT 
degree: staff and student perceptions. Computer Science Education, 20(1), 1-16.

Spradley, J. (1979). The Ethnographic Interview. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Tierney, W.G. and Lincoln, Y.S., (1994). Teaching qualitative methods in higher 
education. The Review of Higher Education, 17(2), pp.107-124.

Trowler, V. (2010). Student engagement literature review. The Higher Education 
Academy, 11, 1-15

Umbach, P.D. and Wawrzynski, M.R. (2005). Faculty do matter: The role of college faculty 
in student learning and engagement. Research in Higher Education, 46(2), 153-184.

5


	Ethnography in a HE context
	A Proposed framework for HE ethnographic research
	References

