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1. INTRODUCTION

The workshop we offered at the UAL 2012 Learning and Teaching Day on cultural capital looked at the relation between what support staff do and what the staff teaching a course do in relation to student development. So as to give a focus to our introduction to the workshop we decided to refer our comments about what we do to how we fostered or taught critical reflection.

We presented critical reflection as a specific example of cultural capital – i.e. as a skill that has cultural value, that is recognised in the cultural field of education and beyond, and that can be translated, especially once institutionally recognised, into economic and social capital. What critical reflection is, how and to what degree it is a cultural good, how it is reproduced, what value and priority it should be given – these were not questions we tried to give definitive answers to, preferring to leave these questions open. To answer them would have been to foreclose on some of the important aspects of the discussion and debate we wanted to facilitate in the session. 

Nonetheless, as we had chosen to use brief introductions to our respective roles to provide the background and material for the focus groups and general discussion that was to follow, some degree of our approach to defining the concept of critical reflection was implicit in what we had to say.

Our general aim of exploring the relation between support and teaching was translated into two main questions in relation to student development in general (and critical reflection in particular) that it was our objective to facilitate the participants to explore. They were:

a. Whether support and teaching staff are working from the same hymn sheet (whether we recognise each other’s understanding the purpose of education), and 

b. How one role (or part in the score) differs from, and how it complements the role (or part) of the other.

2. STRUCTURE OF THE SESSION

After the brief introduction to our roles in the university and the purpose of the session, each of us had listed three points in relation to how we imagine what we do enables students to engage with or develop this cultural skill called critical reflection, which we were then to present (in the event, Philip was unfortunately ill on the day so Andrew presented his points in his absence). These focused solely on what we do in our roles, leaving the link between our roles open for debate (see ‘Presentation of Roles’ below).

After presenting these three points each on our roles, we then asked the participants to form small focus groups for a rapid session during which they’d be asked to:

A. identify three points where in their view support and teaching do, could or should complement one another, and

B. prioritise those three points.

Finally we asked the participants to feedback the point they gave highest priority and to tell us the reasons for elevating it above the other factors they had considered, thus kicking off a general discussion.

3. PRESENTATION OF ROLES

The following are the notes that Andrew spoke to when presenting his and Philip’s roles:

A. PHILIP (academic support)

1. The insider / outsider conundrum 
· Being an insider means you know how to navigate within the environment without thinking

· Being an outsider means that when you enter a new environment you have to think about how to navigate 
2. Support and advice for students 
· The role of an academic advisor can include using the inside-outside situation as a dynamic environment to instigate the acquisition of relevant studentship skills and confidence

· Being new to an environment, say a forest, it is problematic to identify which trees are worth the effort of barking up

· The acquisition of study skills through students engaging in a thoughtful process of problem solving 
3. Identification of purpose as a key 
· Framing a problem solving activity in the context of a view of the purposes of the course, the unit etc. are more easily achievable if students are allowed the space to identify how their own purposes overlap with the institutional structure

· Knowing what to evidence, and how to evidence is a key form of cultural capital connected to processes of self-evaluation problem solving and critical thinking 
B. ANDREW (theory teaching)

1. Habitas – Seminars 
· Cultural capital is reproduced along with cultural habitus (Bourdieu)
· Seminars are an immersion in a culture of critical reflection in which students are exposed to a particular ‘habits’ of thought.
· Critical reflection involves examining the reasons for holding a belief 
· To this end I encourage an engagement with theory as a reanimation of ways of thinking rather than observance of the dead letter of the text.

· In a seminar my aim is not to have the answers, but to recognise the questions and keep them circulating among the students. In effect to focus but also to expose and intensive a debate

· Objectively I’m seeking to help students to articulate questions and respond to them in relation to a particular field of thought or practice.
2. Embodied cultural capital (student) – Assessment feedback or tutorials

· The essay can be seen as (traces of) performance: Essays are ‘objectified cultural capital’ (Bourdieu) that look both back to ‘embodied capital’ (the performance of skills) and ahead to ‘institutionalised capital’ (qualifications).

· Assessment feedback tutorials are more useful if emphasis is laid on performance rather than institution. 
· So rather than focusing on this:
Performances (critical reflection) ( objects (essays) ( institutional recognition (assessment)
· I focus on this:

Essay (object) ( tutorials as space for exploration of students’ reflective processes and what motivates them (embodiment of cultural capital and relation to the cultural field, in Bourdieu’s terms). 
· Essays involve general skills of research and literacy, but more fundamentally, formulating a question and pursuing it is where the skill of critical reflection is honed and student motivations in relation to it are realised. This is therefore my main focus in tutorials.
3. Embodied cultural capital (lecturer) – The lecture
· The lecture is a performance

· It is not information, but critical reflection on it

· It demonstrates various paths of reflection

· In sum, it is teaching critical thinking by example. 

· It should exemplify for students: 

that there are alternative points of view

that these must be weighed up

that discovering the reasons for holding to a point of view requires reflection

that reasons can be examined and questioned

that reasons matter to someone – i.e. the lecturer – not just the institution

4. FOCUS GROUPS and OUTCOME OF DISCUSSION

The participants in the workshop (numbering 13) represented an interestingly diverse and relevant range of staff roles, including staff from library services, technical support, widening participation and academic support as well as teaching staff from a number of courses.

They were asked to form groups of between 3 and 4 in size and to discuss the following (10 mins for A and 5 further mins for B)

How may support and teaching complement one another?

A. Name three moments in students’ experience or activities where this may take place and describe the respective expectations you would have of the support and teaching in relation to it.

B. Prioritise your list giving consideration to the reasons for your hierarchy.

The main factors fed back by the four different groups were as follows:

1. How course and support complement one another

Embedded support was proposed by group one as being important and effective in many instances – a view seconded by a number of other voices in the workshop. One course leader described how her students received language support via various activities integrated within the curriculum and benefitted greatly from that. They were more likely then to attend extracurricular support sessions too (though this was also influenced by a culture of clear, definite and enforced requirements on the students).

So, in sum, considering the practicalities of how course and support complemented one another was key for group one.
2. When course and support complement one another

The second group emphasised the importance of finding the appropriate moment for support in relation to the itinerary of student activities on the course. The example given was the timetabling of library inductions in the first week along with overall course induction, i.e. at a point when students are overwhelmed with new information and the newness of the environment, on the one hand, and when the intricacies of research tools and resources in the library are not at their most relevant.

In sum, timetabling support to align with moments in the student course itinerary when it is most relevant was, for group two, key to its uptake and success.

3. Taking student background into account

A student’s cultural (not to mention social and economic) will be a factor contributing to the degree to which they are able or willing to recognise and engage with the cultural capital valorised by the course. Group three therefore laid emphasis on the importance of taking this into account. This echoed a point that Philip made in his definition of his role, that it is often confidence rather than skill that is lacking and hence holding a student back. So, while recognising that the dispositions that students have been handed down within their prior experience is a prerequisite to fostering their development as students in HE, it is equally the expectations they have acquired – for their own futures, success and ability to achieve – as well as of cultural generally, that the efforts of supporting and teaching staff may be misaligned with.

So, it was the need to enable students to build their confidence by bridging between their own socially sedimented expectations and those implicit in the academic environment that group three pointed out as key.

4. Pastoral care as the foundation for student development

The four and last group gave priority to the contribution made by pastoral care to the creation of a solid social foundation on which student development can take place. For various reasons, which they highlighted, students can feel they lack a place within the university environment or on their course. On the one hand, the institution may be larger and more complex than those they’ve encountered before, on the other the onus put on them to be independent in navigating the institution and negotiating their engagement with it may be much greater. Without a sense of inclusion, of having a place within, and being part of the course, students are unlikely to be able to engage with the course to the required degree. This may have to do with knowing who their tutors are and how to contact them, it may have to do with knowing how to behave in certain teaching situations, such as a seminar or crit, or it may be being able to get support and recognition of their rudimentary requirements and concerns, such as housing and general expectations of higher education.

Finally, then, group four emphasised the need for support and teaching staff to take into consideration and liaise over student pastoral issues.
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