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Abstract

This thesis explores the phenomenon of independent learning - using the local
vernacular of Self-Managed Independent Learning (SMIL) - through the lived
experience of thirteen final year adult nursing students in one UK University.
Independent learning as a key purpose of higher education is well established
and increasingly promoted within today's unprecedented and globalised world
where knowledge itself is recognised as constantly changing. Undergraduate
independent learning is therefore positioned as an important developmental
process from learner dependency to autonomy in order to help promote lifelong
learning beyond graduation. Yet little is known about how contemporary UK

student nurses themselves experience this.

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) uses in-depth qualitative

analysis to interpret how people make sense of major life experiences. Data

was collected using individual face-to-face semi-structured interviews from

participants across three cohorts in order to gain insight into their individual

SMIL experiewoes damwd Tiluief ¢ o | PA, individ
closely and repeatedly analysed to identify individual participant themes before
undertaking a cross-case analysis to identify both convergence and divergence

between participant accounts.

Three superordinate thewmweswleeamlemgedoofit fié:
of timeo and Aconnecting sociallyo suppol
indicating that SMIL is lived as an affective, temporal and social phenomenon.

These findings offer an alternative and unique insider perspective on SMIL as

an emotional journey in which learning to regulate and positively transform

emotions precedes cognitive change, and thus plays a key, yet until now

unrecognised, rolein st udent nursesdé devel opment an
dependent to independent learner. This thesis recommends that the sentient

nature of SMIL and a pedagogy of emotion needs to be more fully recognised

by nurse educationalist alongside the promotion of social and empathic

relationships as mechanisms for enhancing successful student-centred

facilitation of SMIL for adult student nurses.
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1 Introduction and background

1.1 Overview of chapter

This study adopts a broad psychological perspective to empathically explore the
student experience of self-managed independent learning (SMIL) from the
perspective of final year undergraduate adult nursing students in one UK
university. This chapter therefore sets out to argue that a new, empathic and
student-centred understanding of contemporary SMIL experiences is both
timely and important if current and future students are to both flourish and
autonomously learn in a dynamic world of higher education and professional

practice.

The chapter starts by identifying the cultivation of autonomous independent
learning (IL) as a key purpose of all higher education (HE) programmes. SMIL is
then defined and positioned as a developmental process that enables
undergraduates, with support, to both take control of their own scholarship and
to embark on a journey of learning autonomy and transformation. SMIL is
therefore conceptualised as representing a developmental stage between
learner dependency and autonomy in which undergraduate learner autonomy
cannot be assumed at the outset. Personal positions and observations are
offered which also draw attention to the multiple misunderstandings that exist,

and which motivated my personal interest in the topic.

The chapter then considers a number of potential challenges to the experience
and facilitation of SMIL by locating this study within the policy and socio-
economic context of contemporary UK higher and nurse education in order to
both situate and strengthen the justification for this study. The chapter
concludes with the research question, aims and objectives and an overview of

the thesis organisation.

12



1.2 Purpose of higher education

While universities continue to operate within many diverse cultural and
intellectual traditions (Zgaga 2009; Cuellar et al 2022), the essential nature and
formative merits of a university education appear to hold widespread national
and international consensus. For example, the development and cultivation of
independent life-long learning alongside moral citizenship, social responsibility,
scholarship and critical enquiry are all highly valued graduate outcomes (eg
Steur et al 2012; Bates and Kaye 2014; East et al 2014). Kiziltepe (2010) and
Siriwongs (2015) further maintain that a basic presupposition of all higher
education is that it should be both a transformative and edifying experience in
which undergraduates are encouraged and motivated to pursue knowledge in
their own idiosyncratic manner. For Barnett (2008; 2020) this encapsulates both
an epistemological and ontological purpose which enables undergraduates to
not only increase a particular skill set or knowledge area, but to also enable
them to Abecome themselveso through a wi
increasingly independent learning experiences. A conceptualisation he
suggests helps students to experience and contribute to the world in a
meaningful and Eudaemonic way. In doing so, he argues that higher education
should increasingly enable students to realistically evaluate their own
performance, appreciate their giftedness and strive to independently direct

themselves to meet ongoing and future learning needs.

Independent life-long learning thus becomes both an attitude to and skill for

oneds own i nt el |wvelopmenathat eacondpasses thadesirate

critically and meaningfully change and direct personal learning beyond

graduation to future situations that require knowledge and skills, as yet

unknown (Steur et al 2012). An argument also taken up by Sze- Young and
Hussain (2010), who poi ntl itfe ot bhd &wmerwl e

todayods dynamic, unprecedented and gl obal

From a policy perspective, and in line with these ideas, the Quality Assurance
Agency (QAA 2018 Ch B3) UK Quality Code for Higher Education requires all

higher education (HE) programmes, irrespective of discipline, to proactively
13



enable students to develop as independent learners and become more deeply

involved in the process of their own learning. However, while autonomous life-

long learning as a fundamental outcome of higher education holds much

unanimity, much simultaneous pedagogical evidence exists to indicate that

autonomy cannot be assumed to be an automatic attribute of all students as

they enter into undergraduate study (Brookfield 2005; Thomas et al 2015a).

Universities are therefore challenged by the QAA (2018) to take higher

education students on a developmental an:i
varying degrees of dependency to learning autonomy whilst an undergraduate

on their chosen programme.

1.3 The nature of Self-Managed Independent Learning (SMIL)

For the purposes of this study, SMIL is understood and defined akin to Thomas

et aldés (2015a: 4) i1 deas, albeit they uni
independentlear ni ng, 0 as

ALear ni ng i n -eitherorhthes dwn ar & odllabgration with
peers, - are required and supported to play an active, engaged and
increasingly independent role in their own learning experience, guided by
curriculum content, pedagogy, assessment and the learning

environment. 0O

SMIL therefore describes an important, - and according to Thomas et al
(2015a), an integral, - higher educational learning process that can both initiate
and promote the undergraduate journey to future autonomous learning. For
example, SMIL enables higher education students to actively engage with their
chosen curriculum and significant others to achieve and transform their
learning. It thus places students in control of their own scholarship giving them

increased responsibility for personal and curriculum learning outcomes.

It is not, as Ottewill (2002), Timmins (2008) and Thomas et al (2015a) are all
keen to point out, purely about what students do when they go off to study on

their own. Instead, it relates to the essential nature of undergraduates as

14



enquirers; their holistic needs as learners within higher order learning; and the
process by which learners both exercise and develop a sense of agency and
learner autonomy through social interactions with others (Celik et al 2012;
Thomas et al 2015a). As such, it reflects an increased and increasing student
centred responsibility to achieve learning goals as students both progress
through and actively engage with their programme without assuming

autonomous ability at the outset.

For most undergraduate nursing programmes in the UK, the provision of both

intra and extramural SMIL opportunities are therefore seen as an effective

means by which the journey to life-long independent learning can be facilitated

during the initial pre-registration period (Levett-Jones, 2005). Indeed, Ottewill

(2002: 14) describes this as fAsetting pr
the boundaries of academe. 0 Given the c¢h;
nursing profession (HM Treasury 2015; NMC 2018b) this remains an

increasingly important aspect of all undergraduate nursing curricula.

1.1 Researcher foreknowledge and personal observations

Yet my own personal observations as a senior lecturer on an undergraduate
adult pre-registration nursing programme in one UK university suggest that
nursing students often appear to psychologically struggle to become
independent life-long learners and can be uncertain how to approach their
SMIL. These observed challenges have been the stimulus for my own on-going
professional interest in SMIL and how universities can effectively cultivate and

facilitate this for the benefit of both nursing and society.

For example, | have observed some students positively embracing these

learning opportunities. However, many appear to find it a confusing and

emotionally labile process based on a number of unclear and tacit assumptions

that they do not fully comprehend and thus do not always eagerly engage in. |

have even heard students describe these pedagogical opportunities in a
pejorative -fanMhmuwerrsiassgd D mplying perhaps t

perceived by someasapoor-and by i mpl i c atsubstitute foi unwant
15



more highly valued didactic learning opportunities on the path to their own goal
attainment. This appears particularly salient for those students who appear to
perceive a university education as a
a means to their career aspirations. Such students anecdotally appear to hold a
strong instrumental view of learning in which education is conceptualised as a
passive process of acquiring the pre-requisite knowledge, skills, credentials and
pedigree required for professional practice as a nurse. To what extent such
students are motivated to engage in SMIL as a vehicle for lifelong independent
learning is unclear if higher education is perceived as little more than what Zgag

f or

(2009) describes as fAlearning for earninq

Conversely, | have observed many academi

frustrationat studentsodO assumed | ack of engagen

For my colleagues, SMIL appears to be a largely existential, purely discovery
and andragogic learning concept. Consequently, there appears an expectation
that students will automatically value and proactively take responsibility for their
own learning as well as any existential consequences that arise from what is
assumed to be an unfettered choice to enrol as an undergraduate student. The
potential in such situations for many fundamental attribution errors, flawed
reasoning and mutual misunderstandings is perhaps great and inadvertently can
work against the effective facilitation of such SMIL opportunities if not

idiosyncratically understood and positively regarded.

Similarly, my own reflexive experiences of past and current learning
experiences are that the structure of the self is highly influential in the
development and maintenance of autonomous learning and the avoidance of
escape style coping strategies. Indeed, even though | have a desire to flourish,
a passion for learning, a fascination with concepts as yet unknown, have had
many past academic successes, am an adult in middle age, am resilient and
hard-working, | am not immune to intense challenges and fluctuations to my self-
concept and self-esteem along the journey of this project. This is not unlike the
experience of nursing students who | have observed making comparable

comments and who, like me, have benefited from the empathic support of
16



others in order to re-energise me into further and active engagement and

autonomy.

Thus, while this study is primarily the opportunity for student nurses to tell their
own stories, the phenomenological philosophy embedded within it also requires
me to share my own story so my foreknowledge is made explicit, and | can
clearly position myself within the research. For example, | came to this research
study as a white female nurse educator in her early fifties with twenty years of
experience working with undergraduate nursing students in the UK higher
education context. My professional background is in both adult nursing and
health visiting/public health, both in the UK and abroad. My general education
was undertaken in a small single-sex English grammar school where | gained a
passion and aptitude for the natural sciences and mathematics. However, while
| continue to find statistical and quantitative explanations fascinating and | am
attracted to the intellectual stimulation that | gain from the logical deductive
processes involved, | have found myself increasing disagreeing with the
epistemological tenets of positivism on which they are based. Moreover, my
increasing personal and professional interactions with people at times of
vulnerability and personal challenge, both as clients and undergraduate
students, has heavily influenced me to believe in a more constructivist,

existential and humanistic world view.

Similarly, as | reflect on my experience as a nurse educator, | am aware that

|l i ke Rogersod (1961) I b reng myrearly canear witk | y
naively aiming to be an omnipresent
people purely by sharing expert knowledge. My initial helping role was more
related to fAcaring foro rather t hace
the results | had anticipated. This led me to question the purpose of higher
education itself and in doing so started a passion for understanding the nature of
independent learning.

This disequilibrium and subsequent deliberations also helped me develop a

more student-centred pedagogical philosophy and a fore-conceptional belief
17
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that higher education is as much an ontological as it is an epistemological
experience for all those involved. As such, | believe we have a humanistic and
civic responsibility within higher education to develop people, not just award
university degrees. This perspective has been further reinforced by my work
with many first-generation undergraduates who never anticipated attending, let
alone graduating, from university and who have had to overcome multiple
structural barriers prior to their higher education. Their self-efficacy is often low,
and their higher education journey is frequently challenging and hard work,
albeit ultimately rewarding. | have found a more empathetic pedagogical

approach that aims to understand students to be the most effective.

Over ti me, | have often also felt Aout of
bureaucratic nature of some governmental policies and approaches which

appear to prioritise instrumentalism as well as short term hedonistic over long-

term eudemonic student wellbeing and emancipation. My hope and for fore

conception for this research study is that it will provide me with a way to further

articulate this student-centred ontological approach and turn a philosophy into

informed practical strategies that can be shared with others. Thus, helping to

challenge some of the more neo-liberal ideas that appear to be sweeping

contemporary higher education for nurses.

1.2 The changing nature of contemporary healthcare

Equally, health care today is hallmarked by proliferate and unprecedented
demographic, epidemiological, technological, social, political, economic and
fiscal changes. Against this dynamic backdrop, current and future nurses are
required to provide safe, person-centred and evidence-based nursing practice
in an interpersonal, compassionate, responsive and high- quality humanistic
manner (NMC, 2018a; Willis Commission 2012). The need for practitioners to
therefore flourish and continue learning throughout their career as a pre-
requisite for managing the complex and dynamic nature of these multifaceted
changes is now widely recognised (Borisova 2010; NMC 2018a; ICN 2021).
Indeed, Saks and Leijen (2014) argue that if professionals are to both live and

work in a world where extant knowledge will quickly become obsolete, learning
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itself needs to be redefined by society, as a lifelong and largely self-reliant

process.

For contemporaryand f uture nurses working in tod
this is highly significant and draws attention to the need for life-long learning

skills to be nurtured and for them to receive positive regard during their

undergraduate pre-registration programme if they are to transform their

ontological self accordingly (Jarvis 2005; Falk et al 2015). An issue the NMC

(2018b) themselves recognise in the emphasis they now place on future nurses

being both resilient and emotionally intelligent lifelong learners.

Correspondingly, the nature of learning for nursing students, unlike many of
their undergraduate peers, is highly contextualised incorporating not just
academic but professional nursing outcomes related to the cognitive, affective
and motor skills domains (NMC 2018c). For example, the independent Willis
Commission Report (2012) into nurse education highlighted the positive
relationship between excellence i n nurse
to deliver high quality client- centred care. In doing so it also identified the need
for a well-educated graduate nursing workforce to practise, lead and challenge
future nursing. Thus, emphasising the importance of contextualised and applied
knowledge for safe humanised practice as well as life-long learning skills in
order to keep pace with both technical advancements and increasing
complexities in health and healthcare. The recent COVID-19 pandemic arguably

being an unexpected example of this.

1.3 The changing nature of contemporary highereducation

How well undergraduate students, and in particular adult nursing students,
understand and value these SMIL opportuni
matter to themd and help them develop thi
remains nonetheless, a moot point. For example, the on-going reformation of

higher education (HE) and the current political drive for more economically and

market orientated higher education systems (Department of Education and

Skills 2003; Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2011; Williams
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2013), has arguably encouraged students to increasingly see themselves as
consumers. To what extent students may therefore see themselves as
consumers first, and a learner second, is a point taken up by both Ottewill
(2002) and Williams (2013). Interestingly, both raise concerns that future
students may be less interested in acquiring the skills and discipline needed for
SMIL as financial constraints caused by a changed, - and changing - funding
system (Bates and Kaye 2014; HM Treasury 2015; DfBIS 2016) may mean that

the need to earn an income, takes precedence over SMIL.

According to Williams (2013) this commaodification of higher education and the

resulting consumerist attitudes of entittlement have also led to increasing

number of new undergraduates seeking to |
degree without feeling the need for active and earnest intellectual engagement

and independent endeavour. An argument s
UK undergraduate survey research in which students adopting a high student

consumerist approach, tended to identify less as an independent and higher

education learner. They consequently adopted more surface learning

approaches with resulting lower average grades.

These same criticisms are also taken up, rather satirically, by both Collini (2012)

and Rolfe (2012a) who, in coining the terms HIEdBiz and McVisity respectively,

aim to draw attentionto what they see as pernicious and increasingly ubiquitous

policies and practice of many contemporary - and increasingly corporate -

universities. As such, they warn againstthepr eval ent fAcorporateo
given to league tables, graduate employment rates, research output and

student satisfaction in the publicity to recruit new undergraduates. They also

see it as a potentially fallacious measure of educational quality. Indeed, they

argue that the traditional verities or il
education in terms of personal and intellectual challenge and autonomous

learning outcomes are increasingly being disregarded in favour of short- term

economic indicators, graduate employment gains and student enjoyment.

An issue also raised by Zgaga (2009) and Cuellar et al (2022) when discussing

the key purpose and role of future higher education on a European scale
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suggesting this concern for SMIL participation has similar international

resonance.

Elliot (2016) also asserts that contemporary student satisfaction priorities tend

to adopt a subjective and hedonistic approach to wellbeing where pleasure

attainment and pain avoidance become priorities for both the organisation and

the |l earner. Wellbeing thus consists of |
fulfilled insattygypacbiondembodel of wel f al
Against this backdrop the challenging pedagogical and Eudaimonic ontological

dimension of SMIL can easily be lost and go unrecognised by students making

its facilitation potentially even more challenging.

Bates and Kaye (2014) also point to the reduced face to face contact teaching
time many academics now experience as well as larger and more diverse
student cohorts which makes the facilitation of SMIL potentially more
challenging yet also more important. This potential salience is also highlighted
by a nation-wide review of the highly influential National Student Survey (NSS)
undertaken by Callender et al (2014) on behalf of HEFCE, the NSS
commissioners. In their report they argue that the privileging of student choice
and satisfaction significantly misrepresents the nature of higher education and
the important role of student engagement and independent learning

commitment within higher forms of education and the co-curriculum.

Massification has also brought diversity and additional numbers of students

participating in higher education, with nursing being no exception. For example,
thegover nment 6s policy on widening participg
ensure that their admission procedures offer equal opportunities to all

applicants, including those from under-represented social groups (DfBIS 2015).

Over the last decade, nursing has consistently remained one of the most

popular of all university courses with over 30,390 accepted applications for the

academic year 2020/2021 (UCAS 2020). It also has the most diverse pool of

applicants compared to other major undergraduate subject areas (UCAS 2020).
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Nurse education today consequently reflects a complex mix of social, ethnic
and age groups with a wider variety of educational experiences and readiness
for SMIL type learning. However, there is also evidence that students who
experience a dissonance between their expectations, skill level and experiences
are more at risk of withdrawing from HE programmes, but effective academic
and social integration of students with faculty staff that understand them,
positively influences their retention (Tinto 1993: Pleitz et al 2015; Korstange et
al 2020).

1.4 The nature of Millennial and Generation Z learners

The extent to which the current and new generation of undergraduates
understand the expectations and value of SMIL at the outset of their academic
career is therefore perhaps increasingly uncertain. Salzberger- Wittenberg et al
(1999) point out that from birth and for a considerable period thereafter, human
learning primarily takes place in a dependent relationship to another human
being. They go on to argue that the quality of this relationship is vitally
important for life-long human flourishing and learning since it strongly influences
the hopefulness required to become and remain curious, open to new

experiences and to discover new meanings as an independent adult.

Ramsden (2013) similarly highlights that prior to entry most students have a
fairly limited view on what higher education is really like and with massification,
a wider range of expectations and misunderstandings now arguably exists.
Ottewill (2002) also contests that the pre-occupation of schools and colleges
with their own league table positioning based on student exam results, means
that current and future students are less likely to start their undergraduate
careers with the necessary skills, experience and willingness for SMIL. They are
also likely to have enjoyed prior success with a national examination system
that rewards a good memory and close attention to teacher direction (Raidal
and Volet 2009). Issues supported by the replication study of Shayer et al
(2007) in which it was found that the independent problem solving skills of UK
school children appear to have stagnated, or even at times regressed, since the

19706s with pupils remaining hestodiréecy
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their learning and solve their problems. It remains to be seen how the
generation of current school children whose general education has been
disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic will fare in this respect as they too enter
into higher education in the coming decade.

Barker (1999) and Van dem Boom et al (2004) are generally more sanguine in

their pre-COVID analysis and point to the advent of pervasive new on-line and
computer technology in highlighting the many innovative and student friendly

possi bilities that developing technology
students within their SMIL. However, both Black (2010) and Montgomery et al

(2013) highlight the nature of millennial and Generation Z learners (ie those

born just prior to and during the 215 century) describing them as non-linear and
irregular learners who are unaccustomed to delayed gratification, have a lower
cognitive load ability then previous generations and who prefer technology for

entertainment.

Interestingly, bothFr i en et al (2013) and Rosen et
paint a similar picture for millennial students who were high social media and
mobile phone users. Both identified the cognitive overload impact of being
distracted and multi-tasking while studying whether in isolation or with peers
and irrelevant of context (Frien et al 2013; Rosen et al 2013). Given the
pervasiveness of laptops and mobile devises in HE classrooms and the home,
this can perhaps challenge the effectiveness of contemporary and future SMIL
opportunities within this generation of students. Equally, Wright (2011) and
Weimer (2002) while acknowledging millennials preference for experiential
learning and team work as positive strengths for the development of
independent learning, also describe them as anxious, tentative, disempowered,
lacking in both self-efficacy and self-motivation and eager to cede to their
customary passive learner role. All of which may challenge traditional notions of
SMIL and work against students perceiving the value of such learning

opportunities in terms of their own learning and developmental priorities.
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1.5 Working in two worlds: The role of HE educators

Simao and Flores (2010: 207) also highlight that contemporary educators need
to constantly waoor KT hien wotrwaod wodr Itchsei r
and concerns and the world of their
A situation they assert demands a constant, but often overlooked critical
exploration of discrepancies between the actions and intentions in both worlds.
Both my own personal perspective and that highlighted, for example, by Weimer
(2002), Blumberg and Pontigga (2011) and Wright (2011) suggest there are
indeed discrepancies between academic action and intention related to SMIL
that is worthy of contemporary and empathic exploration of the impact this has

on student nurses. This study therefore offers an opportunity to contribute to

own

stud:

this understanding by uniquely and empatl

A

student nur ses 0 ndbcancerng amwsll@sesappartmgethe a

contemporary higher education interest in student-centred pedagogy and SMIL.

Brookfield (1995:46) similarly asserts that the path to excellent adult teaching
and facilitation is through the process of critical and vigilant reflection and that
expert teachers are those that cont.
voice and pedagogical rectitudeo to
He goes on to suggest four lenses by which this can be achieved, namely the
autobiographical, the student, the peer and the scholarly literature. This study
has the potential to reveal to nurse educators a little more about the student
lens to enable educators to subsequently reflect on their own actions and
assumptions in order to confirm or challenge the effectiveness of their existing

SMIL practice.

1.6 The demand for student centred pedagogy

Given its epistemological and ontological foundations, SMIL reflects a student-
centred pedagogical approach to the development of independent
undergraduate learning. Student centred pedagogies have attracted much
contemporary HE interest and scholarly debate (eg Ahn and Class 2011; Wright
2011; Costa 2013) and are present in many recent reform agenda across the

HE sector. For example, the Teaching Excellence Framework (Department of
24
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Business, Innovation and Skills 2016) aims to ensure that all students receive
an excellent teaching experience that encourages student engagement and
places them at the centre of their educational process. Interestingly, these
framework proposals also aim to build a culture where teaching has equal
status with research and where students are provided with information to judge

teaching quality.

Nonetheless, Costa (2013) argues that definitions of student-centeredness

within higher education are inherently imprecise making it is easier to

understand than define. However, Costa (2013: 267) does go on to offer a

description conceptualising it as the consequence of certain ways of teaching

that places students fAat the centre of t|
focuses on student | earningiblaand fAstudent :
increasingly autonomous | earners. o Thus,
of what constitutes a student-centred pedagogy or student centred HE

programme, there does appear to be consensus that is also founded on social
constructivist and humanistic ideas where active and engaged learning

alongside student responsibility for learning outcomes as well as future learner

autonomy, are all key features (eg Ahn and Class 2011; Wright 2011; Costa

2013).

As such, student centred pedagogy has also been described as both a
transactional and multidimensional learning approach since it has social
constructivist implications for course design and organisational of materials;
requires an engaging, facilitative and motivating delivery; and assessments that
steer increasing learner independence (Ahn and Class 2011; Costa 2013).
Blumberg and Pontiggia (2011) add that responsibility for learning is also
transferred to the | earner who can no | ol
must be prepared to bring questions, contribute to class discussions and
manage group work. Weimer (2002) similarly argues that student centred
teaching can lead to greater student success since it recognises learners as
holistic human beings whose affective and cognitive needs interact to determine

|l earning success. As such, she argues t h:
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should be at the centre of the educational enterprise within all student-centred
pedagogies. Ahn and Class (2011) suggest that this acknowledgement of

st ud e nttesandcatiegtive needs makes student centred pedagogies
particularly appropriate for undergraduates who may still lack experience of
being agents of their own learning.

1.7 Research question, aims and objectives
In light of this multifaceted context and my desire to promote a student centred
pedagogy within current and future nurse education based, the research

question posed is:

A How do undergraduate student nurses on a Bachelor of Science adult
nursing programme articulate, understand and make sense of their unique

lived experience of self-managed independent learning?

The aim of this research derived from this question is therefore:

A To explore and interpret student nurses lived experiences of self-managed
independent learning during a Bachelor of Science adult nursing programme
through the development of an empathic, in-depth

and critical understanding of their unique perspective.

In order to achieve this aim, and ultimately answer the research question posed,

the objectives of this study are

A To critically and empathically examine and interpret the oral accounts of
indi vidual student s6 psyminagedogi c al

independent learning

A To critically identify and analyse the salient emotional, motivational, cognitive
and environmental influences, meanings and contexts that have
significance, both negatively and positively, for student nurses when

experiencing self-managed independent learning.
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A To contribute uniquely to the existing body of knowledge by adopting a
broad psychological perspective related to self- managed independent
learning and student engagement within contemporary higher education in
order to give student nurses fia more nu

lived experiences of self-management of their learning.

1.8 Organisation of thethesis

This chapter concludes by outlining the thesis structure. This chapter defined
and situated the concept of SMIL and my own foreknowledge within the
contemporary and dynamic world of higher and nurse education to argue that
student nurses will need to be independent lifelong learners as never before
when they enter the uncertain future of graduate practice. However, student
nurses and nurse educators face multiple challenges that make an updated
understanding of SMIL one of significant and contemporary pedagogical

relevance.

This is followed by a critical, albeit brief, review of the extant SMIL literature in
chapter two which further sets the scene for this study by clarifying precisely
what is known and unknown in relation to SMIL and student nurses as well as
the nature of adult learning. Having established a gap in the literature related to
UK pre-registration student nurses own lived experience of SMIL the chapter

concludes by confirming the research aim and objectives.

Chapter three takes the research question as its starting point to critically
discuss the philosophical foundations of the interpretative and constructivist
paradigm underpinning both this study and my own philosophical positioning.
The Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis approach adopted is then
examined in terms of philosophical congruence. The focus then moves to the
research method and study design including rationales for recruitment and
sampling and the process of data collection, including the use of semi-
structured interviews. The chapter concludes with an analytical exploration of
the ethical, quality and methodological reflexivity considerations in line with the

paradigm adopted.
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Chapter four extends the research framework and methodology to examine the
process of data analysis adopted in this study and in particular the chosen

heuristic framework used to structure the six key stages of analysis employed.

This is followed in chapter five by the co-constructed phenomenological

narrative that emerged from this cross case analytical process. It offers a

detailed and unique interpretation of the phenomenon of student managed

independent that gives meaning to the contextualised lived experience of this

from the perspective of student nurses themselves. The narrative focuses on

the participants convergent and divergent lived experience of SMIL in which

three superordinate themes are identified related to students lived experiences

of SMIL and the meanings they attach to 1

overwhel med, 06 Athe pressure of timed and

These superordinate findings are then synthesised and discussed in relation to
the extant evidence base within chapter six to demonstrate how this study offers
support to what is already known as well as contributing unique

phenomenological understandings.

Chapter seven draws the thesis to a conclusion and proposes that the

experience of SMIL is lived primarily as an emotional journey in which learning

to regulate and positively transform emotions plays a key, yet until now

unrecogni sed, role in student nursesd de:
independent learner. Implications for various stakeholders and future

researchers involved with nurse education are also offered before study

limitations and strengths are evaluated.
Personal reflexivity is the focus of the final chapter (chapter eight) which

captures my wide- ranging personal journey, transformative learning and future

directions.
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1.9 Summary of chapter

This chapter has provided a contemporary, multidimensional and personal

context for this research study in order to situate and strengthen the case for

exploring how undergraduate nursing students themselves experience SMIL.

Developing as an independent learner remains a key graduate and nursing

outcome in a world that is increasingly defined by unprecedented health care

change and the changing nature of twenty-first century learners and the higher

education context in which this takes place. Against this changing world

background, this study seeks to highlight the importance of understanding how
studentdéds nurses with direct experience

this in order to shape future student-centred pedagogies and facilitation.

Co=y=o9
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2 Literature Review

2.1 Overview of chapter

This chapter provides a narrative literature review of the research evidence and
peer reviewed discussion literature related to SMIL. It outlines the principles and
processes adopted in order to locate, frame and contextualise the study in order
to confirm a gap in the current knowledge base existed. Given the qualitative
approach adopted for this research inquiry, this section is not exhaustive to
ensure that | did not inadvertently and prematurely bias any data collection and
analysis. However, once data collection and analysis were completed, a further
literature review was undertaken to enable an informed discussion of the
findings. The chapter concludes with a confirmation of the research aims and
objectives that arise from both the gap identified and the research question.

2.2 Search strategy

The literature search was undertaken using a variety of electronic databases,
inclusion and exclusion criteria, search terms and Boolean operators in order to
identify a gap in the extant literature (appendix one). Both the search terms and
inclusion-exclusion criteria were used to search the title and abstract of articles
only in each of the databases as an initial review indicated that too many false
positive results were retrieved when the full body of the article was also
searched. However, where the title and abstract were unclear, the full text was
still retrieved and reviewed. Where possible email alert facilities from various
publishers for new articles relating to the search were also used. As a
consequence of the initial search strategy a large number (>1000) of articles
were identified. On initial reading of each article's title and abstract, if the article
did not substantially address the concept of independent self-managed learning
within health care higher education, it was eliminated.

Reference mining in accepted articles was also undertaken to ensure that
potential articles missed in the initial search were not overlooked. This

reference mining identified one research paper outside of the initial inclusion
30



criteria publication dates, but this was included given its relevance to the

research question at the centre of this study. The remaining thirty-seven

research papers were thoroughly assessed to determine eligibility using Kable

et al dés (2012) twel ve st elpstrgegytahelpfbcosr do c
on synthesising, rather than summarising, the literature. The tabulated form also

enabled the review to remain manageable and focused (appendix two).

2.3 Analytical framework

The analytical review framework by Benton and Cormack (2000: appendix
three) was then used to systematically and critically assess, analyse and
evaluate the quality and cogency of the included literature. Hart (1998) strongly
advocates that researchers should also attend critically to the evaluation of
arguments if they wish to develop the work of others, suggest alternative
courses of action and/or offer other ways of explaining something. According to
Hart (1998) arguments are important because not only do they attempt to
convince others of the validity or logic of how a person sees the world, they also
aim to cogently persuade others to see it that way too. As such, Hart (1998)
proposes that the type of claim together with the reasons and evidence for the
claim to be accepted by others, also needs to be analysed within literature
reviews. Consequently, additional questions were added to the analytical
framework used to evaluate the literature including the type of claim made eg
claim of fact; value; policy; concept interpretation, (Hart 1998: 90) and type of

fallacies, if any, inadvertently used (Hart 1998: 98).

2.4 Ubiquitous and ambiguous concept with multiple nomenclature

Interestingly, what is clear from the review of both the research and peer

reviewed discussion literature is that SMIL is both a ubiquitous and ambiguous

concept with multiple nomenclatures. For example, Ottewill (2002) is one of the

few discussion writers who refertoil senlafnaged i ndependent | ea
than the term self-directed and to a lesser extent independent-, autonomous-,
self-regulated- and directed independent-, learning. Hewitt-Taylor (2001)

contributes to this debate by referring to it as an elusive concept that in many

ways defies definition, especially if a reductionist lens is adopted.
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Within the discussion literature (e g Ot tewi | I, 2002; O06Shea,
often made between these terms and in particular self- directed (SDL) and self-

managed learning. Consequently, the former is conceptualised a broader

concept extending beyond programme learning outcomes and assuming

greater existing autonomy on the part of the learner, while the latter is curtailed

and bounded by them. Gydgil maita et al (2013) similarly attempted to

distinguish between independent-, self- directed-, self-regulated-, and self-

managed- learning concluding that the latter is often the vital mediating role for
undergraduates since this is often the el
place.

Loyens et al (2008) also sought to gain conceptual clarity with regard to self-

directed and self-regulated learning within the context of problem- based

learning only to draw similar conclusions in that while slight differences were

noted, both were considered developmental processes towards autonomous

life-long learning. More importantly perhapstheyc oncl uded t hat 't he
aspect is the most critigealerad paont |eamrme
terminology. In doing so they suggested that the structure, maintenance and
enhancement of the fAsel fodo is key in prom
Ottewill (2002) concurs with both this semantic ambiguity and the important

focus on the self, claiming that while nuances of terminology may vary, beliefs,
assumptions and underlying epistemological and ontological concepts are

surprisingly shared, albeit not always explicitly reported. In light of this, a

decision was made in this study, to retain the use of the term ii s enhanfaged

i ndependent | earningo as this is a famil.|
research took place. As such, it was likely to be familiar to the participants

recruited and thus help orient them to better consider their lived experience and

in turn produce potentially richer data.
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I n contrast, most researchedisr aptpecdds dmd |
on Kn o ®7% Bpandragogical definitionofself-di r ect ed | ear ni n¢
process in which learners take the initiative with or without the help of others in

diagnosing their learning needs; formulating learning goals; identifying human

and material resources for learning; choosing and implementing appropriate

learning strategies; and evaluatingl ear ni ng outcomes.-0 Just.
directed learning and its multiple nomenclature within undergraduate nursing

curricula therefore appears primarily basedonKnowle s 6 (1975; 1998)

of adult learning.

2.5 Student readiness and the nature of adult learning

A basic assumption of Knowles (1975; 1998) is that all adults, by virtue of their
chronological longevity, are instinctively self-directing. However, both
Brookfield (2005) and Timmins (2008) critically challenge what they view as a
common andragogical fallacy suggesting that not all students are in reality well
equipped to be self-directing at the stage they begin their undergraduate
studies, in line with wider social constructivist and pedagogical thinking. While
accepting that adults can achieve all the learning attributes attributed to them by
Knowles (1998), they assert that these are not necessarily innate and automatic
and may have to be developed over time through supportive and challenging
facilitation within a psychologically and socially safe learning culture akin to
many of Rogers (1961) humanistic ideas about the fragility of human

development and learning.

The international research evidence with regard to student readiness for SDL
lends support to these pedagogical challenges to the basic tenets of andragogy.
For example, there has been significant research attention focused on
developing and confirming, valid and reliable instruments to measure the
degree to which undergraduate students possess the attitudes, abilities and
characteristics necessary for self-directedness at the point at which they
commence their undergraduate programme. Consequently, three SDL

psychometric self-rating Likert scales designed specifically for nursing have
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been developed based on Knowles (1975) andragogical ideas all operating
within a positivist and quantitative research paradigm (Fisher et al 2001;
Williamson 2007; Cheng et al 2010).

Fisher et al (2001), forex a mp | e, d e v e |-Dirpceed Learring Raiirge | f
Scale for Nurse Educationo ( SsbeleRdbselE) con:
management, desire for learning and self-control, which has been widely used

in the pre-registration nurse education in Australia.Based on a convenience

sample of 201 first year Australian student nurses and subject to an initial Delphi
technique, the SDLRSNE was found to have reliability and internal consistency

for student nurses (Fisher et al 2001). Cross sectional convenience sampling

with a further 227 first year student nurses also confirmed factorial validity of a
revised version of the SDLRSNE (Fisher and King 2010). Smedley (2007)

further confirmed reliability, validity and internal consistency of the 2001

SDLRSNE (Fisher et al 2001) in her study of 67 first year Bachelor of Science
nursing students in Australian tertiary education. Her findings suggest that

although younger students were often less ready for self-directed learning than
their peers with more life experience, the majority of first year students

struggled to be self-directing due to a lack of self-management and control.

Similar Astruggleso were founsamd usi ng a
instrument) by Yuan et al (2011) when using a cross sectional multi-site

survey of 536 Chinese undergraduate nursing students on a Baccalaureate

nursing programme in mainland China. In addition to age, they found that final

year students were often more prepared for SMIL and struggled less than those

in their first year. Fujino-Oyama et al 6s (2016) Japanese
SDLRSNE also confirmed instrumental reliability and validity among 376

graduate nurses who also varied in their readiness for SDL at the

commencement of their postgraduate studies. Participants in this study also

described SDL as emotionally and cognitively challenging.
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Conversely, Wil i-Rawg&cale rSeif2D0 O0r 7e)c tieSle |1 fe ar n

(SRSSDL) was originally developed for a UK audience and contains five sub
scales of awareness, learning strategies, learning activities, evaluation/
monitoring and interpersonal skills. While the instruments initial construct
validity and reliability was confirmed by a limited number of first and third year
student nurses (n = 30), the SRSSDL has since been translated and further
validated in the Italian context by two large scale quasi-experimental design
studies (Cadorin et al 2010; Cadorin et al 2012).

These Italian studies provided cross-cultural confirmation of validity and
reliability and extended the sampling to include not just student nurses but
registered nurses, health care assistants and radiology professionals and
students (n = >1,000). The findings from all three studies also suggest that first
year student nurses can struggle to be self-directing at the outset of their career
but even final year students (Williamson 2007) and qualified nurses (Cadorin et
al 2010; 2012) who report greater insight and SDL ability, continue to express a
need for ongoing help and support to develop their ability and confidence to

overcome the challenges of self- directing their learning.

Cheng et al (2010) developed a similar tool for Taiwanese student nurses

entitl edDitrheec tfieSde IlLfear ni ng I nstrumento

scales of learning motivation, plan and execution, self-monitoring and
interpersonal relationships. The validity and reliability were similarly confirmed
using a Delphi technique to confirm factor analysis and a survey of 1,072
student nurses across two higher education institutes confirmed both content
and construct validity as well as internal consistency and reliability. Self-directed
learning was once again found to be a developmental process which students

initially found challenging and uncertain.

Together these international research findings offer valid and reliable
instruments for culturally sensitive
relation to learning independence. Indeed, Fisher et al (2001) Williamson (2007)

and Cheng et al (2010) all argue that their respective self-rating skills have
35
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value in helping student nurses not only self- diagnose their own learning needs

and thus help develop cognitive understanding of the attitudes, abilities and

characteristics required for self-directed learning, but also by helping faculty to

match responsive facilitation with SDL readiness. However, the exact nature of
studentsd understanding and the initial ¢
repeatedly alludes to remains unclear as the positivist paradigm adopted

prevents an in-depth exploration of the potential nuances of this experience and

sense making processes.

2.6 Student facilitation

SMIL nonetheless emphasises learning over teaching and consequently a
facilitative and supportive role for the academic team to help students overcome
the reported challenges and struggles in order to enable students the
opportunity to control, actively engage with and ultimately be responsible for
their own learning. A pedagogical approach that Weimer (2002) poetically
describes in the discussion literature as requiring the academic to move from
the traditional fsage on the stageo to a
become conceptualised within SMIL as knowledge-seekers to be guided along
their intellectual journey, rather than empty vessels to be filled with knowledge
(Wright 2011).

Reganbdés (2003) study of UK wundergraduate
used 12 students in three focus groups to help design a questionnaire that was

then administered to a further 97 students regarding the facilitation of SMIL and

in particular what motivated nursing students at all levels of their studies

towards SMIL learning. Their findings indicate that students wanted specific

guidance, support and feedback to motivate them to undertake self-learning and

to help overcome uncertainties and emotional turmoil they associated with this

type of learning. Interestingly, all students responding to the questionnaire

agreed that a fAgood |l ectureo and support.

motivational effect on their SMIL experience and subsequent sense of agency.
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Seccombe and Stewartos (2014) descripti v
Zealand final year nursing students similarly identified strong motivational links

to class lectures and activities, effective feedback and manageable facilitated

tasks that were perceived to be relevant to the assessment process and helped

them feel confident in their ability to direct their own learning. Findings also
identified by Amandu e taneleatnmgnjoduhs3a) e x a mi
method of fostering self- direction in undergraduate nursing courses in Oman.
Correspondingly, Tao et aldéds (2015) educ:
Chinese undergraduate nursing students by providing specific guidance and

capacity building meta-cognitive skills also appeared to be highly motivating for
students. Senyuva and Kayaods (2014) rese:
design of Turkish nursing students resonates withthis also in that they found

that self-learning readiness improved after exposure to a web-based learning

module that provided structure and facilitated support to their self-learning

Clear and enthusiastic faculty guidance and regular constructive feedback on

progress were also key findings in Thomasetalds (2015a) UK resea
effective design of self-managed learning from the perspective of both staff and

students. Equally creating space through unstructured and regular tutorial

support assisted the Italian nursing stu
quantitative study which used multiple linear regression analysis within their
guasi-experimental research design. These findings support the claim that SMIL

is a relational and co-constructed concept in which supportive facilitation and

feedback are key elements. However, these studies operate from a largely

positivist paradigm preventingin-d e pt h understanding from t
perspective of effective facilitation.

Nonetheless, the qualitative studies of both Hewitt-Taylor (2001) and Lunyk-
Child et al (2001) both adopted an interpretative approach to exploring faculty
and student perceptions of self-direction learning and its facilitation in the UK
and Canada respectively. Lunyk-Child et al (2001) collected focus group data of
47 academic and 17 student nurses in order to identify common themes through

content analysis. They identified that while many faculty members wanted to
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commit to self-directed facilitation, they doubted their ability to do so as they

were unclear about the exact nature of students learning needs and how to

respond these. Hewitt-Tay | or 6 s (2001) U-kegistratisne ar ch wi
nurses and academics during a post-registration paediatric intensive care

module also found facilitation problematic as both faculty and students felt

mutually misunderstood and their needs not fully respected by the other,

findings which support my own personal observations.

Such findings are also similar to Kim ani
focused on 202 mast er 6 sursé studemts whdednclinicat e d p |
practice which sought to explore the factors that motivated their self-directed

learning. Their quantitative study found students were motivated only when they

felt a strong sense of belonging with faculty and were supported to maintain

positive self-esteem. Combined these findings help illustrate the complex,

psychosocial and multifaceted nature of SMIL experiences in which the

individual, relational and collective sense of self appear important features for

facilitation but one in which nurse educationalists can struggle if they do not

have a shared understanding of and positive regard for student needs and

experiences.

2.7 Student experiences

O6Shea (2003) in the discussion |literatul
and experience of SMIL is strongly related to the epistemological nature of

various disciplines. An assertion-figeeubst al
guestion Likert scale survey of 617 mainly social science undergraduates in the
Netherlands who valued self- directed learning only when they held

epi stemol ogical beliefs of social constr
(2013) descriptive correlation-based research of 568 science-related

undergraduates across 10 Lithuanian universities found students continued to

pl ace high value on the fAcertainty of kni
fexperto binary knowledge throughout the
These students also experienced significant emotional and cognitive difficulty

with all forms of SMIL including uncertainty of task, purpose and anxiety.
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Similar findings were reported by Raidal and Volet (2009) whose mixed method
approach, using both survey and thematic analysis, of 128 reflective
assignments submitted by Australian undergraduate veterinary students. Their
findings identified comparable preferences for strong external teacher regulation
of learning by the veterinary undergraduates alongside similar affective and
cognitive difficulties, including significant anxiety, feelings of stress and
uncertainty, with the introduction of more SMIL opportunities within their

programme.

Interestingly, the highly prescriptive nature of professional undergraduate
programmes based as they are on mandated national standards was also

viewed in both studies as influenti al

their |ives were, to a | arge extent,
difficulties, not fully explored in the nursing literature, have the potential to relate
to the experience, at least in part, of UK nursing students who are also part of
externally structured professional programmes (NMC 2018c). Nursing students
may thus hold similar epistemological beliefs beyond the start of their academic

career making SMIL a similar psychological and learning challenge for them.

Such pedagogical explanations may, at least in part, also explain the research
findings of a UK wide student survey conducted by the National Union of
Students (NUS 2012a) which aimed to provide an overview of student
experiences of independent learning and contact hours in UK universities. The
findings suggest that while the vast majority of students expected to engage in
independent study, many found the experience challenging, - especially, but not
exclusively, - at the outset, and few had received explanations as to its potential
value. The idea that SMIL was central to success through the effective
engagement in the learning process was positively recognised. As a national
overview this research helps contribute to the existing body of knowledge on
SMIL among UK undergraduates and was

(2015b) qualitative thematic analysis of student diaries and semi-structured
39
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interviews across sixteen UK higher education institutions. However, neither,
nor did they aim, to providein-d e pt h expl anations of stude

psychological experiences.

Arguably the most comprehensive research evidence exploring the cognitive

and affective experience of SMIL derive from the very small number of

qualitative studies that appear in the research literature, all of which appear to

have been undertaken in response to the limited exploration of this. For

example, both Hewitt-Taylor (2001) and Lunyk-Chi I d et al 6s (2001
interpretative studies used constant comparative thematic and content analysis
respectively to illuminate students6é own
concluded that SMIL increased student self-efficacy and was overall deemed
educationally and professionally beneficial by students and their faculty staff.

However, they also identified the process as an emotionally labile and often

uncertain process, especially at the start of an educational experience. The
post-registration students in Hewitt-Tay | or 6 s (2001) study spo
lack of control engendered by a lack of conceptual understanding as to the

exact nature of learner independence. Both studies identified that students

themselves undergo, an often painful and initially distressing transformation that

begins with confusion, dissatisfaction and frustration and ends with increased

learning self- efficacy and skill.

Similar transformative arguments related to negative pedagogical emotions and

selrdi rected | earning are also highlighted
interpretative phenomenological research which used a comparative sequential

analytical method to qualitatively explore eight Canadian postgraduate nurses

lived experience of self-directed learningin the classroom during a thirteen-

week educational based module. In discussing her research findings, Taylor

(1986: 59) argues that, from the perspectives of learners themselves, learning

to be self-directed begins with a painful collapse in the students pre-existing

Anframe of reference or assumptive worl d.

disorientation, anxiety and negative emotions, including uncertainty, but is also
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a necessary starting point for the transformative learning process from

dependence to independence. The journey to independence as a learner is

then conceptualised as | earneffedandcogni t i
develop a new and meaningful set of epistemological assumptions and frames

of referencetowar d figr eat er per s ondidctiomamds ponsi bil i

perceptions of the role of external aut hi

The fiassumptive worldo on which Tayl or 6s
theoretical framework conceptualised as a broad set of core beliefs and an

organised psychological schema that reflect all that a person confidently

assumes to be fundamentally and benevolently true about the world and the

self. Formed on the basis of previous life experiences developed and confirmed

over time, these core beliefs refer to the pervasive, fundamental and strongly

held tacit assumptions at the core of a |
They therefore function as an implicit and powerful guide to not only self-

navigate the world but also provide a sense of reality, coherence, wellbeing,

meaning and purpose to life (Janoff-Bulman 1989; 1992) as well as educational

learning experiences (Taylor 1986). These core beliefs therefore unconsciously

guide and structur e ats, world\dews, éxpeataionéand d ai |
behaviours (Cann et al 2010).

Nonetheless, Hewitt-Tay |l or 6s (2001) study -was condu
registration students and Lunyk-Chi I d et al 6s (2001) focus
conducted on Canadian undergraduate nursingstud ent s, whi |l e Tayl o
was conducted with Canadian post-graduate students. These students may

have differing cultural experiences and professional meanings to that of

contemporary undergraduate nursing students in the UK. While all three studies

do arguably offer a unique contribution in providing a much-needed student

voice within the pedagogical discourse, they were also undertaken two or more

decades ago. Consequently, there appears to be scope for a more updated

exploration of SMIL, particularly from the largely unexplored UK undergraduate

nursing student perspective.
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Moreover, Thomas et al bés (2015a) study wusing
and appreciative inquiry approach does appear to be a valuable addition, albeit

is not exclusively focused on student nurses. However, their own exploration

suggests that many UK undergraduates, irrespective of age, discipline and

academic level, find independent learning both challenging and unclear. This

study however primarily sought the views of practising academics in terms of
effective design of fAdirectedo independe]
of the challenges mentioned were not explored in depth. The on-going semantic

ambiguity surrounding the concept of independent learning did however appear

a key theme to emerge.

Thomas et aldés (2015b) follow up study of
nonet heless examine studentsd own perspe
directed independent learning using a range of innovative qualitative

approaches, acrosssixt een HEIlI 6s. This study combine
kept over a three-week period and semi-structured follow up interviews

undertaken by trained student-peer researchers during 2015. Participants were

drawn from a range of disciplines and year of study, including but not

exclusively, nursing and their findings appear to provide a more detailed picture

of current student experiences than previous studies. Both studies also adopt a

similar definition to SMIL operationalised in this study making comparisons and

analysis more effective.

For example, Thomas et al bé6s (2015a; 2015
today can struggle to self-manage their learning and face a wide range of
emotional, motivational and c ognidentfyon fAb
more specifically as including feeling overwhelmed, frustrated, procrastination,

problem solving and difficulty with the newness of epistemological uncertainty.

Participants expected that higher education learning would be different from

school but felt psychologically unprepared for the reality. They were also

surprised at the amount of responsibility they bore for their own learning and

continued to underestimate the difference between SMIL and more familiar

school- based homework.
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These findings also confirm the emotionally charged and psychologically

demanding nature of SMIL experiences highlighted by previous studies such as

Taylor, (1986), Hewitt-Taylor (2001) and Lunyk- Child et al (2001). Thomas et

al 6s (2015b) st udytivaiogury and thematie apgroaehanda r r a
did not identify specific discipline differences and similarities. As such, the
psychological experience of SMIL as lived by contemporary student nurses

remains largely unknown within the existing research literature.

2.8 Positive and beneficial concept

Correspondingly, within the discussion literature, SMIL appears to be
concordantly accepted as a figood thing. o
it is a transformative concept required for current and future graduate and

academic success. It also reflects, although this is rarely made explicit, a

constructivist and social constructionist epistemology in which students are

helped to be actively motivated and independently involved in the process of

meaning and knowledge construction. However, the empirical research-based

evidence on which to substantiate these claims is limited with few studies

having explicitly examined this.

For example, Avdalds (2013) Turkish sur v
four years of their undergraduate degree programme indicated that higher self-

directed learning scores - (as measured by a Turkish validated form of Fisher et

al 6 s ( 2-drécted leamimd stale) 1 led to a positive and moderate

statistically significant (p < 0.01) average academic grade increase. Improved
academic achievement was also noted in C:
Romanian study of 121 nursing students that used a translated version of
Williamsondés (2007) SRSSDL whi cotesi dent i f i
predicted academic achievement .-repofednet hel
survey findings of 301 American undergraduate nursing students, using a

different rating scale of self-directed learning ability, failed to identify a

correlation with academic success.
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Pedrey and Arberods (1997) mixed met hod

experiential learning framework and a convenience sample of 135 UK student
nurses to evaluate a nine-month self-directed learning module did however
identify self-reported benefits of increased choice, autonomy and responsibility.
These benefits were identified via open-ended questions on a questionnaire
and supplemented by focus group feedback and discussion. Such findings
resonate with the qualitative studies of Taylor (1986), Hewitt-Taylor (2001) and
Lunyk-Child et al (2001) all of which imply a sense of transformation and
increased autonomy and self-efficacy.

2.9 Gap in theliterature

This review therefore highlights that there is a strong global and professional
nursing interest in SMIL, and a range of research questions related to this have
been asked from a gamut of perspectives and disciplines. This literature has
positively illuminated both the ambiguity and complexity of this much advocated
pedagogical learning opportunity. This canon of work has also highlighted some
key disparities between the ideological stance of many promoters of SMIL and
the reality of students themselves. In doing so, it has also identified a number of
themes that students themselves appear to consider significant in what can be
assumed to be an important yet stressful aspect of their higher education
experience. However, these studies have been conducted primarily from within
a positivistic and quantitative paradigm, which has prevented a deep and rich
understanding of students own lived experiences. It is thus unclear which
aspects student nurses themselves experience specifically and uniquely.
Indeed, Seccombe and Stewart (2014) are not alone as quantitative
researchers in calling for the holistic needs of learners themselves to be taken

into account in future studies.

Conversely, the more limited qualitative studies undertaken do begin to highlight
these experiences, but these have been undertaken on both post-registration
and international nursing undergraduates as well as UK undergraduates as a

homogeneous group. These studies do however suggest that this is an

r

appropriate research approach when expl ol
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experiences of SMIL. The predominantly thematic analysis and descriptive
nature of these research studies also leave scope for research through an
interpretative lens that seeks to understand and explain, rather than just
describe, the experience of SMIL by students themselves. This review also
starts to highlight the important role emotions and psychological responses of
students play within their own higher education learning and developing
autonomy and the interplay between these. Yet the exact nature of these
emotions and psychological influences in terms of SMIL remains largely
unexplored, especially in terms of nursing students and their SMIL experiences.
Much of the previous qualitative research also appears to have been
undertaken outside of the UK, albeit with some recent exceptions (eg Thomas
et al 2015a; Thomas et al 2015b).

2.10 Confirming the research question, aim and objectives

Differences in approach, design, sampling, country of origin and time lapse all
appear to suggest that there remains scope for a richer, more up-to-date
exploration in the UK that focuses on undergraduate nursing students today.
This study therefore sought to expand on the existing literature and uniquely fill
a gap by providing a richer, more interpretative, empathic and idiographic
contemporary understanding of how SMIL is lived and experienced by current
UK undergraduate student nurses themselves. In doing so the literature review
confirmed there was scope for my research question alongside the study aims

and objectives.

Moreover, | live in the world of nurse higher education where the study of and
respect for unique human experience is highly valued and promoted. Such
experiences are significant to me and as explored in chapter one | am
impassioned to better understand student nurses own lived experiences of their
independent learning from their own unique perspective so that | can continue
to develop a responsive student centred pedagogy in myself and others at a
time of increasing massification and commodification within UK universities.
Both the extant literature and my personal observations of being in the world

suggest significant misunderstandings by nurse academics of this lived student
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experience. This is understandable given that this chapter has illustrated the
research evidence to date provides only a partial understanding of this. A gap
that this study aims to fill and which gave rise to the following research

question, aim and objectives.

Research question:
A How do undergraduate student nurses on a Bachelor of Science adult
nursing programme articulate, understand and make sense of their unique

lived experience of self-managed independent learning?

Research aim:

A -To explore and interpret studmamdggednur ses
independent learning during a Bachelor of Science adult nursing programme
through the development of an empathic, in- depth and critical

understanding of their unique perspective.

Research Objectives:
A To critically and empathically examine and interpret the oral accounts of
i ndividual studentsd psy mndnagedomglependent e x p e

learning

A To critically identify and analyse the salient emotional, motivational, cognitive
and environmental influences, meanings and contexts that have
significance, both negatively and positively, for student nurses when

experiencing self-managed independent learning.

A To contribute uniquely to the existing body of knowledge by adopting a
broad psychological perspective related to self- managed independent
learning and student engagement within contemporary higher education in
order to give student nurses fia more nu

lived experiences of self-management of their learning.
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2.11 Summary of chapter

This chapter has presented a review of the existing literature on self- managed
learning relevant to this research study. It has identified that self-managed
learning has and continues to attract global attention within the higher education
and nursing context. However, the majority of research is quantitative in nature
and thus the experience of learning to be independent as lived by contemporary
UK student nurses is not as well understood. This has enabled a timely gap in
the literature to be identified and the research question, aim and objectives first
posed in chapter one to be confirmed in order to explore in more depth how

student nurses themselves experience student managed independent learning.

Co=y=o9
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3 Methodology, Method and Design

3.1 Overview of chapter

This chapter examines the philosophical and methodological basis of this
qualitative study together with an exploration of how my own beliefs, values and
assumptions contribute to my choice of an interpretative constructivist
paradigm. This is followed by a consideration of the research framework
including the philosophical perspectives of phenomenology and hermeneutics
and the rationales for ultimately choosing an IPA approach. The research
method and design are similarly described together with strategies to ensure
quality and rigour were maintained throughout all stages of the research
process. Ethical and quality considerations are addressed alongside a
methodological reflection to aid the transparency of this IPA study.

3.2 Philosophical positioning and paradigm choice

The aim of this study was:

A To explore and interpret studmamdggednur ses
independent learning during a Bachelor of Science adult nursing programme
through the development of an empathic, in- depth and critical

understanding of their unique perspective.

Creswell (2009) advocates that researchers, particularly at doctoral level, are
required to both define and justify thei.
the research methodology itself (how knowledge may be gained from the world)

will ultimately depend on the paradigm choice. The essential rationale being

that paradigms help link the study aims with the methods, thus ensuring

ontological, epistemological, axiological and methodological congruence

(Houghton et al 2012). Paradigms thus provide an overarching conceptual

framework to organise our approach to being in the world and thus enable

researchers like myself to position their assumptions, intentions, beliefs and

values so that any theoretical knowledge produced will be consistent with the

view of reality supported by the paradigm (Creswell and Poth 2018).
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This study is therefore nested in an interpretative constructivist paradigm since
it is this world view that best reflects both the aims of the research and my own
philosophical assumptions as a constructivist researcher and nurse
educationalist. My research question arose from my personal axiomatic
perspective (values and beliefs) of the need to understand the lived experience
of student managed independent learning from the perspective of students
nurses themselves and | am aware from my experience as a nurse educator
that there will be multiple realities. Such realities are | believe constructed
epistemologically through a mutual process of interaction and modification and
that an understanding of this is gained though interpretation and meaning as |
make sense of participants making sense of their unique experience. | am
aware that | also bring my own prior knowledge and experience as a nurse

educator to this study which is explored in more detail later in this chapter

The interpretative constructivist paradigm adopted enables me to understand in
depth the subjective world of a particular human experience, itself a central
tenet of the interpretative paradigm and the various qualitative methodologies
that derive from this (Kivunja and Kuyini 2017). For example, emphasis within
this study was placed on empathically and inductively understanding how
student nurses themselves uniquely interpret, understand and make sense of
their | ived experience of SMIL (fiversteht
consensus of opinion about identified SMIL issues that a more positivist
paradigm would seek (Hughton et al 2012). The constructivist paradigm relies
on the participants view of the phenomena (in this case SMIL) in a particular
time and space in their journey and allows them to construct meanings related
to the world in which they live. In doing so it will enable me to make sense of
their learning journey from their point of view and for me to construct meaning
related to their lived experience as well as allowing me to challenge and refine

preconceptions (Creswell and Poth 2018).

Choosing an interpretative constructivist paradigm and inductive methodology
from within this allowed me to gather and interpret rich data though the active
listening of participants own voices, feelings, experiences and contexts in order

to uncover new meanings related to the experience of SMIL. A positivist
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paradigm with a resulting knowledge based on objective reality was not

therefore deemed appropriate as | wanted to understand the experience of

students as lived by them, not quantify or measure this, nor did it resonate with

my own philosophical position. Moreover, past positivist and post-positivist

studies on student managed independent learning, while contributing much to

the existing body of knowledge have not, nor did they intend to, provide detailed
accounts of participant 06sdirumyregearehammx per i e |
In contrast, | aimed to delve deeper beyond surface phenomenon to offer
qgualitatively detailed portrayals wusing |
2010) from which to describe, analyse and interpret these differing experiences

within the students own lived world of SMIL.

In line with this constructivist paradigm, the study adopts a relativist ontological
position in which social reality is considered to be experienced by people who
each interpret events differently, leading to multiple perspectives and subjective
meanings. No singular one to one relationship between individuals (subjects)
and the world (object) is therefore considered to exist, albeit individuals are
deemed to seek understanding of the world in which they live and work (Gray
2014; Creswell and Poth 2018). This study therefore assumed that student
nurses develop experiential subjective meanings and socially construct their
own worldview of SMIL based on their unique perceptions and lived
experiences of this. As such, subjective meanings are not considered to be
simply imprinted on an individual but formed through interactions with the others
and through the historical and cultural norms that operate in their lives (Creswell
and Poth 2018). It was these meanings, interactions and context that the study
aimed to capture. Reality was therefore recognised as multifaceted, complex,
individually distinct and shaped by experiences leading me to search for an in-
depth and detailed understanding of this phenomenon. An arguably important
and analogous issue for a research topic such as SMIL, which itself has been

conceptualised in similar complex and differing terms within extant research.

This relativist, - and closely linked socially constructivist, - ontology
consequently acknowledges that more than on

interpretative based research studies such as this become less concerned with
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findingthet r ut h and generalising this, and
possibilitieso si nceredtorbeembesidecimtbdesenugiqué s
interactions and personal interpretations of the world (Houghton et al 2012).

Truth and meaning are therefore not held to exist as object reality but rather
created and constructed by people and their idiographic interactions with their

wor | d. Hence, multiple, contradictory

mo

C Ol

y e

deemed to exist despsbemepecpl edstawpar & hi

and multiple accounts that this study sought to capture.

This paradigm choice and consequently the qualitative methodology that flowed
from this, although guided by its potential to answer the research question, also
resonates with my own philosophical assumptions, values and beliefs. For
example, my experience as a nurse educationalist as explored in chapter one
(personal observations and foreknowledge) reflect a fusion of my fore-having,
historicity and my being-in-the-world. Much of my understanding of student
managed independent learning derives from interpreting my ownandot her 6 s
experience and this has influenced my own facilitative approach to nurse
education in which | offer reflective class time to students to enable them to give
meaning to their past, current and future learning experiences. This has led me
to respect the reality of students own subjective experiences as they are lived
and the value of the meaningful-ness they themselves give to this as they
continue to make holistic sense of the higher education nursing world they
inhabit. Each student | have met has been unique and shaped by their own

personal background and holistic history.

During my nursing and academic career, | have therefore come to appreciate
the value of adopting attentive student/client centred dialogue and authentic
collaboration so that understandings can become a mutually insightful
endeavour where we both gain a new, revised and ultimately deeper co-
constructed interpretative understanding. This active listening and responding
to the unique stories told have revealed something of the personal significance
that | previously missed when adopting an omnipresent expert stance which
was a hallmark of my early career and previous positivist philosophy. In

empathically and actively listening | have also learnt that there is almost always
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more at stake for the person themselves than is revealed by the constructed

surface narrative of our encounters. As such, | have learnt to value the three

core humanistic conditions of Rogers (1983), namely empathy, unconditional

positive regard and congruence within my interactions with others since these

enable individuals to better articulate, know and understand themselves and the
experiences in their life that have significant import for them. Like Rogers

(1983) | have |l earnt that | do not need 1
need to enter into, respect and be in their world in order to understand, value

and respect their lived world perspective.

As such, a key epistemological tenet of my own interpretivist philosophy is that
knowledge can never be objectively observed from the outside, but rather must
be @ obs erinsaatdroufhrthe direct, specific, and unique experiences
and multiple realities of others. For example, interpretivism primarily adopts a
subjective and transactional epistemological position where knowledge is
considered to be internally, subjectively and contextually constructed, rather
than something that is objectively discovered by another (Kivunja and Kuyini
2017).

As such, the knower can never be separated from what is known, nor can

knowledge be reducible to simplistic and superficial interpretation (Gray 2014).

My epistemological focus for this study was therefore on gaining knowledge
through an inductive methodol ogy that en:
subjective experiences and their own realities in order to develop a deeper and

more in-depth understanding of the phenomena of SMIL through an on-going

process of interaction and interpretation of the constitution of meaning of each

participant accounts.

In line with this a key assumption of my subjective epistemology is that | would
need to engage with participants in an interactive process in which | could
actively listen, question, record and read their own stories and informed by
these mutual interactions, could make meaning of this data through my own
thinking and cognitive processes. The knowledge gained would thus be socially

and co-constructed. However, this transactional and subjective epistemological
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position adopted also meant that as the investigator | needed to be aware of the
potential impact my own perceptions on the collected and analysed data since it
is acknowledged that my own beliefs and values could negatively affect the
research. Reflexivity thus became an epistemological and axiological
prerequisite to help both reduce bias and enhance rigour by promoting and
maintaining self-awareness throughout the research process (Houghton et al
2012). This is particularly important within interpretative research since
interpreting the data means that the experiences, meanings and self-awareness
of the researcher also become part of the data. This is addressed under the
sub-heading reflexivity later in this chapter and reflects my axiological values for

transparency and rigour within the study.

My own axiological perspective also extends to the internalised professional
values of nursing as embedded within the NMC (2018a) code of conduct and
my desire to prioritise people and respect unconditionally their moral status and
agency. Nursing is primarily concerned with being perceptive to and
empathically understanding as well as ultimately respecting others as unique
human beings. Personal lived experiences therefore have value and are
unconditionally respected by myself and my profession. This personal and
professional deontological position was also embedded in this study in my
understanding that every action that | took as an inquirer would have its own
moral consequence to everyone involved including participants, the scholastic
community and myself. This i s 6Hegtiont her
and goes beyond gaining formal ethical approval from the institution where the

study took place.

3.3 Choosing a methodological approach

Qualitative inquiry is not homogeneous and encapsulates a range of theoretical
and research approaches that embrace the ontological belief of social reality
that reflects my own philosophical position and the research question. Indeed,
Creswell and Poth (2018) argue that a topic area can be researched using a
range of methodologies but ultimately needs to be chosen by the nature of the
research question, the audience of the study and the researchers own
philosophical stance if it is to underpin quality and rigorous research.
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Although phenomenology was finally decided upon, an initial appeal was
narrative inquiry or life history approach as SMIL is widely considered in the
extant literature to be a transformative learning journey and a developmental
process (eg Hewitt-Taylor 2001; Lunyk-Child 2001). Narrative inquiry aims to
interpret personal stories and lived experiences and from this to co-construct
meaning chronologically. However, | remained doubtful about whether this
could achieve sufficient interpretative depth to understand the salient affective,
cognitive, motivational and environmental contextual influences that formed part
of the studyds objectives. Mor eover,
ambiguity surrounding SMIL as portrayed in the existing literature, | wanted to
explain and understand the phenomenon itself, rather than the stories of the

participants per se.

An ethnographic approach was similarly discounted. Ethnographical studies
tend to focus on understanding cultural phenomena with the researcher
observing and seeking to understand the society participants inhabit from their
own perspective (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). While this approach may
have helped to understand certain cultural influences and norms related to
participants experience of SMIL, this was quickly rejected as my research
guestion and objectives were more focused on understanding individual
experiences and the similarities and divergence between them, rather than
primarily understanding cultural influences and the dominant social norms and

beliefs in which SMIL is experienced and lived.

Grounded theory, although also an early contender, was likewise rejected. This
approach would have enabled me to gain a contextual and iterative
understanding and explanation of the factors and processes of SMIL through
the generation, testing and refining of a theory. This was not however fully
congruent with my research aims and my desire to focus on the unique
experiences, including both similarities and divergence, as grounded theory
tends to be directed towards more macrolevel analysis. As such, | wanted the
opportunity for more in-depth cross case interpretations in which the meaning of

individual lived experiences could take precedence over theory building and
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testing. Grounded theory inquiry also advocates omitting or limiting background
reading of the academic literature in advance of data collection and analysis
(Glaser 1998). Given my pre-existing knowledge of the topic area and my

philosophical position, this would have been both challenging and problematic.

In contrast, phenomenology is concerned with the way that humans experience
consciousness and the way in which individuals express and take meaning from
this (Eagleton 1996). The main goal of phenomenology is therefore to examine,
describe and interpret phenomena, as participants consciously experience them
(Beck, 1994) and not to generate theories or general causal explanations (Elliot

et al 1999). Phenomenology was therefore the clearest approach available that

del i berately directed me to the particip:

(lived) experiences in a way that would enable them to tell their own first person

stories, in their own words and through

purely abstract account of these experiences. For example, phenomenology
focuses on meaning and how meaning arises through experience. In doing so it
aims to capture the lived experience of participants in the context of their
everyday lives without attempting to control the context in which they are being
explored (Streubert-Speziale and Carpenter 2007). It was thus considered best
suited to my research aims and objectives as | wished to better understand how
participants themselves made sense of SMIL and the meanings, influences and

context that held salience for them in their own lived world.

Interestingly, Streubert-Speziale and Carpenter (2007) pose two key questions
that they suggest researchers should ask themselves before deciding upon a
phenomenological study. The first relates to whether there is a need for more
clarity of understanding of the phenomenon. The literature search in the
previous chapter strongly suggests that this is the case for SMIL as it appears a
complex, dynamic, poorly understood concept for many undergraduate students
and nurse educators alike. Yet the exact nature of the phenomena is not clearly
understood as it has been inadequately studied from the perspective of UK
undergraduate nursing students themselves. The second question posed by
Streubert-Speziale and Carpenter (2007) relates to sampling and whether the

experiences of participants can provide this information. The exposition in
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response to this is outlined later in this section under the sub-heading

Asamplingo and did have the capability f

Nonetheless, phenomenology as both a philosophical movement and a method

of inquiry is eclectic. For example, the epistemological emphasis of Husserlian
transcendental phenomenology, differs from the ontological emphasis of

interpretative Heideggerian hermeneutics (Lopez and Willis, 2004) and the

relatively more recent interpretative phenomenological analysis with its

emphasis on the idiographic (Smith, 2007). The latter of which also claims to try

to Awork with, rather than aroundo the i
enquiry (Ellis and Standing, 2010: 35). However, the foundational concern of
descriptive phenomenol ogy in solely desc]
Afei detic structureso of experiences (i e |
the heart of every human experience), did not fully resonate with my research

guestion and objectives. In line with my own philosophical position, | was also
unconvinced by both my ability and the d:i
notion of transcendental subjectivity thi
bracketing (Lopez and Willis 2004). Thus, while | agree philosophically that the

impact of my own presuppositions on the inquiry needed to be constantly

assessed and biases and pre-conceptions identified, | do not believe, like Smith

et al (2009), that my foreknowledge can, nor should be, held fully in abeyance.

As such, | was drawn more to interpretative phenomenology which explicitly

recognises the transparent role of the researcher in the co-construction of the

phenomena of concern. Consequently, an interpretative phenomenological

methodology was chosen.

Within the rubric of interpretative phenomenology, interpretative
phenomenological analysis resonated best with my own philosophical and
axiological perspective regarding idiography and social constructivism.
Idiography is a psychological concept within humanism that views individuals as
unique holistic beings whose experiences are personal to them and where
people are not considered to be nomothetic creatures (Shinebourne 2011). As
such, interpretative phenomenological analysis would enable me to understand

and appreciate in depth the experience of each participant, before considering
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similarities and differences as identified in my research objectives. It would also
provide me with a structure to my study as Creswell and Poth (2018) highlight
that the methodologies underpinning hermeneutic phenomenology are not
always clear leading to inadvertent philosophical incongruence throughout a
study. An important issue for me as a relatively novice researcher. Moreover, it
al so echoed my desire to give undergradu:
literature. An objective reinforced by the dearth of evidence related to UK
student nurses lived experience of SMIL within existing research as outlined in
the previous chapter. Interpretative phenomenological analysis while used in
much health and health psychology research also offered me a relatively
innovative approach to exploring the phenomenon of self-managed independent

learning within contemporary nurse higher education.

However, prior to any final decision | needed to ensure philosophical
congruence within the research framework chosen. This was deemed
particularly important as IPA has received some on-going criticism in both the
research and psychology literature for seemingly lacking a credible and sound
theoretical basis (Smith, 2010; Shinebourne 2011). Some of this criticism does
appear to have been provided by researchers immersed in a positivist world
view and may thus represent a differing and strong personal commitment to
their own philosophical and paradigm perspective. However, in light of these
IPA philosophical and theoretical criticisms and in recognition that all scholarly
work should be challenged and defended the philosophical and intellectual

basis of IPA is rigorously examined and established in the following sections.

3.4 Introducing Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis or IPA offers a philosophical
framework in line with my own positioning and as a method of enquiry draws
inspiration from both phenomenological philosophy and hermeneutic theory
alongside a belief and valuing of idiography (Smith et al 2009). This dual
phenomenological and hermeneutic framing has subsequently been described
as a distinctive approach to conducting qualitative inquiry within a constructivist
paradigm which offers a cogent theoretical and philosophical foundation as well
as a detailed, yet flexible, procedural guide (Brocki and Wearden, 2006).
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IPA, based on the seminal work of Smith (2007), - a UK psychologist, university
researcher and lecturer, - is therefore phenomenologically concerned with an
endeavour to understand lived experience and how people consequently make
sense of these and interpretatively, how we come to be situated in the particular
world in which they inhabit. As such, it makes an explicit commitment to
clarifying and understanding phenomena from a first person perspective and
values subjective knowledge and multiple realities as they are lived by

embodied sociohistorical and situated individuals.

IPA research is therefore concerned with a detailed and joint examination of
personal lived experiences and the subjective meanings people themselves
impress on their own experiences by first examining in-depth accounts of each
case before looking for patterns of convergence and divergence across cases.
The focus is thus on the researcher making sense of the participants own sense
making. As such, it has been suggested that the IPA methodology and method
is ideally suited to areas of inquiry that appear complex and may have multiple
hidden meanings (Smith and Osborn, 2003). Given the current knowledge and

evidence base related to SMIL, IPA was deemed highly suitable for this study.

3.5 Phenomenological philosophy and IPA

Phenomenology philosophy underpins IPA inquiry as it is concerned with the
study of human experience and in particular, the way in which things appear in
our consciousness and are perceived to hold personal significance (Creswell
and Poth 2018). Smith et al (2009) reinforce this describing IPA as the study
and understanding of everyday life as it is actually lived and experienced. In
this way, IPA draws heavily upon the phenomenological ideas of Husserl (1964),
Heidegger (1927), Merleau-Ponty (1962) and Sartre (1943), all of which
contribute in different and at ti mes
philosophy. For example, in the philosophical assumption that experience, as
perceived by human consciousness, has value and should therefore be the
object of scientific study (Lopez and Willis 2004) is also reflected in IPA inquiry.
As is the ontological and metaphysical notion that human actions and behaviour

are influenced by what people perceive to be real, as opposed to objective
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Kantian reality whereby reality is considered completely ontologically

independent of the mind, conceptual schemas and subjective meanings.

3.5.1 Lived experience and the life world

Experience within IPA is thus a central concern and is recognised as both
complex and subjective because what individuals consciously experience is a
phenomena within a relevant context, rather than imprinted direct reality (Smith
et al 2009). As such, IPA is phenomenological in its concern with exploring and
capturing the lived experience of an identified phenomenon while also giving
detailed consideration of participants lifeworld (Lebenswelt) from the
perspective of a reflective meaning-making participant. IPA therefore attends to

the aspects of the experience that matter to people and which have a quality of

Ami-messo (Smith 2010) since these are

human action, | udg e noentdrrsf,udmmagementinthe i n g

world (Yancher 2015: 109).

In line with this and the original thinking of Husserl (1964), the goal of IPA
research is therefore not to produce an objective record of the experience per
se, nor to capture objective knowledge from a detached and objective stance
that views social actions from the outside positivist worldview. Indeed, within
IPA, such knowledge is phenomenologically considered to presuppose the
lifeworld and reflect only a partial description since it ignores aspects which are
personally significant and meaningful to people themselves. Instead, IPA aims
to empathically understand the personal conception of the phenomenon in order
to understand how individuals perceive and attach unique meaning within the

context of their lived world (Larkin et al 2006).

3.5.2 Phenomenological attitude

To achieve this Husserl (1964) himself advocated that it was essential to
understand the experiential content of consciousness, but that this is nearly
always elusive and obscured by various obstacles in everyday human life and
the vicissitudes of living. Husserl (1964) thus claimed that while human beings,
by nature are capable of, self-reflection on their consciousness, they generally

go about their daily lives without critical reflection on these experiences and
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theref or e A metalwaysningredately explicit, nor known to either
themselves or others (Lopez and Willis 2004). As such he advocated that
people must first be encouraged to disengage from the taken for granted
experience and reflexively move their gaze away from objects in the world,

towards their inner world perception of these objects.

This phenomenological perspective is embedded within IPA research in that a

sustained inquiry-based approach is adopted and a flexible, yet systematic,

framework is provided within the methodology to gradually guide this process of

inquiry in uncovering these, often implicit, meanings (Smith and Osborn 2003).

I n doing so, | PA al so draws on Husserl &s
researcher 1 s to quesotri ofint atkheen fifnoart ugrraaln tae
of participants in order to clarify and elucidate the phenomenon being studied.

I n essence, this involves a type of fiphel
(1964) argued involved reflexive questioning of participants (and researchers)
presuppositions with the phenomenological intention to understand the things

themselves (Zu den Sachen). A reflexive process that includes uncovering

unconscious pre-conceptions, prejudice and biases in order to expose the

Ataken dadd a@améandl ti matel y rkEovHussérl (1964 pher
and the IPA researcher, phenomenological inquiry therefore focuses primarily

on what is experienced in the consciousness of the individual ie the realm of

absolute being, through the starting point of reflection. Within IPA, intentionality

(Husserl 1964) therefore phenomenologically describes this relationship

between the process occurring in consciousness and the object in the world

being attended to since experience is always consciousness of something.

3.5.3 Being in the world

However, the phenomenological focus in IPA also differs from Husserl (1964) in

that rather than transcend the particular, IPA aims to capture the context and

qualities of an experience as it is lived by the individual (Smith et al 2009). In

this respect, | PA connects more with Hei
phenomenological ideas and the ontological understanding of what Heidegger

(1927) himself called fDa s e and which is more commonly translated as

Abeing i ® tmeowadrlrdto focus on Ahowo peo
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they assign meaning to their experiences. Philosophical concepts that closely
align with my own research objectives an
of people and the world they live in being holistically contingent and contextually

bound.

Hei degger (1927) in developing Husserl 6s
|l ife world diverged from Husserl s (1964
ontological, and for him the more fundamental, question of existence. In doing

so Heidegger (1927) started by questioning what it means to be a person and

how the world is intelligible to them. He therefore believed that before we can

consider the epistemological question of knowledge, we first need to consider

the ontological nature of being as he argued that we cannot ontologically exist

or be in the world (Dasein) without a world, nor can there be a world without

ontologically being in it.

For Heidegger (1927) and the IPA researcher, a key aspect of a person is
therefore their inevitable relationship :
inhabit. In other words, the meaningful set of relationships, practices and

languages which a person is born into and lives culturally. The latter is

considered important since it creates the possibility for feeling, sense making

and intelligibility within a shared cultural context. For Heidegger (1927) the

world is therefore so self-evident to us that is also completely oblivious as it is
alreadyl dnve advancedo as we do not fAspe
it nor apprehend ito as the world is bof
self (Heidegger 1927).

I n doing so Heidegger (197 Ggworfery mdendteche t el
theeni gmati c nature of Dasein in the sense
ie born into and live within a particular cultural world at a given moment in

human history and are finitudinally framed by this. Consequently, IPA therefore

also draws on the theoretical foundations of symbolic interactionism which itself

has roots within phenomenology (Shinebourne 2011) to argue that social life

consists largely of a complex fabric of on-going interactions between people,

and it is from these, largely human, interactions that people understand their
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experiences and ultimately their own life takes shape and meaning (Porter,
1998). The argument follows that during interactions, people interpret cultural
symbols, - not merely to communicate with each other, - but also to create and
maintain impressions of themselves and thus forge a personal sense of self.
Individuals therefore behave according to the meanings they themselves
ascribe to themselves, others and the situations - laden as they are with the
symbols, - they experience. According to symbolic interactionism, thinking, - as
a form of mental conversation with oneself, - dynamically modifies these
interpretations and thus also has an influence on individual behaviour (Benzies
and Allen 2001). However, language, speech and communication with others
also provide the means by which meanings, thoughts and ultimately behaviour

are identified, made meaningful, and understood.

This aligns with Heideggerdos (1927)

valuetohuman bei ngs within ADasein. o To

care about, a personds behaviour must

significance and meaning remain dynamic and can reveal differing

contextualised meanings and understandings in differing time periods and

situations. Contradicting Husserl 6s

de a

unde

t h o

(19

meaning are a product of an individual 0s

objects), Heidegger (1927) believed that such interpretations of significance and

meaning are made sense of in shared linguistic and cultural contexts. A

phenomenological position, IPA also adopts (Smith et al 2009).

| PA6s focus on studying experiences
(1927) view of temporality as a persuasive constitutive of being that is both

directional and relational. Temporality thus refers to an awareness of time

n C (

through the experienceof being I n time within each p

within IPA there is a phenomenological concern to understand people in their

temporal context and to recognibseané €0 me:

and fAbeing expect antedlifqworlddstory imander tofgaitau r e ) |

sense of the significance of these temporal elements for them in the present.
This is considered important within

world is closely tied to what has been experienced in the past, what is being
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experienced now and what they therefore perceive as part of their future

lifeworld (Eatough and Smith 2012). Indeed, Heidegger (1927) argued that it is
temporality that gives rise to history, \
things have a time and place and give ri:
present and future in the (historical) actions a person resolves to undertake.

(@)
(7]

| PA consequently draws on Heidegger (1
guestion and then analyse participants about the historical, social, cultural,

motivational, affective and political context (and possible contextual constraints)

and background in which they live and operate in, as a way of understanding

the meaning that arises from this.

However, being-in-the-world also means existence is spatial as well as temporal
since everything in the world fAbelongs st
Spatiality therefore refers to the lived space that surrounds us, grounding

people in a location and is therefore also a phenomenological concern of IPA in

terms of what people might choose in discourse to relegate to the background

or bring to their foreground within their unique situatedness (Smith and

Eatough, 2012).

In IPA this is closely aligned withan i ndi vi dual 6s subject re
invariably influenced by, not isolated from, the socio-cultural and political world

in which they live (Lopez and Wallis, 2004). In line with this belief, human

beings are similarly thought to be unable to extract themselves from this, even if

they wished to; ideas that further 1 einf
worl do a-mdhe-wbel @ go Il PA thus seeks to not
participantds unique subject repnoidty but
inhabited by them contributes to their own understandings (meaning), actions

and experiences (Shinebourne, 2011).

From this phenomenol ogi cal perspective,
does not view people as reflecting a Cartesian dualism but rather involved in the

world in a mutually interwoven and related manner. Thus, individuals are not

only ontologically consider edvittiteéitfe i n |

and t o bewoao mlMiveelf.(wkortekample, when constructing the
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interview framework and to ensure philosophical congruence, | avoided asking,
descriptive phenomenological style quest:
for you, o0 and instead tri ed -ulturabcorteati n i n
as well. For example, by asking participants, - similar to the suggestions made

by Lopez and Willis (2004), - to describe in detail a typical day of self-managed
learningand to encourage them to describe, for example, their interactions,

workload, relations to others and their experiences of time and space.

3.5.4 Embodiment

IPA is also indebted to the phenomenological philosophy of Merleau-Ponty
(1962) and the embodied nature of our relationship to the world as well as the
primacy of our inescapable situated perspective of this. Like Heidegger (1927),
Merleau-Ponty (1962) offers a contextualised phenomenological perspective
and commitment to understanding our being in the world but considers the
Abody as subjecto (not object) and in doi
communicating and making sense of the world. As such, the body is
considered inextricably linked with how we live our lives in the world,
representing as it does the juncture between the self and the world by drawing
the self into the world and the world into the self (Smith et al 2009).

The concern of Merleau-Ponty (1962) with embodiment and subjectivity means

that while we can and should feel and express empathy for another, we can

ulti mately never share entirely the ot hel
position in the word means that experiences belong solely to the person living

them. For IPA researchers the phenomenological perspective that the body

shapes our knowing about the world is crucial and while it can never be fully

captured, should not be ignored as being a body in the world is a key aspect of

our lived experience.

3.5.5 Existentialism

IPA is also underpinned by the phenomenological thinking of existentialism
(Smith, 2010). The core message of existentialism is, in essence, that every
one of us, as an individual, is responsible for who we are, what we do, and how

we face and deal with the T absurd and essentially meaningless - world around
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us, including both the everyday choices we make and the consequences this
produces (Solomon, 2004). Heidegger (1927) is said to have used the term
Aisituated freedomo to describe this,
and thus free to make choices, but, that this freedom is not an absolute one.
Instead, it is constantly circumscribed by the social, cultural and political context
of peopledbs |lives (Lopez and Willis,
to make choices every day and act based on the decisions made and it is
ultimately this that produces a dynamic and ever changing existential reality and
Ameaning, 0 similar to the humanistic
psychological approach which itself is heavily influenced by existential thinking
(Malim and Birch, 1998).

Sartreds (1943) existentialism, from
emphasises that as human beings we are caught up in the projects of our own
world and seek after meaning in the ongoing process of becoming. For Sartre
(1943) the existential concern with what we will become, rather than what we
are, is of significant import as it highlights that things that are absent are just as
important as those that presently define who we are and how we see the world.
This inevitably leads us to often tense encounters with others and the life
projects they themselves are engaged in, all of which equally shape our

perceptions and meanings.

asS S ¢

200 -

con

whi

For | PA researchers, Sartre (1943) theref

emphasis on the worldliness of experiences to the realm of personal and social
relationships. As such, IPA contends that we are better able to understand the
lived experiences of others when we conceive them as contingent upon the
presence or absence of their relationship to other people who are also engaged
in their own projects in the world as these all contribute to our embodied,
interpersonal, affective and moral encounters as human beings (Smith et al
2009).

3.5.6 Summarising the phenomenological contribution to IPA
While Husserl s (1964) phenomenol ogy

focusing on experience and its perception, the ongoing and collective
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phenomenological contributions of Heidegger (1927), Merleau-Ponty (1962) and

Sartre (1943) help offer a view of people as complex, immersed in the world of

objects, concerns, projects, culture, language and relationships with others as a

key feature of being in the world. Together these ideas help establish

phenomenological philosophy within IPA as reflecting a more interpretative and

worl dly philosophical position than that

transcendental approach since access to the lived world is always considered to

be through interpretation and contextualised. For | PA researcher
experienceo therefore reflects a process
unique to the embodied person and their situated relationships to and being in

the world (Smith et al 2009). In doing so, IPA becomes concerned with

interpretating and understanding the relationship participants have with their

world alongside their attempts to make meanings from this.

3.6 Hermeneutic theory and IPA

IPA therefore considers phenomenological inquiry to be an interpretative

process and thus intellectually draws on hermeneutic theory to uncover

meanings concealed by the phenomenonés m
2011). The etymology of hermeneutics relates to the Greek God Hermes, who

was responsible Afor making clear, or ini
Today hermeneutics is considered a theory of interpretation. As a process for
understanding it is considered both a process and method for manifestly
clarifying and interpreting phenomenol ogi
human experience and relatonso ( Lopez and Willis 2004)

to make meaning intelligible (Eatough and Smith 2012).

ot
o

A central tenet of this within IPAisthatt he under standing of
linked to interpretation since access to such things as they appear in our
consciousness is inevitably via interpretation itself. For IPA, interpretations are
therefore attempts to understand how people have come to be situated in their
particular world. Therefore, every interpretation is considered already
contextualized in previous experience (fore-having) and can never be
presuppositionless (Shinebourne 2011). In doing so hermeneutic theory in IPA
draws heavily on the work of both Heidegger (1927) and Gadamer (1976).
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3.6.1 Heidegger

In concordancewithHei degger 6s (1927) philosophica
meaning from being, IPA considers phenomenological inquiry to be an

interpretative enterprise and like Heidegger (1927) that hermeneutics is by

nature ontological since it relates to the fundamental condition of being in the

world. From a Heideggerian (1927) perspective, phenomenology requires the
uncovering of meaning in order to under si
However, while things may have a clear and explicit meaning, they can equally

reflect a meaning that is concealed, latent or disguised. Heidegger (1927) thus
considered hermeneutics, - although developed as a separate philosophical

movement, - as a pre-requisite for phenomenology since the process of

revealing and making manifest the implicit or hidden unequivocally necessitates

the analytical engagement of interpretation since understanding is deemed

existential and involved in the nature of possibilities. A position also adopted by

IPA (Smith et al 2009).

This philosophical positioningr el at es ¢l osely to Hei degge
logos which he translates as discourse and relating to the primordial human
capacity that enables people to communicate with each other. In this way,
discourse becomes what he refers to as the articulation of intelligibility and
therefore underpins both interpretation and assertions so that meanings
inevitably become expressed in language. However, Heidegger (1927) also
noted that such disclosures are already immersed in the context of being in the
world and thus every interpretation is already contextualised in past experience
and thus cannot be considered presuppositionless. Similarly, perception, as a
single conscious act, is at once interpretation. Philosophical perspectives that
diametrically oppose those of Husserl (1964) and his transcendental

phenomenology.

In doing so Heidegger (1927) introduces the ideas of fore-structure of
understanding and argued that this is al\
interpretation and sense making process since interpreters are already

contextualised in their world and interpret their own and others world in line with
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their socialisation and culture. Fore-structure of understanding thus reflects the

i nterpreterds own taken f operieqaeafdaseid kno wl
which they inevitably bring to the encounter. In this sense, fore-structure of

understanding encompasses all that is already known and understood in

advance of interpretation, encompassing both past awareness and an

interwoven future orientated anticipation of meaning. For both IPA and

Heidegger (1927) interpretation is therefore the process by which fore-structure

can and should be made explicit and revealed in order to uncover meaning and

understand Athe thing as it shows itself.

In developing these ideas, Heidegger (1927) argued that interpretation, and

ultimately understanding, is always grounded in a three-fold temporal fore-

structure of understanding consisting of fore-having, fore-sight and fore-

conception. Fore-having embodies the existing practices that the interpreter

beings to each encounter and their familiarity with the phenomena under study.

Foreesi ght, although derived from the inter
having, is the interpretative lens by which they make their own interpretation,

while fore-conception reflects their future orientated anticipation of the

interpretation alongside their expectations of what they hold to be a satisfactory

guestion and answer.

Since these aspects of fore structure are always there and precede encounters,

they have the potential to act as an obstacle to interpretation of the taken for

granted experience. However, unlike Husserl (1964), IPA draws on

Hei deggerdés (1927) ideas that makiny sen:
become a tool to interpretation since understanding may actually flow from the
thing to the fore structur e, rat her t han
(1927) philosophical unravelling of the relationship between interpretative work

and the fore structure of understanding offers what Smith et al (2009) highlight

as an opportunity to re-evaluate the role of bracketing in the interpretation of

qualitative data in order to arrive phenomenologically closer to the thing itself.

Indeed, Heidegger (1927) perceived understanding as both existential (involved

in the nature of possibilities) and two-directional, namely to the world and to

Daisein, the latter of which enables greater self-understanding.
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An underpinning assumption of IPA is therefore that the presuppositions and
expert knowledge of the researcher are valuable, rather than unwanted, tools to
guide and make meaningful the subsequent research inquiry since they provide
an opportunity for more insightful and creative hermeneutic interpretations.
Indeed, Smith (2007) himself accepts understanding as multidirectional and
argues it may not even be possible to know in advance which preconceptions
and biases are relevant in each situation as fore structures change during the

process of interaction and interpretation.

This Heideggerian (1927) notion, also highlighted by Lopez and Willis (2004),
aligns itself with my own belief that it is, and was, impossible to rid myself of the
very interest and understandings that led me to the research topic of SMIL at
the outset. It also reflects my epistemological stance that it is social interaction
and a contextualised being in the world that construct knowledge since
individuals are inextricably related to others and the world they inescapably
inhabit. Consequently, and in the context of this study, | have explicitly
acknowledged my own fore structures that | bring to, - and which were modified
and revised by, - the study alongside the process of interpretation embedded
within this. These appear throughout the thesis to avoid any undue biasing
effect and were first made reflexively explicit within ongoing analysis of a
reflective log maintained throughout the life of this study. This has helped to
clearly illustrate how they were being used before and throughout the
development of my project to ensure philosophical harmony at all stages. An

issue further addressed under quality and rigour issues within this chapter.

Likewise, in Heideggerian (1964) hermeneutic philosophy human action and
textarenotconsider ed objects fAout thereodo but hav
negotiated during the process of interpretation, rather than simply discovered
(Smith et al 2009). Meaning thus becomes created through engagement with
the discourses of otheértshdbmakigng nexmlei ovi
own fore structures. This stance is in |
Acoonstitutionalityo that | PA embraces (L

The concept of co-constitutionality acknowledges that the findings of such
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studies will, in the end, be co-constructed, in this instance between the
participants and mysel f. As such, this
interpretationso (Lopez and Willis, 2004
that we are always influenced by our life world and none of us will be able to

escape -iftheewionrg d. 0

|l PA therefore supports Heideggerodés (1927
process, - often referred to as the hermeneutic circle, - whereby fore structure of
understanding is made explicit and explored in terms of the whole

understanding of something before being reconsidered in new ways while

continuing dynamically to be in the world. Smith (2007) therefore advocates the

use of HeidegdeGéddamanes)( aa76) ideas abc
her meneuticso and a fihermeneutic circleo
also a constantly dynamic and iterative interpretation of the lived world. In the

search for understanding, this requires on-going movement from parts to the

whole as the researcher will themselves apply an interpretation using their

i nescapabl e presuppositions to the parti
Understanding and meaning are not therefore isolated entities but form a

symbiotic relationship whereby pre-understanding gives meaning to the

interpreters understanding which in turn gives further meaning to their

interpreted preunderstanding provided the inquirer opens themselves to the

phenomena to allow it to speak to them (Eatough and Smith 2012).

3.6.2 Gadamer

In this way, IPA also draws on and concurs with the philosophical hermeneutic

ideas of Gadamer (1976) who extends Hei d:i
constitutionality in the metaphorical t el
understandings) to go beyond what is immediately obvious. In doing so

Gadamer (1976) supports the notion that hermeneutics is fundamentally

ontological and focused on the relationship between fore structure and the

studied phenomena. From this he argues that understanding and interpretation

are inevitably bound and linguistically and dialectically mediated through

conversations with others.
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Likewise, he argued that the omnipresent nature of pre-understanding means
that knowledge development and understanding are not linear processes and
that we cannot start developing understanding of a phenomenon from scratch
(Gadamer 1976). Instead, understanding is considered circular in character in
so far as our pre-understanding provides an initial grasp of the phenomenon
under investigation, which although becoming enriched through further
hermeneutic engagement with the phenomena and our fore structures, is what
subsequently also provides us a new and dynamically revised pre-

understanding for further interpretative endeavours.

For Gadamer (1976) and IPA researchers this means that knowledge
development and understanding is never complete as there is in essence, no
determinacy to understanding, nor by implication, can any absolute ontological
truth ever exist. Instead, it reflects an ongoing process of continuously revised
pre-established understanding that we always bring to a phenomenon we want
to investigate. Interpretation and understanding therefore become constantly
dynamic and iterative processes in which the whole in terms of situated reality is
understood via the detailed examination of everyday existence (the parts) and

the ongoing movements between these two positions.

The hermeneutic philosophy of Gadamer (1976) embedded with IPA and the
hermeneutic circle also adopts a positivity towards prejudice. Like Heidegger
(1927), Gadamer (1972) considered the notf
believed it was illusionary to think fore structures could or needed to be
eliminated. Ergo he argued that it is our prejudice that opens us up to what it is
to be both understood and to understand others in the first place. In this
respect Gadamer promotes a positive conception of prejudice (Vorurteil)
drawing on the original pre-Renaissance etymology of prejudice as pre-
judgement. Gadamer (1976) therefore argued that the fore-structures of our
understanding act as anticipatory structures allowing what is to be
interpreted or understood to be grasped in a preliminary fashion. The fact

that understanding operates by means of such anticipatory structures means
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that understanding always involves revisable presuppositions in the process of

sense making and the interpreter needs to be constantly open to this.

Gadamerdos (1976) framing of hermeneuti cs
Alinguisticity of understandingo where h
that | anguage is the Ahouse of being. o A:
medium through which it is possible to understand, and that understanding is

ultimately situated in language. As such, Gadamer (1976) argues that we think

in words and that reality and phenomena only become determinate and

significant through linguistic and dialogical articulation and analysis. Thus, to

understand the meaning we must first understand and interpret the language.

Equally, Gadamer (1976) in fusing phenomenology with hermeneutics also
supportsHe i degger 6s (1972) not i ormnderftantingst or i
always occurs against the background of our prior involvement and therefore
determined on the basis of our personal history and historically-determined
situatedness. Il n doing so he developed
met aphaomonfifod s to@ropose that understanding is a dialectical,

negotiated and co-created process of fused understandings and perspectives in

which the historical horizon is continuously fused with the present horizon but

the latter is also influenced by prejudice. For Gadamer (1976) this fusion is

essential for understanding the unfamiliar. Indeed, he went on to argue that all
understanding involves a dialogue of horizonal engagement between what is

familiar and what is alien with neither remaining unaffected, provided a constant

reflexive and questioning motion is adopted. For Gadamer (1976) this constant
reflexivity enables horizons to change and broaden in order to capture a new,

wider, more insightful and unexpected synthesised understanding and sense

making.

3.6.3 Summarising the hermeneutic contribution to IPA

Hermeneutics offers important philosophical insights for IPA which is itself an
interpretative phenomenological and analytical approach. In fusing the
philosophy of phenomenology and hermeneutics, both Heidegger (1927) and

Gadamer (1976) help researchers like myself understand how the inquirer is
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also implicated in making sense of the chosen phenomena and the positive
relationship with fore structure and reflexivity. Understanding and sense
making is framed by close hermeneutic engagement and interpretation that also
attends to the important role of language, discourse, fused horizons, temporality
and historicity.

3.7 Idiography and IPA

IPA is also resolutely committed to idiography and in doing so continues to
reflect a subjective epistemological position characterised by relativism and a
constructivist ontology (Eatough and Smith 2012). For example, IPA views
each individual as a unique holistic being whose contextualised experiences of
being in the world are personal to them and are not philosophically considered
to be nomothetic creatures (Shinebourne, 2011). Thus, while IPA does
acknowledge and value possible similarities between lived experiences, - and in
turn interpretative phenomenology does imply an idiographic element, - IPA
explicitly aims to primarily respect and understand the uniqueness of each
person before attempting comparative analysis in which similarities and

divergence also become identified within an idiographic methodology.

To ensure philosophical concordance this means examining closely within the
hermeneutic circle what the experience is like for the one person and
appreciating the way in which that person makes sense of what is happening or
has happened to them before attending to other participants and their life world.
Eatough and Smith (2012) argue that commitment to the detailing the diversity
and variability of human experience alongside a common contextualised
humanity among participants can create tensions. However, these tensions
encourage creative thinking and provide a deeper level of hermeneutic
engagement that can help researchers get closer to the phenomena while at the
same time broadening their fused horizons and the understanding of their fore-

structures.

Having established the intellectual and philosophical basis of my chosen
methodology and then congruence with my own philosophical position and
research question, attention is now given to the method and design of my study.
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3.8 Recruitment and sampling

Thirteen adult nursing students (appendix four) across three different cohorts
and two university campuses were recruited from the final year of the
undergraduate BSc (Hons) Adult Nursing programme at one UK university
where | am a faculty member, using purposive and broadly homogeneous

convenience sampling techniques. Purposive sampling is used within both

qualitative researchand | PA t o help select particip:

some feature of the phenomenon under study and for whom the research
question will therefore have significance (Silverman, 2005; Smith et al 2009). In
this study, willing and eligible participants were recruited from the final year of
the programme on the basis of their greater lived experience of SMIL and the

potential to therefore provide richer data for analysis.

Exclusion criteria, based on various ethical considerations and risks, were that

participants were not drawn from student

were likely to in the near future so that any potential power imbalance created
by my professional role would be reduced. Mental health and child health
students on similar undergraduate degree programmes were also discounted
due to their smaller cohort size. Similarly, | was not aiming to achieve a
representative sample in terms of both probability and population, but rather to
select participants to best help illuminate my research question and to develop
a comprehensive and rigorous interpretation of the data. My sample size was
therefore relatively small. Indeed, Smith and Osborn (2003) argue that for IPA,

and its embedded idiographic mode of inquiry, a sample size of approximately

eight to twelve is reasonable for doctor

i nfl ections of meani nbasinglechse study as well asc a n

larger data samples.

Subsequently, the sample size was determined by the significant amount of
time required to collect, transcribe and analyse the participant accounts and
subsequent cross case analysis (Cormack, 2000) while also needing to
consider attrition risks and sufficient data sources to enable saturation, whereby
no new information is discovered (Silverman, 2005). In the end no participants

withdrew, and all entered into the research study with passion and enthusiasm.
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I nterestingly, Smith and Osborn (2003) a|
point within IPA and draw attention to the iterative nature of analysis whereby

transcripts are repeatedly analysed in light of insights obtained from other

sources. They suggest that this process could, theoretically at least, continue ad

infinitum as the next interview might always be the one to produce additional

and confounding evidence. This also links to philosophical argument posed by

Gadamer (1976) who maintains that there is no, nor will there ever be a final

determinacy to understanding.

Instead, they (Smith and Osborn 2003) argue that the aim of the IPA researcher

is slightly different and aims to produce a persuasive, empathic, illuminating,

coherent and in-depth interpretation of nuances and accounts that otherwise

would have remained enigmatic. Correspondingly, they (p54) also advance the
proposition of Atheoretical generalisabil
positivist notions of empirical generalisability. Consequently, they argue that

data does not necessarily have to be fAsat
studies can be used in a broader context
personal and professional experiences as well as the extant literature. |

therefore aimed to capture richness of data, both in the data collection and data

analysis stages, and was not necessarily overly considered with saturation and

reification of sample size to ensure this. In line with this all students, fitting the

inclusion criteria of being a final year adult nursing student with experience of

SMIL and willing to participate in the study were contacted by way of an

opening email inviting them to take part in the study.

In addition, a participant information document (appendix five) was provided at
this time. This included full details of the research purpose, what was expected
of participants, practical as well as ethical considerations, a written consent
form (appendix six) and my contact details. The remoteness of this strategy was
chosen at the outset in recognition that some student nurses may struggle to
assert their views if approached to participate in person and/or in small groups
and may thus commit, at least initially, without authenticity to themselves; an

issue developed further in the ethical and risk consideration section. This
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decision was further reinforced by my desire to reflect the humanistic value of
unconditional positive regard alongside anti-oppressive non- judgmental

methodologies throughout the study.

All students who expressed an interest in being selected for involvement in the

study were invited to an informal face to face meeting in which the research

aims and objectives were broadly discussed. Conversations thus aimed to be

natural and to build trust, equality and involvement. Indeed, Smythe et al (2008)

suggest that approaching interviews withamind-s et of fconducti ngo
Afreeze the phenomenol ogical spirito and
Acoolfifrog pceri od of one week was al so prov
provide time for students to make an informed and voluntary decision regarding
participation but not too long that they lost interest and/or felt neglected.

3.9 Data Collection

Brocki and Wearden (2006) in their critical evaluation of the use of IPAargue

that data collection approaches within IPA need to be detailed and subject to

more rigorous examination than more traditional quantitative studies giventhe
dynamicrole ofthe IPAresearcherinbothi coon st i t ut i od7) ( Hei d
andthefi f u ©fihlg i Z®@adasnér 1976) .

3.9.1 Individual face-to-face semi-structured interviews

To reflect my chosen IPA approach, data collection was gathered from

individual face-to-face semi-structured interviews which were digitally recorded

and transcribed verbatim in order to capture both nuances and content. Follow

up interviews to fully capture a Afusi on:
the participants and thus clarify any potential misunderstandings as well as

reduce potential bias, also took place for over half of the participants. However,

a few participants did not wish to participate in follow up interviews as they

agreed with the initial transcribed analysis emailed to them.

Walker (2011) recommends using a small digital recorder with built in
microphone and with at least 300 minutes of recording time. Her rationale
being, that each participant will have the freedom to talk without interruption
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from change of audiotapes. The extended recording time allowed me to pay
active attention to what was being said, rather than focusing on the available
time or the equipment reliability. That said, most interviews lasted 55 to 65 mins
and helped balance the need for rich and interesting data while at the same time
also respecting the needs and well- being of participants in terms of
concentration, attention and potential fatigue. This time frame also reflects what
Walker (2011) advocates as an ideal length for semi-structured interviews. One
interview lasted 40 minutes and was curtailed as the participant appeared
increasingly fatigued following a day at university and was followed up with a

further 30-minute interview when the participant was more rested.

Indeed, Smith and Osborn (2003) suggest semi-structured face to face
interviews are the ideal method for IPA and, in line with this, the vast majority of
published research studies reviewed appear to have also adopted this data
collection method, with most valuing face to face as opposed to more indirect
methods (eg Carradice et al 2002; Warwick et al 2004). Interestingly where
other indirect methods have been used - eg telephone (Older et al 2010) and
email (Murray, 2004) i these have not supplanted face-to-face interviews, but

rather supported them.

3.9.2 Rejecting focus groups

Similarly, some IPA researchers have effectively used focus groups in their IPA
studies. Indeed, Dunne and Quayle (2001) claim this was an effective strategy
for the largely homogeneous sample they obtained. However, while my
proposed sample was arguably also broadly homogeneous, and, focus groups
may help promote a more organisationally manageable data set, | remained

aware of Smith and Osbornés (2003) cauti

exploration of personal idiographic experiences.

Equally, Tame (2011) reports on the
study emerged as significant theme within her qualitative research and
indicated that not all qualified nurses in her sample felt comfortable discussing

their NA-m&ahmhdgedo | earning with their peers

hesitancies appear to have been based on the perceived influence of
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marginalised academic discourses within the workplace, academic self-efficacy
and potential ramifications i both practical and psychological - of perceived
failure. As my sample were student nurses and | am a faculty member, it could
be argued that such influences have the potential to be experienced even more
intensely and could subsequently lead to an inadvertent flattening affect. For

these combined reasons, focus groups were discounted.

3.9.3 Rationale for individual interviews

Equally, the fundamental research question that prompted the need for
interviews relates to exploring nursing students own lived experience of SMIL
within their undergraduate nursing studies. As such, a semi- structured
interview style was selected in order to uncover the salient, and potentially
serendipitous, themes of their own unique lived experience. This was likely to
offer a desirable balance between flexibility and control as well as helping to
ensure the research aims could be achieved. In this sense participants were
offered the flexibility and freedom to explain their idiographic position in their
own words and | had the opportunity to demonstrate both an empathic and
inquiring approach which Smith and Osborn (2003) argue helps build rapport
and rich data for IPA. They also reflect the central philosophical underpinnings
of IPA embedded as it is in both hermeneutic phenomenology and idiography.
For example, a central tenet of hermeneutics, itself a key feature of IPA, is the
analysis of language since language itself is viewed as central to the
understandingof FfAbei ngo (Gadamer 1976). Thus, [
individuals assign and articulate meaning to phenomena. Individual semi-
structured interviews thus allowed me to gather students own linguistic
accounts of their lived experience in order to later interpret the meaning of being

during data analysis.

3.9.4 Timing and location ofinterviews

The timing and location of the interviews formed part of a negotiated agreement

with participants. The aim was to provide a quiet, safe, relaxed and undisturbed

at mosphere and to avoid the fAenviranment
(2009) whereby participants were, at times, disturbed and distracted by ambient

noises and participant multiple role demands. All interviews therefore took place
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in a quiet room in the university that did not engender uncomfortable feelings in

the participants.

3.9.5 Practising and reflecting on interview technique

Beck (1994) also highlights the importance of practising interview techniques on
independent people who can provide critical feedback prior to entry into the
research field. The rationale being that this has the potential to offer personal
insights into common pitfalls 7 particularly in the need for me to avoid
interpreting participants narratives prematurely 1 in asking participants to reflect
on phenomenon. Thus, in order to ensure the research conclusions reached
arise from the data generated and not fr
interpretation, | arranged with a colleague with experience in qualitative
research interviewing, to practice my interview and active listening technique
prior to commencement of the research study. In turn, they provided honest and
constructive feedback from which | learnt experientially before entering the
research field. For example, | learnt to make bullet point one-word cues in my
notes to follow up ideas rather than distracting extended notes where | lost eye

contact and appeared distracted causing

3.9.6 Semi-structured interview framework

A semi structured interview framework was developed in advance of data
collection (appendix seven). Smith and Osborn (2003) propose that this pre-
planning is essential as IPA data collection is not solely a co- determined
interaction. Producing an advanced framework therefore forced me to think
explicitly about what | wished the interviews to cover and to guide my initial
questioning. More specifically, it enabled me to anticipate how any potentially
problematic and sensitive questions might be addressed prior to participant

involvement.

The interview framework therefore guided the interview but did not dictate its
exact course, as it was important to embrace the idiographic and iterative,
rather than researcher imposed and linear, nature of the inquiry. As such,
guestions at times were adapted in light of the presenting participant narratives

in order to explore first person areas of significance. Such on-going attention

79



and amendment helped ensure that | did not inadvertently structure the analysis

before the process of data collection had begun or ended.

To avoid this Walker (2011) suggests providing a mix of closed and open
guestions and to start with a fAgrand toul
(1979) who himself contends that such broad descriptive questions help place

the interview in the c¢ontdexpearienaefandtlloves par t |
them the freedom and flexibility to direct the subsequent narrative. Interestingly,

Spradley (1979) suggests that grand tour questions ask for a description of

Ahow things usually ared and cand bteourod | «
guestions (eg asking about the most recel
questions (eg asking about a smaller unit of experience eg affective

experiences). Walker (2011) in her own reflective discussion of

phenomenological interviewing then advocates the use of more focused
guestions (to elicit specific detail), al
questioning; open ended non-directive questions (to enrich the description); and

probing questions (to help participants elaborate on the issue being discussed

and thus gain a more in-depth response) similar to what Spradley (1979)

descri bes oausr ofi giureist i ons. Al | i ssues cons

interview framework.

This probing is argued by many authors (eg Fade, 2004; Walker 2011) to be a
key interview skill in order to achieve a rich data corpus but one which also

needs to be handled with sensitivity and care to avoid participant distress and
study bias. Walker (2011) therefore recommends pre-specifying some probing
questions on the interview framework to serve as reminders to explore certain

aspects of the participant responses to particular questions.

The use of a range of non-directive active listening responses to subtly
encourage participants to reveal their thoughts, feelings and experiences were
therefore used including the use of paraphrasing, reflective, echoing and
clarifying responses. Freshwater (2003) argues that such responses, when
used with deliberation and intention, - and not unthinkingly and interrogatively, -

can help open up channels of communication and provide numerous
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opportunities to develop rapport and an empathic bond. She adds that they can

often prompt individuals to go further with their exploration of their own feelings,

emotions and thoughts, provided they are not overused to create an inadvertent
relationship barrier. Such strategies al :
and Osborn, 2003) to clarify my understanding of the meaning of what was

being said. However, while using such responses | constantly monitored the

effect of the questions on the participant to ensure | remained aware of any

early indications of distress.

This is something that | have some previous experience in terms of my

academic role in active listening and responding to undergraduate students in

both tutorial and group seminars. This transferable skill enabled me to gently

probe beneath the superficial level of consciousness and Husserlian type
Anatural attitudeo or Ataken for granted
early reflexive diary entries indicate that this was a skill | needed to continually

refine in the research context as initially the first two interviews started to move

away from the research question as | used active listening responses without

recourse to the interview framework.

3.9.7 Rejecting on-line communication as a method of data collection

| also discounted various on-line communication data collection methods (eg

instant messaging; one to one video conferencing) even though such

technologies are more ubiquitous, familiar and often valued by undergraduate

students. Interestingly, Murray (2004: 865) in an IPA study exploring the

embodiment of artificial limbs used email interviews to support facei to-face

interviews with participants and suggested that the data obtained in the former

was more focused, forthright and-toffabeor e r ¢
interviews conducted. The supposition being that these on-line interviews

facilitated more naturally occurring communication and provided greater

participant control in turn enabling more considered responses.

However, this type of data collection is not perhaps without its risks. For
example, Coleman and Briggs (2007) warn that participants can be reluctant to

engage in additional activities due to time constraints and perceived invasion of
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privacy and role boundary concerns. Given that | am an academic member of
staff and the participants engage in both faculty and practice-based learning
opportunities, this was deemed a salient reason for rejecting this specific data
collection method alongside my own unfamiliarity. Equally, such tools do not
always provide visual or intonation cues making it difficult to establish trust and
a sense of community which as an academic member of staff | was keen to

achieve.

3.9.8 Challenges during interviews

On a slightly differing note, Walker (2011) reports that all participants in her
phenomenological study sought her own views and opinions on the research

topic at some stage during the interviews. At other times, an assumed and

shared level of knowledge was evident together with acceptance seeking
behaviours as exemplified in such partici
right 20 or Ayou know what | mean. o | exp:¢
and responded by using a range of active listening responses and reassurances

about not seeking right or wrong answers but rather their own perspectives to

ensure | did not prematurely impose my own views and introduce bias into the

gathered data.

Similarly, Hogg and Vaughan (2008: 138) define impression management as

Athe active use of strategies to get ot hi
argue that self-promotion - ie attempts to persuade others that we are

competent - and ingratiation - attempts to persuade others to like us - are the

most pervasive. The need to be aware of these, often unconscious processes,

was also an issue | remained aware of during data collection. For example,

concern was expressed by Reynolds and Prior (2003) in their

phenomenologicalst udy t hat i n the course of their
have tried to convey replies congruent with the perceptions they deemed

desirable. Such self-presentational work however has the potential to reduce

the credibility and trustworthiness of the data if not addressed during data

collection. As such, | aimed to promote a non-judgemental atmosphere of
unconditional positive regard on the prei

sefest eem, the | ess |ikely theyssonsdo t o tr)
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others (Hogg and Vaughan, 2008). This again involved reiterating to
participants at each interview that
but rather a deeper understanding of their experiences as they experience
them. The need to ensure congruence between my verbal and non-verbal
communication was also paramount as was non-directive active listening

responses.

3.9.9 Ending theinterview

At the end of each interview, Carradice et al (2002), in line with IPA philosophy,
also suggest summarising the content to ensure that the participants
perspective is fully understood, while Walker (2011) similarly advises against
any sudden and abrupt end. As such, | terminated each interview by asking
participants whether there was anything else they would like to share on their
experience of SMIL and any questions they would like to ask. Walker (2011)
also advocates asking about what they have enjoyed about participating in the
research as determining the benefits of participation can help encourage on-
going engagement and satisfaction. With these aspirations in mind, | also
included within the participant information document a non-directive
recommendation that participants might wish to consider spending sometime
directly after the interviews, doing something positive for themselves and their
own well- being. Not only is this likely to help promote their own health and well-
being, it also has the added potential to develop, based on behavioural
psychology, a positively conditioned response to help maintain engagement

over time.

3.9.10 Notetaking as part of datacollection

I had intended to take notes during the interviews but the pre-entry practice
interview with a colleague indicated that this has the potential to be distracting
and adversely influence participant concentration. | did however make one-word
bullet point prompts when needed and digitally audio-recorded my thoughts and
observations directly after each interview and before leaving the location in
order to contextualise the interview in readiness for subsequent data analysis

and interpretation.
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3.9.11 Interview transcription

Verbatim transcription subsequently took place at the semantic level (Smith and
Osborn, 2003) and reflected the conceptual understanding of communication as
more than the transfer of spoken words to also include the transfer of

i mportanto emotions and shared meani
such, transcripts included all the spoken words as well as any false starts,
significant pauses, laughs and all other features of paralinguistic
communications. General prosodic talk features were also transcribed as these
may reflect the emotional and salient state, not fully captured in participant word
choice (eg intonation, tone, stress, and rhythm). However, this was not as

detailed as if | had decided upon a conversational or discourse analysis.

Transcriptions took place in solitude within a week of interviews, except two
which were sent to a professional and confidential transcription service. A wide
margin was left on both sides of the transcription to enable analytical and critical
comment. For example, Carradice et al. (2002) recommend that following a
close reading of the transcript, the left margin is used for preliminary
interpretations and the right-hand side margin is used following further close

scrutiny to identify preliminary themes which | found useful.

Given the recognition in I PA of the
(Smith and Osborn, 2003), | also acknowledged and recorded in broad terms

my preconceptions, beliefs and aims prior to the commencement of data

ngs

rese.

coll ecti on. I n this instance | was hnot a

notion of epoch® (bracketing) that presu

the data, as this is essentially antithetical to both my own philosophical ontology
and that of IPA itself. Indeed, IPA arguably draws more heavily on
Heideggerian hermeneutics whereby the doxic positing (ie positing of belief) as
a neutral phenomenon is not widely advocated or assumed (Brocki and
Wearden, 2006).

As an IPA researcher, | have a role and reflexive effect on both data generation
and data analysis which Smith (2007)

to which | needed to engage in order to work out any pre-understandings in
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relaton t o my stwudy. This recording of
horizons, 0 (understandings) based on
(1976) thus helped ensure that any subsequent analysis was rigorously
undertaken without the introduction of premature bias and deviation from the
participantso6 stories.

3.10 Rigour and quality consideration
Morse (1999), in an editorial, claims that it is a misconception to believe that
reliability and validity are not relevant to qualitative research studies, albeit she
steers clear of advocating any positivist paradigm application in her argument
that qualitative inquiry can meet these important conditions and circumstances.
In line with this thinking, Yardley (2000) advocates four key domains by which
all qualitative methods can be assessed, irrespective of specific theoretical
orientation, namely:

A Sensitivity to context

A Commitment and rigour

A Transparency and coherence

A

Impact and importance.

3.10.1 Sensitivity to context

Sensitivity to context is multidimensional and relates to sensitivity to relevant
theoretical literature, - including philosophical congruence, - the socio-cultural
context of the study as well as participant involvement (Yardley 2000). Much of
the early part of this project was thus used to critically review existing research
evidence and literature related to SMIL and adult student nurses in particular.
This also involved keeping update with relevant findings and setting database
alerts throughout this study. From this it was also possible to develop a
research question that had not been addressed previously which Yardley (2000)
argues is also a key aspect of sensitivity and in establishing an original

contribution to knowledge.

IPA is committed to both idiography and hermeneutics in line with this sensitivity
hypothesis as well as its desire to value, understand, interpret and report on the

uni queness of individual s own | ived
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they are by their social context. For example, Shinebourne (2011) highlights
sensitivity to context is involved in all stages of the IPA research process from
philosophical underpinnings to sampling, data collection, data analysis and final

reporting.

This submission reflects this in its purposeful recruitment of participants with a

particular SMIL lived experience; the great care and attention given to data

coll ection decisions in order to engage
experiences; and the grounding of anal yt]
accounts as well as the relevant and extant literature. This also extended to the

ethical decision making made particularly in terms of my dual agency role and

how | sought to address the potential power imbalance between myself and

participants (Bradley-Jones and Alcock 2010). Verbatim extracts were also

used in the findings chapter to support my interpretative findings to ensure that
Aparticipants are given a voiceo (Smith
context sensitivity. Indeed, Smith et al (2009) argue that this latter point is the

most convincing way in which researchers can demonstrate sensitivity as it

enables the reader to make validity judgements about my interpretations of the

raw data.

3.10.2 Commitment and rigour

Commitment and rigour in IPA research are reflected in the thoroughness and
completeness of the data collection and analysis (Shinebourne, 2011). | have
therefore tried to embrace this within the comprehensiveness of this submission
and my commitment to detailed and meticulous planning and research
execution. Indeed, Smith et al (2009) argue that commitment can be
demonstrated by attentiveness to participants in both data collection and
analysis as exemplified in the research chapter and interview extract. This
necessitated significant and prolonged engagement and immersion to ensure
this domain was upheld but also the development of competence and skill in the
method used.

To assist this, | joined and was an active participant in an IPA academic

community whereby individuals interested in IPA research met on a three-
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monthly basis to offer both support and challenge for their own and others
scholarly IPA studies. When this disbanded, | joined and followed an online
community of IPA researchers as well as attended an IPA workshop on data
collection and analysis. | also attended a master class on IPA philosophy.

The demands of rigour also required me to seek regular critical feedback during
research supervision to ensure Smithoés (.
related to analytical completenessand quality. As a team they agreed with the

themes created and could see how they had emerged from the transcribed

interviews. This was also demonstrated in the write up by selecting extracts

from all participants to offer different and shared perspectives as well as

demonstrating how the analytical interpretations were embedded in the various

participant accounts, rather than just one.

However, commitment and rigour also started earlier than this in terms of
remaining committed to the IPA approach in the setting of the research
guestion; the selection of individual semi-structured interviews, rather than
focus groups, to ensure individual voices were heard; the purposeful sampling
to ensure participants were able to offer rich data for analysis; and the reflective
and ethical consideration given to participants during data collection. Thus,
uphol di ng Smit kemaadthatdRAGesearch2rd r@rBa)n cainmitted

and attentive to the participants they recruit.

3.10.3 Transparency and coherence (including reflexivity)

This | atter point arguably relates cl osel
transparency which Shinebourne (2011: 27) describes, in the context of IPA
research, as Athe clarity of description:
To uphold this in my study, supervisory and peer feedback was regularly

reflected upon however uncomfortable this was at the outset. To enable this to

be effective | defended and made explicit my underlying assumptions,

premises, reasoning and conclusions at each meeting so that any fallacies that

inadvertently crept into my work could more easily be identified and addressed.
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Smith et al (2009) suggest that transparency refers equally to the descriptions in

the final report writing. As such, | have carefully explained the choice of IPA

over other approaches and have set out my rationales throughout this chapter.

In doing so | have provided justification for my methodical decisions and have

kept a clear audit trail of the coding. Rodham et al (2015) similarly argue that
Yardleybés (2008) commitment, rigour and 1
demonstration of trustworthiness though the thorough, careful, honest and

accurate data generation, analysis processes and final report writing. This was

particularly important to consider as IPA has been described as a creative, fluid

and flexible process and notamatterof if ol | owi ng a rul e bookoc¢
2009: 184). As such, | have aimed to be detailed, transparent and rigorous

throughout to make explicit the trustworthiness of this study given IPA is a

flexible and fluid method.

Reflexive validity referstothewayin whi ch t he researchero6s
changed by the data (Smith 2007). A strong reflexive element is a hallmark of

IPA research as through engagement with the hermeneutic circle (Gadamer

1976) during the data collection and analytical stages, the researchers

understanding and interpretation should arguably change, develop and be

elaboratedon. | ndeed, Hei deggerods (1927) notion
desirable, to set aside (Abracketo) expel
hope that it will not influence the findings has resonance within IPA. Instead

enhanced self-awareness is required to enable the co-constituted fusion of both

the participants and my own understanding as a basis for on-going

interpretation and sense making.

| therefore adopted a reflexive and self-aware stance throughout the research
process and kept clear and detailed notes as well as an audit trail on any
reflections and thoughts regarding the study. This helped illuminate any pre-
conception values and experiences that | may subconsciously hold which could
inadvertently bias and/or shape data interpretations if my awareness is not
raised. For example, Holloway (2005) advocates the need to always be a

Astranger in a familiar settinnftke t o f ul |
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research. Similarly, Ahem (1999) offers
bracketingo which | adopted including, r
lack of neutrality and identifying taken-for-granted assumptions about the

research topic, participants and process.

A tutorial with a senior academic colleague experienced in IPA similarly
reinforced this aspect and provided me with various practical strategies. For
example, writing down in advance what | anticipate my participants might say
and then comparing and contrasting this with my actual interview transcripts
and findings. If | then only obtained what | anticipated, this may be a clue that |
might be biasing my data collection. During the research | was pleased to

uncover much unanticipated findings adding to the rigour of this study.

Elliot et al (1999) also suggest including a personal statement of pre-existing
epistemological and theoretical beliefs as well as a self-reflexive statement
within the thesis which | have provided throughout the thesis. | have also
included a methodological reflexive section at the end of this chapter in order to
address differing types of reflexivity relevant to qualitative research as
highlighted by Willig (2013).

Correspondingly, interms of particic pant transparency, |l of f
checksd by inviting participants to revi
terms of both accuracy and the extent to which this reflected their experience.

Interestingly, only two participants took up this offer to review the transcripts but

follow up interviews that needed further clarification were enthusiastically

engaged in. Meyrick (2006) points out that this need not be problematic as

participant reviews of transcripts can move the analysis away from the
researcherds interpretation of the data
adopted. Smith et al (2009) therefore advocate the use of verbatim interview

extracts in the thesis writing to allow the reader to check my interpretations and

to clarify that any conclusions are grounded in the raw data. Such transparency

has the potential to enhance the external validity of qualitative research (Lincoln

and Guba 1985).
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Coherence is also part of Yardleyodos (200
significant measure, to how well the research design reflects the underpinning
epistemological and ontological foundations of the chosen approach. In terms of

IPA, Shinebourne (2011) states that this will mean ensuring that my study

design closely and consistently attends to participants experiential claims and

my own interpretative role. As such, | needed to ensure that both the

phenomenological and hermeneutic nature of this study were apparent in order

to ensure participants perspectives were given a clear and coherent voice

throughout. | therefore needed to consider how my own writing and the
participant grounded analysis would Ares:«
Smithés (2010) claim that at its core, i

reader something interesting, important or useful.

This position arguably extends and reflects a key philosophical perspective of

Il PA in which interpretative phenomenol og!
her meneuticso al so consi de omakbhsewgedfthee r e s
participant trying to make sense of their lived experience. In this case, the

researcher (myself) when considering coherence, must also perhaps consider a
Atriple hermeneuticso to uphold Shineboul
consider how the imagined reader of my work will be trying to make sense of

me, making sense of the participant who in turn is trying to make sense of their

own expe riences.

3.10.4 Impact and importance

This concern was also significant in add:]
of impact and importance. For example, the relevance and importance of more

effectively understanding the complexities and nuances of SMIL following

previous and more recent reformations across the higher education sector has

been the subject of the first two chapters.

This and equally relevant justifications are developed further in the discussion
chapter to meet Yardleyds (2008) quality
argued that the most decisive criteria by which any research should be judged

is its impact and utility (Yardley 2008; Smith et al 2009; Willig 2013). This
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research not only offers a new, often neglected and original way of
understanding SMIL from the perspective of adult student nurses themselves, it

also offers an original methodological approach in studying this since IPA has

not been used previously in this context. It is therefore hoped this will
encourage future qualitative researchers to consider its use. Consequently, this
research is likely to be of interest to policy makers, nurse educationalists and
researchers as well as anyone interested in how undergraduates develop

independence in their learning.

3.11 Ethical and risk considerations

As this study involved human subjects, ethical approval prior to requesting

student participation and field entry was gained from the University Research

Ethics Committee (UREC) via the online checklist process. Throughout the

study | remained both cognisant of and adhered to the university Research

Ethics Code of Practice (RECP). Indeed, the data collection process involved
semi-structured interviews and was therefore unpredictable, since subsequent

data was guided by the emerging participant narrative. As such, questions were

often unknown at the outset. This process therefore potentially violates both

informed consent and any ethical approval gained. It also highlights Cohen et

al s (2000) suggest imaking withirathe ewltingi cal deci
qualitative enquiry remains the prime responsibility of the researcher. An issue |

remained cognisant of throughout my study in terms of the complexities of, and
needfor,on-goi ng fAethical mind009)) nesso (Duncan

3.11.1 Meaningful informed consent

My obligation to obtain freely given and meaningful informed consent from each
individual is also a desire to reflect the ethical principle of respect for autonomy
and the ethical issues of confidentiality, privacy, veracity and fidelity, all of which
remained paramount. As such, an explicit informed consent document was
developed (appendix six) and full verbal explanations together with an unhurried
opportunity for participants to discuss and explore these issues prior to study
and interview commencement. This document included information on the

purpose and aims of the research as well as information on confidentiality,
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anonymity, right of withdrawal, protection mechanisms and questions

participants may wish to ask.

A participant information sheet inviting participants to participate in the research

study (appendix five) together with an opportunity to discuss this via an informal

follow up meeting was provided. While the information is sufficiently detailed to

enable informed consent, the information was in some aspects broad due to the

inherent limits of quality and rigour and in particular the need for participants to

enter the research field in a pre- reflective self-c o n s ¢ i o ume-noers sfiof osrt at
(Gallagher and Zahavi, 2010). As such, an opportunity for full explanations on

completion of the study was also provided.

On-going consideration was also given to the fiduciary relationship | had with
the student participants to prevent participants from feeling coerced into - and
remaining in - the research study. Lemmens and Singer (1998: 862)

conceptualise this as one in which there is a potential power imbalance and

where Athe more power f ul person i s entru:
|l ess power ful or dependent persone. 0 Fer gi
Adual agencyo role of nurse educators wh

research in order to address questions of epistemology, but who also face

conflicting educational obligations to facilitate student learning. As such they, as

well as Leentjens and Levenson (2013), advocate that nurse researchers only

engage students as participants if they have no direct teaching responsibilities.

An ethical obligation upheld throughout this study. This was also important

given my desire to urexperiensgaadndttogdinudent 6s |
insights into what they thought | wanted to hear.

3.11.2 Right to withdraw

Participants were also advised that if they wished to withdraw from the study at
any point, either during or following their interviews that their request would be
respected and that no explanation to justify this would be required. Data
collected would then be deleted. This right to withdraw remained throughout the
study and was detailed in the participant information document alongside

explicit information about how participants might go about withdrawing (eg via
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the more remoteness of email) as advocated by Duncan et al (2009) who argue
that such strategies can help enhance participant self-efficacy and reduce any
sense of disempowerment. This was deemed important as the proximity created
by face to face interviewing combined with the atmosphere of safe intimacy that
I hoped to create and my faculty role, had the potential to make withdrawal
highly challenging for participants. | therefore aimed for an atmosphere of
positive unconditional regard in acknowledgement that feeling vulnerable and
situational vulnerability (Rogers, 1997) are all part of the existential human
condition. No participants however withdrew.

3.11.3 Confidentiality and privacy

Confidentiality and privacy were similarly assured for all participants and were
outlined within the information document as well as reiterated during each
interview debrief and research stage. Data collected and analysis were also
stored on a password-protected computer on the university campus.
Correspondingly, the interests and concerns of individuals were respected, and
all interviews took place at a time, date and location suitable to the participant.
Privacy was maintained during data collection by the use of a private, quiet
room, the removal of telephones and the switching off of mobile devices. A
visible notice requesting no interruptions was displayed to avoid what Duncan et
al (2009) describeas di stracti ngh@Aesvibronment al

3.11.4 Anonymity and data protection

My phenomenological obligation to describe and then interpret the lived
experience has the potential to open participants to exploitation through the
research process. Included within the informed consent document were
agreements regarding restriction, accessibility and anonymity on the use of the
data collected. During the research process, participants are therefore referred
to using coded pseudonyms and summary demographics only eg a broad
description of gender, brief biography and stage within the undergraduate
programme. Correspondingly, the research findings may have the potential to
harm the HEI (higher education institution) and personnel within it, especially
where negative views and experiences are uncovered. As such, a broad

statement of the locale coupled with pseudonyms were used to maintain
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anonymity and maintain the maxim Apri mum

principle of non-maleficence.

In compliance with the Data Protection Act (2018) all data collected, and
transcript analysis were stored securely in a locked filing cabinet and on a
password protected computer in a locked office at the university. Data will only
be kept for as long as it is needed (eight years) before being deleted and/or
shredded and will only be used in relation to my research study and any
subsequent papers that arise from this. The use of digital audio tapes, their safe
storage and final destruction were also incorporated into the informed consent
document to protect participants against the principles of non-maleficence,

while simultaneously upholding autonomy and justice principles.

3.11.5 Protection and safeguarding of participants

It was not anticipated this study would cause any distress to participants, but
the process of reflecting upon a phenomenon, with the guidance of the
researcher, can potentially change t
positive and negative consequences for individual well-being; consequences
that cannot necessarily be predicted at the outset. | therefore aimed to use
active listening and to acknowledge events described in an atmosphere of
unconditional positive regard without probing in such a way as to produce

emotional harm.

Nevertheless, as Duncan et al (2009) highlight, the nature of the relationship
between researcher and participant in qualitative research is particularly
amenable to disclosure of sensitive information which can add an extra
dimension of psychosocial risk for participants. Moreover, while the participants
will all be adults, some have only just entered adulthood. They may not
therefore have much experience in foreseeing the reactions they themselves
may have in response to such dialogical and reflective discussions and
disclosures. Thus, if emotional harm was inadvertently induced there were a
range of university support services that | was able to refer the participants to
(eg counselling service, health care service and chaplaincy) and access to

these services was also identified within the participant information document.

94

he



Walker (2011) also draws attention to the issue that participants may provide

very useful and illuminating data at the end of the interview when the tape

recorder is switched off. Walker (2011: 26) herself managed this by respecting

the recorded narrative ase fditrhtee rdveifegw.id iTvh
ethical decision | too adopted in accordance with the ethical consent agreement

| made with participants.

3.11.6 Health and safety issues

It was not anticipated there would be, nor were there, any significant health and
safety concerns. The university location of the interviews has public access and
therefore has their own health and safety processes which both participants and
myself, remained obligated under existing Health and Safety at Work Act (1974)
and related guidance. Indeed, all participants remarked on the therapeutic and
insightful nature of offering personal narratives of what they acknowledged to be

an emotional and challenging learning process.

3.12 Methodological reflexivity

Reflexivity requires the qualitative researcher to become critically aware of and
explore the ways in which their own values, actions (including inactions) and
assumptions have affected not only the methodological processes and design
but also data interpretation and the conclusions reached (Willig 2013).
Methodological reflexivity is thus an important part of this study in offering
ongoing transparency. Although in choosing IPA, my own subjectivity and fore-
structures of my knowledge, values and assumptions contribute to the
contextual co-construction of data and fusion of horizons, | also needed to
retain a primary focus on participants own lived experience and meaning
making process. While this formed part of the rigorous study design, enacting it
during data collection and analysis also required active and ongoing reflexive
monitoring. In doing so it raised a number of issues that | needed to attend to in
situ to ensure rigour was maintained. For example, the following examples from

my reflective diary offer a window into the most salient issues | encountered.
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3.12.1 Being vigilant to my own prism of perception

Being reflexive enabled me to remain sensitive to the risk of framing the data
collection and analysis purely withi
(Rapport 2004), rather than the participants and their lived experience. As such,
I used Ahembés (1999) suggestions for
progress and learnt after the first interview transcription the importance of using
participants own words when reflectively probing an experience. For example, |
had intended to do so as part of active listening, but it was only when
transcribing the first interview | realised at times during the interview |
paraphrased their words instead. This appeared to result in a hesitant response
on the part of the participant which was less noticeable in subsequent
participants when | made greater use of their own word choice. Such insights
enabled me to focus more on their lifeworld and helped increase the

trustworthiness of the data collected.

3.12.2 Keeping interviews focused

Another early and unexpected challenge | encountered was how to keep the
interview focused and natural in response to the rich data that emerged without
participants feeling interrupted and prematurely closing down or failing to
explore salient phenomena of importance to them. Prior to entry into the field |
worried that participants might be reluctant to engage, and | would not gain
sufficiently rich data to rigorously answer my research question. However, all
participants engaged with surprising enthusiasm, openness, honesty and a
willingness to provide very rich data which | struggled to follow in the first two
interviews as so many potential lines of inquiry appeared to emerge in response
to a single question. On reviewing these transcripts and accompanying field
notes, | decided to continue to allow participants uninterrupted time to consider
the questions but to make greater use of follow up probing questions to redirect
them back to their original lines of thought where necessary. To help with this |
developed a further list of probing questions which | kept easily accessible
during interviews together with my own form of shorthand to identify
phenomenon that appeared worthy of returning to and further inquiry. This was

important as | had decided against extensive note taking during the interview to
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avoid distracting away from the participants own story.

3.12.3 Sample size and being inundatedwith raw data

Willig (2013) argues that IPA studies need to do justice to the phenomenon
under study and in doing so reveal both divergence and convergence in the
lived experience. Another challenge | faced was not losing sight of the
idiographic nature within the large volume of data collected from all thirteen
participants. Interestingly, Wagstaff et al (2014) suggest this is a common
conflict with a relatively large IPA corpus and that this balance represents the
greatest weakness in IPA. However, Smith et al (2009) accept that with large
sample sizes convergence is likely to dominate over divergence and the
analysis is likely to be at the group level and what most participants
experienced. However, they also argue that it is still possible to identify how
individual differences manifest themselves within each super-ordinate theme by
returning to the idiographic differences and inserting them once the commonly
shared experiences have been articulated as part of the dynamic movement

from part to whole within the hermeneutic circle.

To achieve this, Itookup F i n | (20909 2015) advice that the researcher needs
to keep revisiting the raw data during the interpretative stages in order to remind
themselves to keep focusing on the phenomenological lived experience. As

such, the data analysis became a constant negotiated process between

commonaltyandindi vi dual ity so that | retained
individual voiceo (Smith et al 2009: 107
commonalityc | ai ms . | al so adopted Smith et al

tabulated format to identify recurring and salient themes within large data sets

but adapted it slightly to make explicit idiographic differences as they revealed

themselves. Thus, while divergence was achieved, if | were to repeat this or

other IPA studies in future, | might consider a slightly smaller sample size in

order to make even more explicit the idiographic and divergent complex nature

of the lived experience. However, as a novice IPA researcher | was heavily
influenced by Smith et aldés (2009) advi c

approximately twelve is recommended.
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3.13 Summary of chapter

This chapter has critically explored and established the philosophical position
and constructivist paradigm guiding the interpretative methodology, method and
design of this study. It has then applied this to the choice of Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis and how phenomenological philosophy,
hermeneutic theory and idiography enable philosophical congruence to the
research framework, method and design chosen as well as the research
guestion, aim and objectives. In doing so this chapter has also detailed how
participants were recruited, decision were made on sampling and the process
by which data was collected. It then turned its attention to issues of rigour and
quality, ethical and risk considerations and methodological reflexivity. This
chapter therefore provides a clear research framework that ensured this study

has a coherent and comprehensive empirical basis.

Co=y=o9
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4 The process of data analysis

4.1 Overview of the chapter

This chapter sets out the iterative and inductive process of data analysis and in
doing so offers examples of how | made sense of the data collected and
ultimately the participants lived experience of student managed learning and
what it means to them in their situated world. It is important to be explicit about
this process as understanding and sense making are framed within IPA by
hermeneutic engagement with the phenomenological discourses of others in a
co-constructed manner. As such my fore structures of understanding also play
a part but also need to be made explicit if they are to be understood by others
and the quality of the analysis assessed by the reader.

4.2 The analytical framework

Smith et alo s (2009) h e uructueefortlee ddtar a me wo r |
analysis and enabled the phenomenological and heuristic ideas established in
chapter three to be applied throughout the analytical process since the
interpretative phenomenological philosophy of Heidegger (1927) and the
heuristic theory from Gadamer (1976) are powerfully embedded throughout IPA
data analysis. This helped ensure both philosophical congruence and the key
phenomenological focus to be retained on understanding how participants
themselves made sense of their experience. An overview of this process is
outlined in appendix eight and each stage started with a reminder to myself
about the research question, aim and objectives.

As suggested by Smith et al (2009) analysis therefore moved from the
particular to the more outwardly shared, and from description to interpretation in
an iterative and cyclical process. A process that at all times was informed by
my ongoing reflexivity and a critical, creative and flexible thinking approach to
the interpretative synthesis that arose from this. Analysis and synthesis that
were constantly modified and revised through engagement back and forth within
the hermeneutic cycle and supported by my mentoring and supervisory team

who acted as critical and facilitative friends to challenge me to defend my
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analytical thoughts, processes and interpretations at each stage. In order to
also commit fully to idiography, each transcript was reflectively engaged in and
analysed in its entirety before attending to other participant accounts and before
cross case analysis was undertaken. The analytical process, as detailed in this
chapter, therefore followed the six flexible analytical stages advocated by Smith
et al (2009), namely:

. Reading and re-reading

. Initial noting

. Developing emergent themes

. Searching for connections across emergent themes

. Moving to the next case

o 001~ W DN P

. Looking for patterns across cases

4.2.1 Reading and re-reading

Although the informal process of analysis began during the data collection
interviews, the more formal and structured analytical process commenced with
an active engagement and immersion in each transcript in turn so | could start
to become increasingly familiar with the idiographic and contextualised world of
each participant. This initial multisensory process involved first relistening to
the audio-tape while reading the transcript simultaneously. Attentive listening
and synchronised reading produced a number of analytical benefits enabling
me to reacquaint myself with each participant and to more easily recall the
atmosphere of each unique interview. As Smith et al (2009) suggest this also
helped me imagine the voice of the participant in subsequent readings and to
enter into (as far as philosophically possible) the participants own world to
ensure that the participant was and remained the focus of my
phenomenological concern. At this stage reviewing my research field notes
compiled before and as each interview ended, was a useful additional data
source to refamiliarize myself with the context of the interview and my first
impressions and expectations. However, to achieve this empathic connection
with the participant, | found | needed to repeatedly read and re-read the primary
data source transcript in order to develop an overall structure and sense of the

interview.
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Initially, this felt slightly overwhelming as | was surprised at how rich the data
appeared to be. Feeling overwhelmed with voluminous emerging ideas and

connections can act as an obstacle to achieving both analytical depth and

clarity and so |I followed Smith et al

impressions in a section of my log to enable me to later return to these. This
process also reinforced to me the benefits of reflexivity and fore structure
positivity within interpretative phenomenological analysis. For example, when
reflecting on this later | came to understand how the physical and embodied act
of writing helped me anchor my attention on the words (rather than my feelings)
enabling greater cognitive clarity and analytical creativity as | turned my
thoughts into language and my focus turned back to the participant and the
analysis of their text. This meeting of cognition and language in the

hermeneutic circle and the resulting new reflexive insights resonated with

Merleau-Pont yés (1962) ideas about the rol
worl d alongside Gadamer 0s ( 1 %owlédgefthats e d

can develop from text immersion. More creative analytical avenues and
possibilities developed for me as a result. For example, when another
participant described the act of writing when feel emotionally overwhelmed, |
was able to tentatively use this new fore structure to ask probing questions
about the meaning of this for them in their own world (rather than mine),

something | may have missed previously.

4.2.2 Initial noting

The second exploratory stage of analysis enabled a growing familiarity with the
transcript in order to start understanding how each participants idiographically
talked, thought about and understood the phenomena of SMIL through a
compilation of a comprehensive and detailed set of notes for each participant.
This stage was time consuming but essential. It required an open attentive
mindset to make specific notes of anything that appeared of interest, captured
through multiple readings of the transcript. The analysis at this stage reflected

a meticulous form of free textual analysis and was focused on both the
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semantic content and language used by each participant, noting both the words

and expressions used - and not used - by them.

Notes made at this stage were initially descriptive but with repeated reading and
reflection also included increasing interpretative questioning commentaries
about what the data revealed phenomenologicallya bout t he particip
understanding and things that seemed to have significant import for them,
whether explicit or implicit in the language and discourse used, and hence the
meaning they appeared to give to this. Appendix nine offers an example of this
in the right hand column of the transcript. These explanatory notes also
ensured a clear audit trail that started with the research design and audio-taped
data collection to be continued for all participant transcripts. This process was
then continued at each stage of the analytical process so | could keep returning
to these to reflect on and self-assess my phenomenological and idiographical
commitment to each individual participants contextualised life world and their
own unique sense making process as well as defend my decisions to others.
This strategy therefore enabled me to check for confirmability at each
subsequent analytical stage to ensure my developing analytical interpretations
were based on participant responses and not by unconscious fore structures

and biases.

Initial note taking and exploratory comments therefore enabled me to continue
in a transparent and immersive iterative process of analysis within the
hermeneutic cycle so | could start to make sense of both the parts and the
whole as well as how they might be intersecting for each unique participant.
Agai n, I f ol | owe dadv@eno help strecture shis analysic @16 0 9 )
to focus on differing interpretative depths. For example, making descriptive
comments (ie what the participant said and the subject of their talk to start to
understand the things that matter to them); linguistic comments (ie specific use
of language that may give clues to specific and at times hidden meanings); and
finally conceptual comments focused at a more interrogative and conceptual
level. This often involved reflective self-questioning about what the words and
ideas meant to me and then reviewing the transcript again to understand what it

meant for the participant looking for similar and divergent interpretations so |
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could be clear about my fore structure of understanding while at the same time

retaining phenomenological focus on the participant.

An extract from my reflective log is significant here as it helped me navigate my
thinking from the descriptive, to the linguistic, to the conceptual meaning,
through a type of Gadamerian (1976) dialogue. A process that also stimulated
further critical thoughts, ideas of possible meanings and provisional conceptual
guestions. These are all aspects characteristic of this stage of analysis (Smith
et al 2009) together with an element of personal reflection to assist with

conceptual coding:

Extract from my reflective log

| am intrigued by Claudiabé Bnguistic use of metaphors when describing

her overwhelming feelings that SMIL seemed to engender in her. She
repeatedly used the phraassenddiean emot i o1
intonation amplified when she used these words. Earlier in the interview

she had struggled to describe her emotions but a metaphor, though by

nature not literally true, seemed to help her express something that is

difficult for her to put into words but at the same time holds meaning to

her. Metaphors appear to offer her clarity in her language that earlier

she could not grasp.

What does this metaphor mean to me and what does it mean to Claudia?
| dislike rollercoasters, they make me feel dizzy and nauseous. | feel
exhausted just imaging being on one as they seem to go on forever and
ever and | have to steal myself to tolerate it until the end for the sake of
the children who love them. Re-reading and reflecting on Claudiad s
transcript | get a sense that for Claudia this metaphor reflects the
unexpected shock she described earlier about the new ways of learning
in HE that challenge her not just cognitively as she has expected, but
also emotionally and the ongoing lability of this. She previously and very
proudly described how she is respected among her family and friends for
i b e one gf life 6ceperso ling 106), she is used to taking action, but
SMIL is challenging this, and her identity and sense of self appears to be
significantly challenged (possibly even fragmented at times). She does
not necessarily like this new self-identity but equally cannot yet find a
way to escape it either.

At first, | thought it was that SMIL was lived by her on an affective level
as overwhelming negative (lines 58 1 79; 89 - 92) akin to my dislike of
rollercoasters but | think what she is describing in her metaphor use is
that it is the holistic exhaustion she feels by the dichotomous cycle of
successful coping one minute and the resulting positive emotions,
followed by intense negative affect as she is quickly challenged to learn
increasingly complex ideas in ever new and independent ways. She
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seesnorestt no time to cel ebandtheseisstaecent su
temporal sense of eternity in her language that feels emotionally

traumatic to her at times. How much of this do we as faculty understand

and even respond to this possibility? We would probably look at Claudia

andt hi nk fAstar st ude the emotmmaldxhaustioreand i ma g i
vicissitudes she appears to be describing; nor have we ever considered

this when devising the student assessment schedule.

In order to understand the participants life world at both this descriptive and
heuristic level, | also continued to balance the hermeneutics of suspicion and
empathy first adopted in the data collection stage (Willig 2013). This balance
was important for philosophical alignment with the constructivist paradigm
underpinning this project since empathy allows the subjective world of another
to be phenomenologically understood, while suspicion (in a heuristic sense)
enables the search for hidden and concealed meanings that might otherwise be
missed. This analytical approach was beneficial since it enabled me to be
constantly attentive to the influence of my own for-structure bias and horizonal
understanding as | applied both empathy and suspicion to my own thoughts and

interpretations.

Being hermeneutically suspicious, empathic and open minded in this stage also
helped ensure | was open to the hidden meanings and the unexpected in the
data. For example, during the interviews | was aware that many participants
described how they engaged in inner monologues with themselves through
various self-talk strategies. However, the potential significance and meaning of
this to them was not explicit to me until it began to unexpectedly emerge in this
second analytical stage and | became more immersed in their transcripts and
lifeworld. | suspected at the time of interview this was a form of dispositional
emotional coping, but this more in-depth immersion and empathic and
suspicious, self-questioning interpretative approach appeared to suggest that
self-talk had a far greater temporal significance that marked a potentially
important liminal stage in participants journey to learner independence.
Something that | had not fully appreciated previously. | noted in my reflective
diary when reflecting on the parts and the whole, my surprise at what seemed to
be a fsignificant rite of pass a g teab enabled participants to shed their

unwanted identity of dependence and academic inadequacy and to feel
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confident to reach out to peers for help and support. A process that
increasingly appeared to enable them to start to take control of their emotions
and ultimately from this, their transitional journey to increasing independence in
their learning. However, at this stage in the analysis this remained tentative and
more about opening up possibilities and provisional meanings as hallmarked by

this extensive and intensive initial noting stage (Smith et al 2009).

4.2.3 Developing emergent themes

By this third analytical stage and as | grew increasingly familiar with the
interview data, my comprehensive exploratory commentaries, provisional ideas
and possible meanings had significantly grown the data set. The next stage
was therefore to reduce the volume of this data while also maintaining the
complexity of inter-relationships, connections, contexts and patterns inherent
within the interview transcript, all of which my notes had started to map. This
third analytical stage therefore involved developing emergent themes and
theme clustering to reflect the sense making and importance that participants
appeared to give to various aspects of their contextualised SMIL life world.

As Smith et al (2009) highlight this stage involves both an analytical shift and a
manifestation of the hermeneutic circle by working primarily with the participant
tied initial notes, rather than the transcript itself. Consequently, the whole
interview had to become viewed as a collection of smaller parts to reflect a
synergy of description and interpretation to enable a new synthesised co-
constructed understanding. As such, the theme titles 1 achieved by
transforming my notes into illuminating phrases - came to reflect not only the
participants own words and possible meanings but also my own tentative
interpretations as | started to make sense of the participant making sense of
their independent learning journey. Appendix nine offers examples of this in the

left hand column of one transcript extract.

4.2.4 Searching for connections across emergent themes
This fourth stage of analysis involved making connections across the emergent
themes in a way that identified the most salient and interesting aspects of each

par t i cexgerence. orkis involved a degree of creativity and innovation as
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well as organisation with a constant checking against the transcript to ensure

my interpretations remained phenomenologically close to the participants own

words and ideas. Although | often used tables in the end to visually represent

my emerging and modified connections and themes (appendix ten), when

feeling cognitively blocked | would often resort to concept mapping on flip chart

paper as this personally helped me chunk information and better visualise
relationshipswhi | e al so retaining a focus on the
parts to whole effectively and work in this more abstract and holistic manner.

The actual process of rewriting the emergent themes (rather than using sticky

notes) anchored my attention and assisted the clarity of my analytical reasoning

even though it was arguably a longer and more time intensive strategy.

Smith and Osborn (2003) similarly advocate that at this stage it is important
hermeneutically to make sure any perceived connections have coherence with
the primary source material. To ensure this they advocate a constant shifting of
focus back and forth from the key claims of the participant to the researcher's
own interpretation of the meaning of these claims in a form of open ended
dialogue; dialogue that constantly switches between both the transcribed text
and the theoretical cogitations of the researcher in light of these themes. As an
adjunct, Smith and Osborn (2003) also suggest compiling directories of
participant phrases that support each related theme to enable even more
comprehensive and rigorous condensing and editing over time which again was

useful but with a large sample size was challenging in my reflective log.

Although not intended to be prescriptive, | also adopted a number of patterning

techniques suggested by Smith et al (2009) for this and the subsequent stages,

albeit soon discovered these at not mutually exclusive and can overlap.

However, this potential tension while challenging my thinking did help develop

the depth of my analysis allowing for more creative and innovative

interpretations to eventually develop. The techniques used included

Afabstrandic¢ omtoext ual i sati on. The for mer v
Al i ke niotddr to foimkaeuperordinate theme, while the latter reflected a
constellation of themes around a particular life event or key moment for the

individual. This is exemplified in appendix ten in the superordinate theme fi A
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worl d that cannot be whmideh srtefolde otred oWrt 3 u
transition to higher education and both the unfamiliar nature and unexpected

challenges of SMIL at the start of her SMIL journey. In contrast the

superordinate themeft r yi ng t o t ak e informmedlby exammationo | 0 we
of emergent themes as serving a particular function but was also by a degree of
polarisation, another technique advocated for identifying oppositional

relationships.

Interestingly, the technique of subsumption whereby an emergent theme

acquires the status of a superordinate theme (Smith et al 2009) was an iterative

and dynamic process and was a hallmark of this and subsequent analytical

stages as | modified, relabelled and repositioned new and existing themes. For
example, the theme of Afeeling over whel m
emergent/subordinate themewh en maki ng sense of Ursul a
(appendix ten) but later became a cross case superordinate theme. Similarly, |

was initially cautious of numeration as a way of connecting themes that occur

frequently as it felt more quantitative in nature and thus philosophically

incongruent. However, the frequency and intensity by which temporal aspects

were mentioned at both the individual and cross case analytical stages

indicated significant relevance and patterning of meaning that it too eventually

became a modified cross case superordinate theme.

None of this however would have been possible without the ongoing recourse to
my reflective log as this was key to ensuring awareness of my fore structures
and decision making processes so that | could maintain the phenomenological
focus on the things themselves and that the salient aspects of participants own
lived experience were captured in this theme clustering stage. This was
particularly important at this stage was also characterised by much casting and
recasting of themes in order to establish a clear and auditable relationship

between the emergent and superordinate themes.

4.2.5 Moving to the next case
The fifth analytical stage involved repeating the previous analytical stages for

each subsequent transcript. Using my new fore structure of understanding |
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was also able to start looking for idiographic similarities and divergence within
and between individual cases while retaining the dual hermeneutic focus on
empathy and suspicion towards both my own meta-cognition and the participant

transcript

4.2.6 Looking for patterns across cases

The final stage involved identifying recurring patterns, meaning and connections
between participants (Smith et al 2009) and involved a constant process of
modifying, reframing, and relabelling existing themes alongside verbatim
participant texts from each case as exemplified in appendix twelve. This
iterative and extended process of analysis and recoding enabled a co-
constructed narrative to emerge that reflected a detailed interpretation of the
phenomenon of student managed independent learning as lived contextually
and idiographically by the participants themselves. With the relatively large
sample size, the advice of Smith et al (2009) was followed in terms of
conceptualising recurrence in at least a third or one half of the sample
(appendix twelve). However, following confirmation of this and with my
research question in mind, there was a need to relook at the themes to check |
had not missed or overlooked patterns evident in the data. A useful, albeit time
intensive, strategy was to go back to the first stage of data analysis and re-read
the participants entire transcripts and then follow my audit trail through each of
the preceding stages. The outcome of this was a cross-case analysis and is

detailed in the subsequent chapter.

4.3 Summary of chapter

This chapter has examined the iterative and dynamic process of data analysis

to make explicit the interpretative nature of this study. It has illustrated how the
philosophical orientation outlined in the previous chapter extends to the analysis

of the data collected throughtheus e of Smith et al és (2019
framework. Examples are provided to illustrate how various themes emerged,

were clustered and then modified in order to clarify and make explicit how |

made sense of the participants making sense of their contextualised lived
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experience of student managed independent learning and the significant

meanings this holds for them.

C=y=29
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5 Giving meaning to the lived experience (indings from

the cross case analysis)

5.1 Overview of the chapter

This chapter provides an interpretative phenomenological narrative of the

research findings of the cross case analysis in response to the research

question:

A How do undergraduate student nurses on a Bachelor of Science adult
nursing programme articulate, understand and make sense of their unique

lived experience of self-managed independent learning?

As such, this chapter reflects the ongoing analytical process of giving meaning

to the contextualised lived experience of student managed independent learning

as it is lived and made meaningful by the thirteen student nurses who

contributed to this study. Three superordinate themes emerged from the

analysis, namely,if eel i ng ov, drt itee lpmed suand of t i me
Aconnect i n gEashoeseperardinatg theine was supported by a number

of constituent subordinate themes and exploration of these themes alongside

verbatim extracts from the participants forms the basis of this chapter. A visual
representation is also provided (Figure 1) to help orientate the reader and a final
interpretative account draws the chapter to a close. Throughout the participant

accounts it was apparent that these themes interconnected and were

experienced dynamically and broadly sequentially, albeit largely separated for

the analytical process. It is therefore important to consider each theme in
relation to participantdés holgdirdeti c exper |
Equally, while significant convergence between participant experiences

emerged, | also sought to capture the divergence in order to highlight both the

shared and distinct idiographic and situated nature of how SMIL is experienced

by participants. | am also aware these findings do not capture all aspects of the
experiences reported by participants, but instead reflect those relevant to the

research question.

Similarly, | remain cognizant that these results provide one possible analytical
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interpretation of the transcribed accounts of their lived experience of SMIL.
Other researchers may have focused on different aspects of the accounts. As
such, this chapter provides verbatim transcript extracts to support and make
explicit the phenomenological core of my own research interpretations.
However, in order that participant voices are heard and to illuminate individual
participant experiences, | have sampled quotes proportionately across
participants where possible in order to illustrate the collective voice of the
participants. To improve readability, | have also removed minor hesitations and
utterances that do not alter the nature and meaning of the narrative provided.
ElIlipsis [é] at the start and paridpard f
was talking before and after the extract, while an em dash [- ] has been used
when the participant appeared contemplative or emotional and their narrative
subsequently trailed off. The em dash has also been used where participants
appeared to revise their account as their thoughts evolved as they were

speaking.

5.2 Superordinate Theme (1): Feeling Overwhelmed
This superordinate theme captures the intense emotional and existential
experience of SMIL that has salience for student nurses lived experience and

contains four subordinate themes:

1. Certainty v uncertainty
2. Self under threat
3. Being on an emotional roller coaster

4. Managing multiple identities and expectations

They encapsulate participants experience of SMIL as a largely uncertain and
confusing process in which their sense of self and academic identity are fragile
causing them to experience a myriad of, often labile and overwhelming,
emotions. SMIL is also lived by student nurses in a social context where
managing their own multiple identities and the expectations of others can also

feel an overwhelming aspect of SMIL. This sense of feeling overwhelmed
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Figure 1: Superordinate and subordinate themes
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dominated their learning which they appeared to experience as a perplexing
and unexpected disorientation to their core beliefs about education, learning,
support and the self. Difficulty regulating these overwhelming emotions acted
as a barrier to learning independently and caused difficulties in active
engagement with SMIL opportunities. This superordinate theme was therefore
hallmarked by frequent emotional regulatory difficulties and inconsistent
engagement with SMIL as priority was given to dealing with overwhelming
negative affect. In an attempt to regain certainty, regulate their emotions and
make sense of SMIL, participants drew on past educational experiences and
perceived summative assessments, and in particular academic essay writing,

as a key focus for their self-managed independent learning.

5.2.1 Certainty v uncertainty

All participants agreed that they had engaged in SMIL since the
commencement of their educational programme and that this was a
significant part of their higher education learning experience. However, they
also appeared to have trouble describing and defining what SMIL was and in
doing so conveyed a sense of being unsatisfied with their response. For
example, withoutexception participants hesitated before responding and
seemed unsure of their replies as if they felt that their answer had in some way
notbeen adequate. Beatrice and Lydia both used qualifiers such as it | guess
- owhile Millie used ftitcouldbe é 6 aChatlotte i | prdbably € owhich
appeared to reinforce a sense of uncertainty about their conceptualisation of
SMIL. Rubyds hesitant response was typical
suggesting that SMIL was perceived as an extension and elaboration of

class content akin to previous experiences of homework:

€ | t hiiwekl lituoted.s |1t 6s the extra study
-Yes! You do it to understandvewHat tysu
what you have to do at university as you have to take more responsibility

forhowwel | you do than at school or col |l

All participants expected to undertake independent study and often expressed a
desire to be more independent in their learning as exemplified in the common

participant phrase finotHowevarnthteyalsg t o be sp
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experienced SMIL as a very uncertain and confusing learning process that did
not appear to match their initial epistemological beliefs about the nature of
knowledge and their expectations related to the support and guidance they
would receive. Feeling disorientated, overwhelmed and abandoned, participants
struggled to make sense of SMIL at the outset and at times disengaged from

this as a mechanism to manage their overwhelming affect.

| was just plain confused to start with. Still am a bit | suppose (Laughs).

Like at school, you had questions to answer and you answered them. It

was right or wrong and you knew where you were. Here we were just told

to firead ar ounéd Whhaet sduibdj etéhta.to dmedannd?® Kk r

what | was mesaat |l t(dydil)pdat n ¢

You just dondét know what to do to st al
dondédt know that i1itbés right. i soyauoul d |
donodot al w@ssla)bot her

Part of the sense of feeling overwhelmed appears to resonate from a negative
re-appraisal of the value of their prior education in preparing them for SMIL for

which Athe selfo seemed vulnerable. This
euphoria at being accepted into higher education and then feelings of cultural

shock, loss and grief that their anticipated feelings of educational preparedness

have not fully prepared them for the confusing and unfamiliar culture they now

inhabit.

€ Suddenly | was not the good student
afraid. | guess | was scared and totally blown away. Overwhelmed |
suppose and a little bit cheated. It was an access course after all. (Anna)

| did independent study for my A-levels but there were like set books and

set answers if you wanted a good grade. You just read them and

reproduced it in the way they wanted it. We were told it would prepare us

for university, but i1t didndét really.
set. (Beatrice)

It was great to be at university but then | would get angry that no one was

helping me. The next moment | would be depressed and wonder where
all the support had gone, so | disengaged for a while. (Charlotte)
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Their past experiences appear centred around an epistemological position

of Abasic dualityo in which eeadpcatiotal di r e c !
features that participants expect to continue as they move into university. Within

this a figood studento is often equated t
answers, has no personal voice and whose learning is rewarded through

assessment surveillance of these standardised right answers. At the start of

their academic career nearly all participants perceived SMIL as something that

they have to do themselves without help, support and direction from peers or

faculty.

It took me ages before | realised, | could ask for help. It was independent

study,so | assumed | had to do it myselHf
the help at coll ege. |l didndét even dai
plagiarism, or | appeared too needy. (Natasha)

This initial feeling of being alone was re-enforced by academic comments such
asinow over to youlaura)@wnel oduodnree nayd ublittsd n(o w,
c hi |l d(Beatric@)andfidondét expect (Haoriethbduringgasson f e d
contact. As such, participants experienced painful and overwhelming feelings

of abandonment, aperceived lack of academic empathy and a sense of being

unprepared. For example, even the simple task of reading a paper from a

reading list posed confusing problems of how to access academic databases,

how to read the paper once obtained and the purpose/aims for reading it.

Nobody tells you what to do, they jusHi
know. You feel so alone and well sort of abandoned to the winds. To

thrash around like washing on a washing line on a really cold, dark and
wintery day. It sounds silly now but |
how very small and inadequate you feel
even start. You just feel that you have been left to get on with it but to get

on with what? (Laura)

This sense of abandonment and resulting loneliness led all but one participant
to avoid help seeking behaviours during early SMIL experiences. In doing so,
they hide a part of who they were in order to feel accepted and avoid feeling

rejected within their new higher education culture.
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€ | used to think to myself, what
not to expose that. In public, keep it private. So | would like just get on

f

withitbymy sel f even i f | didndét know what

stressed. (Lydia)

Nobody tells you how | onely and frust.

| think the frustration stems from feeling as if you have to do it yourself
but you doubt yourself so you avoid talking about it. You avoid any
discussions especially when it gets really bad (Millie)

Help seeking when sought was therefore restricted to technical questions and
broad clarification of assignment expectations for fear of appearing immature,

needy or dependent.

I know there is help out there but
stops me. Li ke | di dn 6scratehaand | certainlyk n o w

do not want others to know, especially the lecturers so | procrastinate
and avoided seeking help to stay in my lovely little bubble where | am still
a good student. If | ask it is purely about the assignment and things like
word allowance, referencing and structure (Anna)

Participants appeared to find meaning in SMIL by focusing exclusively on doing
well in summative assessment tasks suggesting an externally regulated
motivation to meeting proximal, rather than distal, goals. This also appeared to
afford them the certainty and structure to their SMIL they felt was missing within
their lived experience of transitioning into higher education. For many, the
journey to HE has been a long one with a key focus being on accumulating
enough qualifications and tariff points for which passing summative
assessments was a key component. This is something many participants were
particularly proud of as they reported previous negative school experiences and
few national qualifications prior to more recent Access qualifications. This had
particular salience for them as it appeared to boost their self-esteem and
appeared to help them move closer towards their ideal self and offered them the

opportunity to develop new academic identities.

€ I 6m in my
so hard to g
can be. | say to myselfl 06

f

e

doee so many assignments, | can do another
one. At | east
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s |li ke really stressful right at

then usually, I start writing,
can achieve something. (Harriet)

Il know it shouldndét just be about t
that uni should give you the opportunity to read and think for yourself, but
for me currently 1 6m afraid it is.

0

e plan because you canodét write an
d

I

h e

e |

people frommypa st . |l want t he madstupickaathewy t hat

thought | was. ltés taken a | ong ti
is [laughs]. (Anna)

Interestingly, Helen was the one participant at the outset who appeared to feel
less abandoned and lonely as a result of her uncertain feelings and sought
tutorial support to clarify expectations and clarify her ideas. She appeared to
reframe her experience of uncertainty to seek a more positive and existential

meaning from the challenges that confronted her.

She often appeared more positive and passionate about the chance to

fi édevelop as a person and | suppose just realise wholamé mybei ng.

Indeed, she spoke with excitement about

fé the opportunity to expdomsidegedne w i
before and to find out who | am as a person, what my values are, my
beliefs ...0

However, while she appeared to have adopted a more relativistic and
committed (Perry 1970) epistemological position and life-long learning approach
than other participants, she too appeared to conceptualise SMIL as related to
proximal goals of successful assessment outcomes, at least in the short term.
However, she also implies a curiosity for future learning and distal goals appear
to be formulating as she takes responsibility for her immediate summative

assignment focus.

| will suddenly see something or read something that will remind me of
somet hing el se which sparks my curi

me

0

de:

O0S i

thought of that one! 0 Clpapthttonemand away
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think about it later once the course is finished. | know | have to do the
assignment first. This is a box to be ticked.

For others this lessening of uncertainty was a transformation that occurred over
time as they progressed through the programme. For example, Natasha and
Toby both used the phrase i | g e t referting to their nore effective
management of their emotions and a desire to understand rather than just recall

new concepts.

5.2.2 Fragile sense of self

Participant experience of SMIL frequently engendered painful and unwanted
feelings about the self, including self-conscious emotions such as shame and
guilt which participants often found overwhelming and unable to control as they
entered into university and commenced SMIL. For example, they reported
intense feelings of shame related to lack of self-regulation and procrastination
as well as occasions when they believe they had been easily distracted. These

emotions appeared toencompass their entire sense of self.

Afterwards | can feel so ashamed
as planned ltés li ke I'6m weak to
something else or so emotional ab
silly | know but amfulltahmalyhaterayselfatd s

times like that. (Claudia)

| get cross with myself for not understanding and then going off to do

somet hing el se when | should be s
(Ursula)
Like | know I 6m ontyshomame beeli
somet hing really wrong when | pr o
(Anna)

They also reported conflicted feelings of shame related to feeling exhausted,
overwhelmed and unmotivated as well as their concern for academic grades

that conveyed a sense of failure to attain an ideal sense of self.

€ |tds just exhausting. | get ang
then get really demotivated and then get even more angry with myself for
being like that. | then end up even more exhausted and more angry and
achieve nothing [sigh] -. (Ruby)
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When it all gets too much, and it does often | end up crying cos | feel like
a failure. I know itds onl yaledasaessay
person. (Laura)

For Harriet, who expressed strong performance goal orientated motivation,
these negative, uncontrollable, and fragile feelings about the self, appeared
particularly intense that she felt she had at times to hide away at home and

avoid the expectations of others.

... Like I know everyone [peers] expects me to do well. | can just tell by

the way they assume | know everythin
someone knows something | donét,l | 6m
just want to become invisible so that no one notices so | get up and go

home to work even i f |1 &édddayl anned to

This extract appears to capture a sense of wanting to submerge aspects of her
inner self from others as both her ideal and ought-self become threatened. Her
sense of self also appears conflicted and undermined by perfectionism,
vulnerability, the source of her motivation and self-criticism, even though she
has consistently gained previous high assessment grades. This suggest that
the SMIL threats to self may not only be experienced by those students that

struggle but also by those perbdei.v0oed by

Participantdés emotional accounts of gui
takes up and how this impacts on their multiple identities and social roles was

also evident. For example, they felt guilty about the perceived sacrifices their
close familyd and friends made in terms
leisure, attention they offer to those close to them and their repeated refusal of

invitations to meet for social events.

I'm lucky at the moment because my wife's paying the bills and things. |
think if 1 had to do a part-time job role as well, I'd really struggle. But

doesndét stop me feeling guiring fyiendsh e n
cal l round and want wus to go out or
cos I d6m writing an essay. Th@oby)under
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| know I feel guilty about time mainly with family and friends and what
they give up. Just also not getting the work done, nothing on paper. So if

| 6d spent too much time with family ai
hadnét done enough work to | ike towar
i tds that constant bal ancewhdammuse t h
(Natasha)

As a consequence, participants often appear to perceive themselves as
undeserving of any |l eisure time for them:
Ashould notodo was frequently used in part.

results in student nurses evaluating the self in negative ways.

So even though | feel guilty, and | know | have worked hard, or | just
know it isndt coming together today,
should be studying (Claudia)

Like my husbandhas n 6t got a degree and doesnot
mum thinks | should have done this before getting married and having
children. They make sacrifices so | di
me . I shoul dndét not study ovesitalhat 6s |
gets a bit much. (Ursula)

Participants also reportedchioud abe gsrot ent f «
consumed with grades as they wished to value the learning experience far more.
However, negative past educ axpactatiorsthate xper i
they would never enter into higher education often fuelled their desire to prove

themselves and others wrong.

Li ke | know | shoul dnét worry abo
obsession thatodés really bad but |
would come to anything, they told me | was thick at school, stupid T they
i gnored me. They ihetypeofpdrsootaugptouni.! 6d be
(Laura)

—Q

O C
3:—'-

As such, their academic identity and self-esteem often appear contingent on
achieving what they believe to be Agood
represented significant emotional and cognitive work in which they strived to

deconstruct and reconstruct their identity in new and deeply personal ways that

did not seem possible to them or others in the past. It therefore appears central

to and an important aspect of their personal biographical narrative of
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themselves and becomes expressed in a number of multiple ways
simultaneously. For example, they also experienced frustration and (existential)
suffering when they feel that assignment grades, the focus of their SMIL, do not

refl ect stehlefi.ro Atr ue

lcansometi mes get so mad when | get my
and d o nfiddtit easy, especially with my dyslexia but | know | 6angood

nurse andt h anot@lsvays obvious from the grades. T h a whiatgets me

down. | know it, in my head. (Ruby)

Li ke |1 know | can do it. I know my st
somet hing useful, but you woulidnodét al\
aaghh. [laughs]. (Lydia)

As they created and negotiated their academic identity, there appears to be
conflict between what they wish to express and how this is expressed in a
formal academic writing context. There also appears a conflict between how
much effort and work is expended and how this is recognised within the
academic setting which they also negotiate internally. Consequently, a number
of participants appear to feel that their true self is being rejected and is invisible
to others. This aroused feelings of anger and resentment towards faculty for this

lack of formal recognition and perceived empathy.

I t 6 snfais. bthink lecturers forget they were students once. It probably

comes easy for them thatdés why they cl
the same for all of us. | work really hard. | suspect at times | work harder

than the people who get firsts but a 40 in an assignment tells me they

think 1 édm stupid, | s hou-lldnrmétv emeédal lwyo rl
They dondét see that 1 6m tryf{Lauga) real ly
I think itdéds because where | gelt | owel
go, AOh for Godédés sake, why cOophtdtt he
they get it. Doné6ét they knowglkeupw har d
or how |l ong itoé@Wrsulgaken to get here

Feelings of rejection and invisibility also led some participants to procrastinate
as they struggled with overwhelming emotions and beliefs about the self. In an
attempt to hold onto their desired view of their academic self, participants often
appeared to prefer not to seek formal academic help in case this exposed to

public knowledge an alternative and undesired true self.
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It can be so confusing to start with
just dondét bother seeking help cos i
know. (Millie)

Sometimes | justriwdn&tosgd tdonatt wtamt
rubbi sh. |l 6ve worked so hard and they
my ideas are pants and | have to redo

energy for that, so | just go off and do something else until | feel better.
(Beatrice)

Lydia and Anna preferred instead to use social media to selectively contact
peers who they were aware would likely also be procrastinating in what
appeared to be a downward social comparison to restore their self- esteem and

overcome a sense of remorse at their own avoidance strategies.

When | 6 mone,athndatitdés drove me round t
feel | candt be blddhihkeaboatdhe graup amcaworkt d o
out who to contact, like who else is not doingittonight é Li ke |
can Facebook them and feel b éthener cos
dondot feel so bad about myself (Il augh:
(Lydia)

|l 6m a procrastinator and so near to
real | y ctleredto studyebut know | should, | know exactly who to
contact and who to avoid. So yes, | just message them quickly and ask

how itds going even though | know t
typing. (Anna)

5.2.3 Being on an emotional rollercoaster

Participant accounts also revealed that SMIL can be an emotional, stressful and
anxiety provoking experience in which they experience a myriad of labile
emotions that feel overwhelming and difficult to control. A number of
participants used metaphors to describe their emotional struggles and sense of
feeling both chronically exhausted and drained as a result.

You just alw you e on
t 0 S lt

I a f I I r
supposed o b f u but 0 not .
offltcan be | i ke constant. Someti mes |
not to be anxious (Claudia)

y s ee i ke
e n it

o o
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I feel l' i ke 1'd0m constantly spinning pl
€ The wuphill bumps are i mmense. Youor
i f youdreahby in control gNamgha)wh en vy o

Ursula vividly recalled a feeling of being emotionally overextended and
exhausted by the perceived constant demands of SMIL and her multiple social
roles. The chronic emotional depletion and exhaustion implied a negative
evaluation of the self as personal learning accomplishments diminished,

particularly when assessments were in close succession.

Everyone wants a piece of you but there is no let up with independent

study cos theraésiglnwmeynd ard ter the ot
your family on hold either. Sometimes | just want to crawl into bed and

put the covers over me and scream and scream and scream. But then

when | say that to myself, | just think | must be weak but | know my

grades suf fer and then | feel bad once a
feeling up and down, no one understands that you have no emotions left.

All participants described SMIL as stressful and anxiety-provoking suggesting
that the perceived demands of SMIL were greater than their range of perceived

coping strategies at the outset.

Someti mes you just dondt think you cal
Il will cope é someti mes youTobbypel you |

I j ust c oiuWwab being askedtp o more than I could do, and |
was exhausted from all the up and down emotions you feel (Millie)

Participants also described uncomfortable feelings of embarrassment by what
they perceive to be their own violation of academic expectations related to SMIL
that also threatened their academic self. This left them feeling awkward and
filled with regret in the presence of peers and family increasing their sense of
labile rollercoaster emotions. For example, if they procrastinate or prioritise

other social identities above SMIL.

lté6s worse when you set yourself a pl

t his. Il &dm going to be a good student |
the children need you or a friend is upset. Then you feel embarrassed
whenyoumeetever yone and have to tell them
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You wished you had and then the merry-go-round of emotions starts all
over a(Glaudia). o

| always regret it afterwards cos | know someone else could take her
(daughter) to danmcd.ngl skreowolud d nprto ami a
supposed to be studying, Il 6dm a wuniver
embarrassing that | candét do what | s
awkward, especially when | tell my son he must do his homework before

going out. It just means | feel low after feeling okay andt h asp basd.

(Lydia)

However, the emotional talk of participants conveyed that they recognised a
need to be emotionally resilient in order to overcome the uncertainty and

challenges of SMIL. Charlotte 6response was typical of many when she stated

| know | have to just get on with it, however hard it is. You just have to
pull yourself together and stop getting so emotional.

At the outset, seeking alternative activities that offered more immediate and
rewarding emotional experiences (eg distractions) appeared to help them
regulate their emotions and exhaustion in the short term as well as connect their
positive and negative self in less disconnected ways. However, strategies
adopted appeared to have a high personal and cognitive cost and often

involved personal sacrifice for own and others short-term benefit

Il do put things off and dondét al ways
Even if you pay for sittr elsstear, é.1 Lkinloav wl
point. Tomorrow | 61 |Idosanethingrelsevsethatlo r e d
feel good about myself so that | can study tomorrow and not feel so

rotten. (Beatrice)

€ the more stressed you get ttbch®,thhar de
start with | used to just say nkids wi
come back feeling refreshed. Ready to tackle the stress but of course

you candét do that forever and my own
have a new stressor. (Claudia)

This however appeared to be a time limited strategy. For example, as
participants progressed through the programme and their SMIL, participants
connected more with their peers either online or in person to help regulate these

emotions in more constructive ways which helped them avoid excessive
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procrastination as explored in subordinate theme three.

5.2.4 Managing multiple identities and expectations

The lived experience of SMIL takes place in a social context in which nursing

students often have multiple identities and social roles. These are important to

them and their wellbeing and the sense of who they are. They therefore wish to

remain committed to these. Participants frequently described how they actively,

and at times covertly, negotiated their identities and managed their SMIL and

leisure time to keep these in balance as well as managing the expectations of

others significant to them. However, these experiences, multiple identities and
expectations often felt overwhelming and lacking in spontaneity leaving them

emotionally and physically exhausted. Indeed, all participants described SMIL

in these terms. For example, Natasha talked about how she no longer studied

at home but went to university every weekday for class or SMIL. She only told

herfami | vy, sdomgtoumié &and was aware they assum
class, rather than SMIL. Her rationale being that if she worked from home, they

woul d assume she had Afree timed and woul
such, she compartmentalised her time in order to manage these multiple

identities and the emotional demands of this:

| want to be there for them, but | also want to study. If people [friends and

family] know I &6m here at wuni then | 6m
less stressfuland I f e e | better é | ess emultionall
can concentrate, really focus without
study and no one bats an eye | id cos I
and ités |i ke school . Ngouuone expects |

Ursula spoke about a similar lack of spontaneity

| really struggle not only with being a mum, a wife, a daughter and being

a student all at the same time but also because my life is planned out all

the time. | have to plan ALL thetimeot her wi se | candt <cop
exhausting. Nothing just happens. | have to plan so | can do everything

and be there for everyone and not get stressed.
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Lydia also talked about how she negotiated time with her family

So | tell them that thisweekandespeci al |y t he weekend, I
| 6ve got to do the assi gnSoewetalkaoud nee:
what we can do after the assignment is over, where we want to go.

While all students reported that they anticipated balancing their multiple roles
might be challenging in advance of commencing SMIL, they all appeared
surprised by the intensity and the constant need to actively manage this.
Consequently, they had developed a number of strategies to assert control and
manage these multiple identities while also attending to their SMIL. In the main
this involved changing the learning environment in which SMIL was conducted
and emotional disclosure with peers (see superordinate theme connecting
socially). However, this required constant vigilance and flexibility.

What you donét realise is that you cal
knew it would be hard but thought | could manage it now the kids are

getting ol der . I did the access cour s
that. Theyhave needs that change all the 1t

consuming the study will be and how difficult it is to understand

some ideas, to write an essay at university level. You have to constantly
manage it and think ahead. Whatods goi |
for me? How will I deal with it? What will be the problems? (Claudia)

However, for some the feelings of incongruence led them to adopt avoidance
strategies as a strategy for managing their multiple identities. For example,
Charlotte stated that

Sometimes itds just so awf ew$yomwantay s s
to be there for them yowdr e Yotuwdyei me ti
so lame and not what | want. So sometimes | ask my husband to take my

car to work so they dondét know | 6m at
round the corner so they think |1 &m ouf
on with my work and study.

Ursula also directly avoided telling her husband she was studying and like
Natasha, just told him she was off to university and combined this with her other
identi fies and roles. This worked for hel

fatigue, personal sacrifice and ignoring her own emotional needs, as she
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empathically recognised the lack of academic capital available in her home

environment due to her being the first in her family to go to university.

My husband just woultdn ontd eupnednedresntta nsdt uadl
what | do is just tell him I 6m off to
school run so heds none the wiser. He
every day like school, s o it wor ks for wus. |l go to
thematter of fact of | ife, and thatoés fin
emotional support but at least | 6stndying, and we can function as a

family,and | can cope with being a studen

for anything el setmés. or even myself at

5.3 Superordinate Theme (2): The pressure of time

This theme describes the temporal experience of SMIL and how time is not

lived as a Newtonianlinear concept of an" indefinite
dynamic interplay and temporally embodied process in which participants begin

to resolve their confusing and disorientating early experiences, expectations

and emotions related to SMIL. During this stage, SMIL continues to be

experienced as a largely isolated and self- contained activity, but the concept of

ti me assumes greater personal significan:
This stage is characterised by more emotion and meaning focused than

problem focused coping strategies and the sense of feeling overwhelmed

frequently returns before participants recognise a developmental need through
engaging in self-talk for new and improved emotional regulation in order to more

effectively engage in their SMIL. Three subordinate themes are identified:

1. Study v free time
2. Wasted time

3. Changing orientations to the past, present and future

5.3.1 Study v FreeTime

As students talked about their ongoing early experiences of SMIL, they almost
exclusively used the term "study time" to describe SMIL, - even when | used the
programme vernacular of SMIL, - suggesting "time" and the "temporal nature" of
SMIL is significant to them. When describing how family and significant others

perceived SMIL, they interestingly switched to using the phrase "free time" to

127



describe the lack of shared understanding with family and friends as well as the
tension that existed for many who are first generation undergraduates in
balancing their multiple identities in their social and academic worlds. For
example, for family and friends, learning was associated solely with "class time"

and "being at university."

My family think that because | am a university student, | have lots of free
ti me. They think i1 f | 0m natthere,thennimgr si t vy
time is my own. (Ursula)

I f 1 6m not at wuniversity, then he thi.]
the house. Like hedl |l <c¢come dinethee and h:e
washing up yet?0 He assumes | have | o:

been studying non-stop since he left this morning. (Laura)

This lack of access to cultural/academic capital gradually led many to change

their environment of learning and leave the family home in order to regulate

their emotions, manage the expectations of others and enable them to

concentrate of SMIL. As such, they travelled to campus, local libraries or to

ot her studentds homes t o uuncdalydadnge t hei r

the conceptualisations of their family and friends.

So ités easier to just go to uni or g
explain I am actually really busy and working really hard (Ursula)

Well, | think the first six months was a constant battle like that and |

became quite tired and emotional. [
anymore because it was- it was like a warzone really, and | felt that every

small achievement was this massive effort to explain | was actually

working when | was at home. So, in the end, | decided that | would come

to university to study, and | would, if we had no lectures, | would spend

the entire day there é but | donét t el
as they would put it. (Natasha)

This appears to reflect a form of compartmentalisation that helps participants
assert control over their overwhelming emotions and at the same time giving
direction to their SMIL while also negotiating and managing the differing
perspectives of people that mean something to them. Such a strategy was also

adopted by Lydia who commented that:
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|l tend to say on a weekday if 1 06dm not
and Aweekend days off. o0 Thatoés what és
anything at a weekend herwish, &wodldbelaor f ami
compl ete and wutter nightmare. My f ami |
cope.

Interestingly, students themselves also switched to using the term "free time"

when recalling funsuccessful o (retrospeci
became distracted or procrastinated and consequently felt some degree of

shame when feeling emotionally overwhelmed, perhaps as a way of defending

the self.

So,t he other day | was just coul dndét ge
free time (Beatrice)

| read one paper but then Netflix becl
lectures that day so it was my free time, so to speak. (Anna)

Free time also described the restorative period that all participants took
following assignment submission. During this time, they took time without
feeling a sense of guilt in order to promote their wellbeing, reconnect with family
and friends and distance themselves from their negative emotions following the
intensity of an academic assignment submission. They were also willing to

forego or delay any other formative learning tasks during this time.

I f youdre coming to the end and somet |
end of next week my |l evels of stress
the guilt coming in with the stress or -I dondt KknowButthencanét
they al|l kind of, they [her children]
Li ke theydre aware that the [stress] I
foll owing week, once itodos i,youlmowd | <cali
t heyol |l al | come back out and my ti me
would feel that would be a really nice time to spend with them and |

woul dndt mind if itdéds during the week
read, do. | n eeval fed duilty, always tefreshéd. 1 n
(Claudia)

5.3.2 Wasted Time
Wasted time describes the emotional experience of uncertainty, frustration and
the self under threat within the cognitive challenge of SMIL. It usually emerged

when a flow state of deep thinking and understanding had not been achieved
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following an intense period of effort.

|l couldnodét get into it and understand
hard | tried. So, at the end of the day | just felt like | had wasted it (Toby)

It was often a key feature of the early stages of SMIL when students were trying
to analyse and understand multiple complex, unfamiliar and abstract concepts.
Almost exclusively it was used when participants felt they had nothing tangible
and measurable to show for their efforts. This in turn appeared to heighten and
reinforce feelings of self-doubt and vulnerability.

In an attempt to take control, cognitively reappraise, stay motivated and give

direction to their SMIL, participants adopted a range of strategies to produce

embodied products and gain tangible satisfaction after each period of SMIL as

strategies for regulating their emotions and asserting control. This included
creating some form of fAembodied product o
senses (eg touched and seen) in order to avoid a sense of "wasted time." This
frequently included aiming for a set amount of "words on a page," a pile of

printed academic papers on their desk, highlighting text on a piece of literature

using bright coloured pens or producing own notes on a Word document in

order to gain a sense of personal gratification and meaning.

| used to feel like | 6 wasted the day, you know, and that was time that |
could actually be writing the essay and getting it done, not reading or

thinking. é. And to begin with, I f el 1
that time feeling guilty without anyt|
highlight the text. So I f e e | l' i ke 1 6m doing somethir
doing something to show pretty colours all over my work. But at least |

have achieved something and can look down and see my coloured work

clearly (Laughs) (Natasha)

So | always set myself a task to write X amount of words on a page each

day so | dondét feel |ike | 06vBeate@st ed |
|l could read from the screen and worKk
go to uni tomorrow and print ithemout . O
next to me so | can actually see my pl
|l dm actually making progress, doi ng st

and that makes me feel sooo much better (Harriet)

130



Wasted time was also used to describe periods of procrastination and
distraction when the needs of their multiple identities were prioritised over their

independent learning and negative emotions felt overwhelming.

l 6m al ways juggling and someti mes whe.
appointment with [name of son] I f e e | |l 6ve really wasted

could have been working on the assignment. (Ursula)

€ | wasted my time cleaning the house.
the assignment but | did it anyway
while the houseismes sy, but i1itds al ways messy
always look the otherway orgotouni-é | 6 m s olLydia)upi d.

The term Awasted timeod was al so used whe.l

company of others. It acted as a form of indirect communication to challenge
and redirect themselves and their peers that avoided inflicting unintentional
emotional harm and threatening their own and other self- concept. As such, it
appeared to function as a form of pro-social managing of emotions that had a

shared meaning among the undergraduates involved.

We say fAwasted timed when we want to
focused but dondét want anyone to feel
Al etds stop wasting time and get on

get it okay. (Natasha)

As students began to become more experienced with SMIL and progressed

within the programme, they started to connect more with their peers and started

to fivalue thinking ti meoThdysubsequentyrused nat e

the term Awasted ti me 0 ccountsandthe conbeptof t hei r

time no longer appeared to be experienced as a pressure. This appears to
convey a change in epistemological beliefs in which the complexity of
knowledge becomes realised and learning is recognised as taking place, not
suddenly, but over time. However, for Natasha a conflict still remains if a
tangible product and instant gratification is not produced which leads to a return

to negative affect.
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€ And then after a couple of assignme.]

that time to think, to make sense of what | wanted to write what | wanted
to say, to kind of build a plan of what | was going to do, read. But

because youodore reading and thereos

noit

youbve not done anything os @&clsioeveds

a wasted day. You feel guilty and time is always precious.

The same was true for Helen who from the outset seemed to adopt a more
relativist and committed epistemological position but still had to actively manage

and control feelings of self-doubt about a lack of a product to reflect progress.

I would never describe thinking ti
house without scaffolding and | love thinking, looking at ideas from

different angles, pulling the threads of the ideas to see where they take

me . But sometimes you think, fAwhat
when you start to question whether
not be relevant. It may need to be tucked away in the brain for another
time. Probably not wasted but the doubt creeps in the back of your mind

if you have nothing to show for all the effort.

5.3.3 Changing orientations to the past, present and future

Although participants experience SMIL as a cognitive and intellectual challenge,
it is the emotional and existential lived experience that appeared hold the most
significant import within their accounts. Students in earlier stages of SMIL when
time appears to be pressurised therefore attempt to assert control and give
direction to their SMIL using a range of largely emotion focused coping
strategies. When these were not perceived to be as effective as they would like
or had previously been in past educational encounters, they dynamically
change their temporal orientations between the past, present, and future in
order to adopt new and additional emotion focused coping strategies.

These self-talk strategies appear to helpthem regulate their negative emotions
to enable them to cope and give them restorative time prior to adopting more
practical, cognitive and problem focused strategies in the present. mindeed,
when feeling vulnerable, the past, present, and future appear to take on greater

meaning and salience.
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The outcomes of this changing orientations to time often led them to recognise
a fundamental, important and ultimately transformative need to change in their
approach to independent learning and in doing so connect more with their peers
and the wider social world. For example, all students perceived SMIL as related
to success in summative academic assessment and in particular written
academic essays. When faced with particular difficulties/perceived lack of
progress in achieving this and when other coping strategies became less
effective, students often temporarily reoriented their future goals away from the
assignment to their more distal professional and instrumental goal of being a
nurse in order to assert a degree of emotional control. They simultaneously
downplayed and distanced the role academic essays played in this and their
previous emphasis on proximal goals. This psychological distancing suggests
the self may also have been under threat.

Soowhen | by seméssed about my assignmer
wasting my time, or | get a grade |
assignmento. 1 6m still gonna be a goo
your grades. They dondét amassigememthet her

(Millie)

At the end of the day | came here to be a nurse, so like if the assignment
i snét great, my study is going badl
the end of the world. As long as | get through it will be okay (Ruby)

Toby and Laura also used "hope" as a way of re-imaging a different future than
the one they feared they currently faced in the present (eg an assignment

referral), retaining focus on their proximal goals.

| suppose when | get anxious, | always hope that my study time is
enough and | have put in enough effort, not to fail. (Toby)

Basically, |ike | say to my daughter,

spent so much of my study time crying and wailing that in the end all
you can do is hope and do your best that you will pass. (Laura)

By orientating to the present with insights from the past, some participants also
adopted mindfulness tactics as a buffer against unexpected and intense

negative emotional moments.
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¢ And in real

i ty, dehquitecunexpgotedly, bufl doe |
cope. I try hard

not t o -desdusemineve | f

when I getthere,-1 6 ve been thedenbefwoek, so

something to stop that from happening, | kind of try and do steps. Like
going for a walk or having a break,
around me and appreciate it. (Natasha)

Someti mes when iIitdéds really bad and

canodét think, I just say to myself nAde

flook out the window, enjoy the view. Feel the stress falling away, enjoy

the moment. 0 é& Then | can refocus and

through. (Charlotte)

Equally, when the self was threatened and a sense of mastery felt lost in the
present, students also re-orientated to the past in either positive or negative
ways. For example, some students had conversations with empathic peers or
intrapersonal ones with themselves reminding themselves that they had
overcome such difficulties in the past and would therefore likely achieve their
goals in the present also. This temporal reorientation to the past also appears to
help normalise their intense emotions and enable a degree of emotional control
to be asserted that allows participants to persist with the cognitive challenge

they currently face.

Soowhen | feel |ike that | always tal
t anymore or itods al

think | can do i
want to give up. Y
but you got throug
that. Someti mes |
wor ks cos | t hi nk
can. | Ghother goianyeay (Millie)

es, c o0 s dthakbafareay h e
h it, youdll get
f
b

When everything gets too much | find, - | find, - | need to take myself in
hand. I need to give myself a good
being stupid, you felt like this last year, and the year before, and the year

t

t

k

[
Wi
h

al

befor e t hat and probably the year befor

So | say to myself fAbut youbdre stil

why should they now?0 (Damre)n | just get

Others found the present caused them to ruminate over past perceived
difficulties and academic vulnerabilities, further threatening their identity and self

and leading to a return of the intense and sudden overwhelming emotions they
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experienced at the outset of SMIL.

| really hate it when it all gets too much cos,I j ust | mmedi ately
failure. |l 6m still that teenage singl
anything. Il canodot get passed it and i

over again. (Anna)

Like the past is always a constant reminder of how stupid | am. So, when
| get anxious about an assignment, | feel stupid,and | candét stud
(Ruby)

In response participants actively started to engage socially with othersand the
wider social world as a way of coping and re-orientating to the present in more
positive ways. For example, Natasha like many of the participants identified
that a focus on the past helped her understand that the past was different from
the present and thus a different range of collective coping strategies were
needed to meet the differing SMIL challenge she and others now faced. In
describing the need to study together as a group, rather than alone as with her

previous educational independent learning, she, like many others, commented:

I think it d&sesasboautonfeeelliensgs I sol at ed.
just me initially that thought | etds
of éit was a general thing that we all
of thought actually, we need to do this to be able to move on. In the past

it wasnbdbt an issue as you just write

5.4 Superordinate Theme (3): Connecting Socially

This theme captures a further developmental stage in the participants lived
experience of SMIL. It reflects the socially situated experience of more
effectively developing emotional and cognitive control through interaction with
others and the wider social and spiritual world that enables student nurses to
then more effectively direct and engage in their SMIL using deeper learning
approaches. As such, SMIL is no longer perceived as a self-contained and
isolating activity as students start to reach out and forge meaningful social and

emotional connections with their peers and their wider social world.
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This process helps students learn to develop more effective emotion regulation
and consequently independent learning skills. Experiencing more positive
emotions they begin to grasp both the inter- and in- dependent nature of
learning and what it intends to achieve. SMIL at this stage becomes a more
socially constructed, transactional, relational, and ultimately transformational
learning process as they regulate their emotions and from this rebuild a revised
set of epistemological and ontological assumptions and beliefs that enables
them to begin to more effectively flourish in the higher education learning

environment. Six subordinate themes were identified:

Managing ownenotiods ot her so
Feeling connected

Developing cognitive control

Getting in the zone

Developing a sense of mastery

A T o A

Developing a new sense of coherence

541 Managing own emotionsot her s 6

SMIL was frequently experienced as an overwhelming emotional and existential
process that participants found initially isolating and lonely. As participants
progressed through their programme and gained more experience of SMIL and
early attempt to manage their emotions proved ineffective or short-term, they
began to self-question themselves and consequently to reach out and connect
more with other peers whom they trusted, whether in person or virtually online.
They appeared to do so primarily to help
emotions and thus as a strategy for asserting more effective emotional control,
boosting their self-esteem and helping to develop a sense of mastery. They
therefore actively sought to promote and maintain a psychologically safe

environment with various close peers.

I l i ke studying with the group now as
My mumdés view is, fAYo 1€ oo bab ttheéd v e done
childreno nd the group that |1 0om with,

and they understand.
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Theyodove got the similar things going ¢

under stand. ltés that empathy é&hynd of
that you kind of find helps and makes you feel better about yourself.

Donét get me vamilyrbgutl Il gwestmydonét get
(Ursula)

For most of the participants, whether meeting in groups or online, there was
often an initial, ritualistic and time managed period at the start of each period of
SMIL in which they gossiped about family members not present and the
perceived injustices of their lives. This period of gossip appeared to have
prosocial and emotional benefits in which students felt a deeper level of
connection, empathy and trust with their peers which enabled them to verbally
disclose their thoughts and feelings about personally meaningful experiences

related to their multiple identities and their current SMIL challenges.

So,i t 6s kind of funny | dondot think we
all get together and the first thing we do is talk about our families. We tell

each other how we feel, what are frustrations are, how we hate the
assignmentand howourfami | y dondét wunderstand us

ti me, | i ke (Wsule)ckwor ké
éwe know each other quite well, and t|
really have to put onharffoentmhooe pYoédut
dondt want t o fgeeolr sstauypiindg btyh aats kli ncan
and ités okay to say @Al hate my husbal
each other well. é someone elamnad prt dlsal
big but, we have to |Iimit this. That 6:
tmekeeper. She just says Aright then,
focusing. (Claudia)

Natasha is also a member of a study group and commented in similar ways
Like we recognised we needed time together at the start to help us focus
andithelpedus r el ax, be | ess anxious and s
i mportant routine for wus and it worKks.
talk about our family and how horrible they can be sometimes.

This social and empathetic connection with peers appeared to also enable

participants to make sense of their emotions by the therapeutic process of

identifying and | abelling their emotions

always perceive their family and friends would understand. This pro-social and
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emotionally cathartic chat also appeared to enable them to reframe, reinterpret
and normalise their emotional experiences and events and subsequently to
|l essen the emotional i mpact so that they

the cognitive and intellectual process of SMIL.

|l tosglltidlsej ust | i ke just being able to
group], Al 6m stressed or |1 6m anxiouso
and then you realise Athatdés why youbo
c o n c e nlike the athér day, | tried to explain this to my partner but |

couldnét, but as soon as | met the gi |

blurting out and made sense. Then all these ideas for the assignment
came flooding into my mind (Lydia)

When | talk in the library with the others you sort of understand how you

feel and why youdbve been feeling so c
say it to them, then you realise i tnétso bad because you just said it.
(Beatrice)

5.4.2 Feeling connected

Within the participant narratives, SMIL therefore appeared to be increasingly
experienced within meaningful social relationships between themselves and
their peers as they collectively learnt together. Feeling connected describes the
social bonds cultivated between students as they embark on and become more
experienced with their own SMIL. It describes the way in which these
relationships helped participants cope when feeling stressed or anxious by
SMIL tasks by fostering effective emotion and problem focused coping
mechanisms and increasing feelings of belonging, companionship, self-esteem,
and self-affirmation. It also helped sustain motivation and a positive mood as

well as offering network and practical support in times of need.

|l 6ve only |juswi tsh atritee dottlberwsortkhi s year
necessarily make friends easily,but it has been great.

it sooner. They make you feel like you can deal with anything, that you

are a real human being that while you may stumble, they are always

there to pick you up. (Laura)

You can never be sad with the girls around. They just pick you up, re-

energise you and make you feel like you really belong here, even if you
dondét get thydiat op gr ades
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I tds just the condiafnfyer anc ena kleisk ealwe td
for

each otherarsd pwe kkarsé6t do t he work

not sure how to describe it, - yep you just feel less alone and confused.
(Ursula)

Feelings of connectedness also helped students develop a range of prosocial

behaviours and temporarily prioritise

because of an expectation of reciprocity and acknowledgement that SMIL was
emotionally challenging and that no one was assumed to be immune from this.
For example, if a peer was experiencing a crisis or intense negative emotions,

Claudia commented that:

So then we just all stop what we are doing even if we made plans for that
day because youbve just got to be

have to be therefore ach ot her, ot her wi s,gouwh a

never know whether tomorrow that will be you.

Without exception all participants expressed gratitude for the social
relationships and bonds formed during SMIL and how this was meaningful in
sustaining their SMIL motivation and retention on the programme. Indeed,
these positive feelings of social connectedness appeared to significantly help
reduce their stress responses to the cognitive and self-challenges within their
SMIL experiences. camnwyndntsacliesteddhe expeRandeyod s
many when they commented that:

Il wouldndét be here if it wasnodot f
all the horrible highs and lows of studying, week in, weekout. -1 ¢ an
thank them enough (Lydia)

Iwilalway s be grateful for the group.
of them and | will always remember that even when we are all qualified
nurses (Ruby)

This gratitude also extended to existing social relationships with family and
friends even when it was acknowledged by participants that family and friends
did not always empathically understand their SMIL experiences and the
emotional challenges of higher education learning. However, participants
recognised both the pride their families had in them and the many sacrifices

they made on their behalf in terms of reduced attention, finances, and shared
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leisure time as well as changed and changing family routines.

T h e ysb goed really. They put up with me distracted, locked away for

hours on end, in a bad mood, frustrat
Aino they candét do this until | 6ve fini
proud of me. (Claud@s amazi ng.

| Ojust so grateful for my wife and family and all they do so | can be here
and dondét have to work or worry about
difficult. They really keep me going (Toby)

For many this gratitude was reinforced by the recognition that despite not
understanding what their experiences were like for them, their families still
believed in them and their future success unquestionably and were willing to
offer support in areas where they had little expertise such as reading through
draft assignment work. For example, this gratitude and appreciation appeared
to help enhance Na t a s beH-éffscacy and resilience to persist with her SMIL.

€ My husband wil|l read through my dr af
happy to discuss anythingevent hough he really doesnbo
what 1 6dm talking about And i f there
get my head down and doé you know, he
doesndt . But he does it anyway and | |
mekeep going, to keep studying. | 6m so
he just believes | can do it. 't ki nd:

For participants who preferred to conduct their SMIL alone, usually in their
home environment, feeling connected was also perceived as meaningful and
important. For example, they actively invested time during breaks in the
university day to form and maintain relationships and usually continued these
online outside of timetabled sessions. However, during solitary SMIL they
found comfort and connection in hearing the familiar social noises of others
throughout the house (Beatrice) and/or outside in the wider social world as
people passed by (Millie) as well as connected with the world of nature
(Charlotte). For example, having a window open to feel fresh air (Charlotte)
and hearing the ongoing routine of the world outside (Millie), sitting in natural
light (Charlotte) and/or spending thinking time in the garden to feel a
connection with nature and their spiritual self (Charlotte and Helen), appeared

to help them feel less alone and isolated.
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This in turn appeared to help them control their emotions, to think creatively and
to achieve a flow state of intense concentration knowing that others were
nearby and the world they knew continued and would be there again on their
return despite their temporary absence as they engrossed themselves in the
abstract world of assignment ideas. For example, Beatrice described, albeit a
little embarrassedly, a dislike of feeling alone and complete silence that SMIL

engendered but that the background sounds of her sibling and parents moving

around the house and talking to each other, feltlikefia cr adl e rocking

c o mf or t iWhgn asked.todexpand on this she identified that

|
1
|

]

n

€ so | know everything will be okay.
to do é but the noises connaslongasme t o
they continue, | can cope because it
thatsoundsilly?>-But when t heydére there for me
think and when itds over | cagonego bac

Indeed, Helen appeared to find inspiration with her connection to nature and an

existential feeling of being connected to a bigger, sensual. and spiritual world

that had meaning far greater than herself. This in turn allowed her to manage

her emotions and think creatively.
I will quite often deliberately step back. | go and pick the garden or walk
around it €& there is somethingltbout
bit of space to organise themselves é | 6 neawgnisedthatt hat 6 s part
thewayldothati magi nati ve construct, that i
i mportant part é What | mean is how d«
somebody el sebdbs ideas into your i magil
and | just connect with nature. | revel in the wonders of each plant, how
nature just interconnects and makes room for everything and how
i mmense and complex it really is. You

stresses when faced with that, so | just let myself think, be imaginative
and make room like nature for new ideas and connections.

5.4.3 Developing cognitive control

This theme describes the socially connected ways in which participants
asserted cognitive control and developed their thinking and understanding of,
often complex, academic concepts within the SMIL process. This process
formed the latter part of the social chat students initially engaged in with their
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peers and represented a period where conversations moved from a focus on
managing emotions to a focus on sharing progress, academic goals, and

various cognitive challenges within their current SMIL.

These conversations were commonly used to synthesise, and test potential

ideas and arguments participants wished to develop within their own academic

assignments, oftenre-af f i r mi ng st ud eandideds. loreflectsa h ou g h't

process of peer feedback and interaction in which students read and/or verbally
di scussed each abdinanedats SMIL @ahs Thisdaeial s
constructivist process and approach to knowledge appeared to enable greater
cognitive clarity and the development of critical as well as deeper analytical
thinking and synthesis skills as students begin to re-evaluate, re-frame, re-

interpret and re-affirm their learning with increasing confidence.

€ when we meet in the tlailbrlarcyataton[]n a n

good. | already have some ideas about what | want to write about, but |
can sort of check them out with the others and get feedback. They may

suggest other things to think about
good to know | 6 nandahat ny ideas makegénsetol i ne s

them. In fact, they often make more sense to me as well. (Toby)

ltés really funny but | ike I know what

the words. But the girls help me find the right ones and then they say

A

somet hing, and | think AYep! Thatos

th nk ABut it could also be this or

year. o | could be at home and never

(Lydia)

So, to start with we al/l chat about
Then someonewillsay #Ati me for a coffeeo and
once webve got our coffee, toexplain e a,

[

t
[

A 1

t

we

where we are with the assignmentandouras si gnment pl ans.

really ask for help but we do help each other like suggesting ideas or we
share articles webve read. We ask

c | e gClaudia)
As participants progressed through the programme and gained greater social
connected experiences in which they learnt to think deeply, their

epistemological beliefs appear to change, and they gradually appear to come to

value this influenti al and meaningf ul
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However, a tension appears to remain for number of participants between this
valuing of Athinking timeo and their tem)
a contingent | ack of embodied products al
physi cal | yeireffoswAs sudclo, thinkindgitime appears valued as a
retrospectveipast event o and dependent on whet|

an embodied product useful to an assignment task.

€ now | realise that that o6sfacglputal uabl
day aside to get that bit covered, yol
[ emphasi sed and el ongated] bad but at
why | was wasting time as | thought it was, all thistime. Ho we v e r , | 6V e
done okay, well good really, | suppose, in assignments and so | started

to learn what works and to know you have to plan and think, think and

rethink. (Natasha)

So, you learn you have to think and that this is okay. This is legitimate

and actually, what youtdbaret hwirteh ,f oyau Sd
what youodre supposed to be thinking al
knowo to tell you. But as you under s

connections and then more connections and more and the puzzle is then

how to put them together in a way that makes sense to you, and that you

are happy to present to others. You c:
course, you canét submit yourself, yol
to produce something and until you do, y o u 6 wee quiteesure whether

this thinking time was valuable or justa complete waste of time. (Anna)

5.4.4 Getting in the zone

This theme describes the way in which feeling connected with others in order to
manage negative emotions and develop deeper thinking enabled participants to
achieve a cognitive and emotional state in which they became completely
immersed in and focused on a particular SMIL task. In doing so they lost
awareness of their surroundings and internal emotional states. The latter of
which appeared to offer a much-valued emotional respite for participants. It also
reflected a period of deeper learning and a wider range of learning skills and
techniques. Claudia, for example, recognised that achieving a flow state was a
linear type of process she had learned over time with the help of her study
group and that without it she was unable to completely immerse herself and
persist in her independent studies. In doing so she was able to identify a

number of important antecedents in this process.
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It is funny, but we have this sort of ritual that we do every time [laughs].

So first of all, we arrive after weov
run a few errands. We all arrive at di
Oh, and i f youtbhraet fAchaywo,geydu njgudtt donod
we just chat and bitch about how unfair life is and how no one

understands us [laughs]. Then, once we feel better, we have a cup of

coffee and talk about the assignment and swap ideas etc. Then when

thatos afl tbe way, thatoés when we st ui
zone.

For Anna and Lydia, the university environment was also an important
influence as it was deemed to be less distracting and more conducive to

creating a flow state.

At home, | can think of a hundred and one things to do rather than study

but when 1 d&dm here [on campus], well t|
everyone else is and you feel |ike fAy
what, |l find | can do it. foAtlme®e bef or e

hours, have four pages of writing without even noticing it. That would
never happen at home [laughs] (Anna)

For Lydia this appeared to be an almost conditioned response.

But thatdos the difference with the uni
Home i s meant to be warm and cosy and
saying it i1sndét here, but yeah, the I
for learning. It was built for | earni
her e, | 6m happyetauseti tosba puaeée Whe
quiet and | just get in the zone quite quickly,but | d o n(bydia)at hon
This flow state equated for alll particip:

perceived as the antithesis ofwhithweadsaft ed t |
assignment essay or learning task was most likely to be created and start to

take meaningful and recognisable shape. This tangible product in turn appeared

to help students feel less emotionally overwhelmed and was a highly valued

outcome of achieving a flow state and appeared to enhance a positive sense of

self.

ltés great when you get so absorbed c
makes you feel good about yourself; vy
(Millie)

144



Similarly,thisipr oductive ti meo was a period in
ideas also started to make sense and become less confusing for participants,

which additionally helped them better manage and regulate their emotions once

the period of flow state had ended. This process also appeared to help create a

useful store of new and more positiveii p a st e x paed faresstiucteres o

which could later be used at times of future stress when participants used self-

talk strategies to re-orientate their temporal experience of time to the past, as a

way of coping with emotional and cognitive challenges in the present that had

not responded well to other existing strategies adopted.

Il like it when you fAiget in the zoneo |
and things begin to make sense, | understand them. It also helps me
think well Al need to remember this, |

gi ve i tRulay) | up. o

While participants often felt alone and abandoned at the start of their SMIL

experiences, achievingaf | ow st ate and fAgetting in th
connection with others and the social world, appeared to transform these

negative feelings into a joy of being alone with their SMIL task. This sense of

solitude also allowed their inner, and often more confident, voice to become

audible to them and they were able to make sense of and reason through

emerging academic ideas and arguments while in a flow state.

ltds sort of | ike when youdre in the °:
you dondngmiahdnkeeiand doing it yoursel
alone, and you quite sort of enjoy it. You suddenly know what you want

to say but you donodtNaasha.l i se it, you ]

For some, like Ursula, this solitude was achieved in the direct company of peers
away from the home environment where the possibility of having a flow state
interrupted was deemed to be lower and the resources needed to achieve this
more readily available. This also appeared to help her proactively manage her

emotions and delay gratification.
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€ Home is far.It obormbétstevwaen i hgt her now

have to. ltds just I mpossewvér tthhowomcl
slower at getting things than the rest and | can sometimes feel | 6anpain,
anoutsider, | do like it. €é You can be

I 6m trying to say i ddbmdbd-tlessiematiomedln f e e |
suppose, and people can help you understand things which | need help
with. Then when the time is right, you can do your own thing.

Others preferred to distance themselves and continue their SMIL in solitude in
an alternative, often more private home environment. However, all returned to
learning with others when a flow state was not easily maintained or became
repeatedly interrupted. For Laura and Charlotte this was often a temporary
arrangement but one in which they were provided with the antecedents

necessary for achieving a flow state that had become lost

Like | prefer to work at home and do my own thingbut i f i td0s not
for me, then | <change and say to mysel
come home. o0 | tbés because someti mes | |
ideas, help me feel calm or to check |
concentrate again. (Laura)

So if at home | Kkeep getting interrupi
rather than give up 106l drive to uni
can be on my own but not interrupted. Other people working there helps

me focus butthe nextday !l 61 | t r y a(@hariotte)at h o me.

Helen was the exception as she appeared to find comfort in her solitude which
appeared influenced by her differing epistemological beliefs, her positive view of
SMIL from the outset, her curiosity and the inspiration she gained from her
philosophical connection with nature. In combination, these appeared to enable
Helen to achieve a flow state in a range of environments and to consequently
achieve her independent learning, authorial voice and critical thinking

aspirations.

|l enjoy being on my own and thinking.
has said as gospel. | kind of want to look around the hedges and peep

over the wall and open trhieg ihdsor , and,
they're not right, why are they not right? So, the whole idea of

independent study that something that, to me, is actually a welcome
concept, not just something thatos a |
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Helen expanded on this point later in her account and identified the availability
of cultural capital in the home environment, unlike many other participants, in
the form of her husband. This meant that she never felt alone and had the
resources she needed easily available as well as time and space for solitude.

For example, she stated

[Name of partner] is very immediately available because he works from

home, handy. Now, he can understand from a different perspective, and |

value that hugely, and | d o nn@an to sound as though | 6kmd of

di smissing anybody el setospe oln@mirbatt.i ol
he gets what | say and adds something more to it so | have even more to

think about, even more threads to pull. We discuss them and then he

leaves me alone for however long | need.

When undertaking SMIL in the company of others, student nurses rarely asked
others directly not to interrupt their flow state but instead utilised a variety of
non-verbal cues to signal and alert others to this fact. For example, avoiding
eye contact, leaving the room temporarily and the use of headphones inserted
into the ears. These strategies appeared to have shared meanings and were
aimed at meeting their own learning needs while also maintaining the emotional

wellbeing and connection of the group by avoiding direct conflict among the

SMIL group.
€ gu just know that youdre going to |c
dondét block off for half an hour and
ever rude in there, because obviously

knowing where to draw that line. So, | put my headphones in sometimes
without music so everyone el se knows |

(Claudia)

Il know that the girls use their headpl
their headphones i n, I donotvegielner al |
need them é I 6m quite good at bl ocki n
of fending them. They understand that |

or making coffee to leave me alone (Laughs) (Natasha)

I just avoid eye contact upsopep@ey Auh hi
know I dondt wish to be diHatiet)y bed wi t |
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5.4.5 Developing a sense of mastery

This theme describes how participants through a process of personal reflection
and social connection gradually developed a sense of personal mastery and
confidence in their own independent learning. It reflects a transmutation of
personal hopes, SMIL goals and intentions into feelings of mastery and an
increasing belief that they had some control over their independent learning and
belief that they can succeed if they learn from the past i both their own
personal and othersbexperiences, - work hard and persist despite perceived

obstacles and setbacks.

This process appears to be facilitated by the sharing of good and bad SMIL
experiences with meaningful others. The sharing of these vicarious SMIL
experiences helps student nurses increase their level of self-acceptance and
commitment to their learning goals they personally wish to pursue. Experience
sharing also afforded them a greater and more positive psychological focus on
how to perform well through an exchange of practical strategies and skill
development reflections, rather than a focus on personal limitations and feared

or anticipated failures.

€ we share experiences with each other all the time. We kinda always

try to be positive and constructive and not blame anyone, including

ourselvessowe feelbet t er, not worse at the end
|l earn from each other and what might
What people suggest doesndét al ways wol
stopped stressing and have started to think about other ways to cope

(Natasha)

Nonetheless, this sense of mastery appears a fragile concept not always built
on and sustained by past (assignment) success as traditional theoretical ideas
of self-efficacy might suggest. Indeed, in the final year as the end of the
programme nears but the assessment load is perceived to be high, the cost of
perceived failure so close to the end appeared to weigh heavy on many
participants, reducing their belief in their personal success. This was particularly
true for students who had adopted strong performance goals as a source of

SMIL motivation.
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Like | know I 6ve done well, and eve
doesndét help. What i f | fail now? |
stage [reference to graduationlandever yone knowi ng |
That s why | think | put all this pre:

its worse, people have even higher expectations of you and the stakes

Qo>ﬁ

are higher and it doesndt mé@Hartiet)r what

To help manage this, participants increasingly compared themselves to others
in order to constructively reframe and reinterpret their SMIL mastery beliefs as
well as assert a sense of emotional control. This also enabled them to set and
achieve a more realistic series of personal learning goals, create successful

mastery, develop further independent learning skills and persistence alongside

a sense of control as well as manageability.

€ | was panicking the other da&is and
and this. | thought to myself #AlKBm
spoke to the others and realised | was just being stupid; we have all year

to do these things so | stopped panicking and just got back on with it. |

know | 611 gettht ehd.dodHéel (marmage i

Moreover, setting a series of goals permits the opportunity to create a
tangible product in the form of a ft
off further adding to a sense of mastery. This appears important as SMIL
is a process that delays gratification and this sense of mastery through
embodied products appears to help student nurses cope in light of this.

I make | ists all the time so | <can
progressing. You can kinda get a handle on
something to actually see. | love ticking things off, it feels good.

Sometimes | even rewrite it so | can tick things off again [laughs].

eOt her,wt 8 really hard to konmoowt hlhaw g o

clue until the grade is back (Beatrice)

Comparing self to others also appears to be experienced as a strategy for
coping when the self is threatened. In these situations, a more downward social
comparison mechanism appeared to be used as identified in subordinate theme

entitled Afragile sense of self. o

5.4.6 Developing a new sense ofcoherence
This theme describes how social interactions with peers and faculty helped
student nurses to develop a range of practical, metacognitive, and

psychological strategies that they then appropriate as their own in order to help

149



give structure and direction to their SMIL to achieve a sense of coherence. It
also reflects a transformation in their personal epistemological and ontological
beliefs about learning independence alongside their changed assumptions
about the self, support, and the higher education context. As such, it reflects a
journey in which SMIL became manageable, meaningful, and comprehensible.

For example, SMIL, and in particular assignment tasks, were often perceived as
confusing at the onset of each academic unit of study. Participants therefore try
to actively make this comprehensible by asserting a sense of order and
structure to reduce feelings of chaos and uncertainty during these times. The
creation of tangible products such as SMIL written plans helped to create order
as well as assert emotional and motivational control as a way of making sense

of the initial incomprehensible.

€ Assignment briefs and study ybuasks
really dondt know what you need to

sudden, we just realised that it was because we needed to get our heads
together, make a plan and actually talk things through, and give
ourselves time ¢é so vapdabieoThdn e weatfore
i t Charlotte)

The synthesising and testing of ideas in class with faculty and outside of class
with peers was also adopted. As students become more experienced at SMIL
they also appeared to interact with others to affirm and draw on a sense of
predictability in order to make sense of their assignment/SMIL. For example,
they learnt that they could control and influence their learning through

persistence, determination, and sustained effort.

| just kind of learnt | suppose thati f you wor k hard and

get there. So | always go to tutorials now to check out my ideas but even

t hen | can still be confused Youobve

talk it through with friends at lunch time where | suppose we realise that

webve been here befor Milleo you |just

The fragility of this is however demonstrated at times when students report
personally disappointing assignment grades which challenges their sense of
predictability, control and comprehensibility.
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I just dondét wunderstand it. Someti mes
assignment . |l 6ve worked really hard ol
grade comes back and nothing makes sense anymore (Laura)

Wel | I think it dowertpadesdharsnostotieer e | gel
peopl e, Il go, fAFor Godoés sake, Il 6m | u:
hard. o itdéds that kind of thing that vy
because you got a | ower grade. THdhat os
you do, and it takes you a week to go back into it cos you feel you did the

same as them and yet it worked before,
t hink, I 61 | never understand t his. It
(Ursula)

Making SMIL manageable also helped student nurses develop a sense of
coherence and equally includes learning to persist, being resilient and the
adoption of more practical strategies such as setting short term goals and
developing to-do lists, both of which also assisted cognitive attention and clarity.
It also included developing effective time management skills so multiple
identities can be managed and balanced and distraction and procrastination can

be minimised.

Oh my God | coul dniandinytodslisniow hout my
ot herwise | just coul dnoftFirshBhavae my t |
break the task down into smaller bits and then | can understand it and

know what to do, ot(Ruby)wi se itds just

However, making SMIL manageable also involves a psychological shift in
thinking and beliefs, facilitated by social interactions with peers, from one of
self-doubt to a more growth mind-set where struggles were increasingly
interpreted more as learning opportunities, rather than devastating challenges
to the self. This often involved valuing their more extensive range of emotional
and cognitive regulatory control strategies they had developed in their SMIL
journey, including learning to recognise difficult situations, learning when to
seek help, learning when to walk away and learning self-compassion. This
appeared to reflect an active shifting of attention to help develop a sense of
manageability and a new sense of coherence. It also reflected the development
of a new and maturational growth mind-set as participants journeyed toward a

new and more confident perspective of learning independence, support and the
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higher education environment influenced by the experience of working through

past insecurities and disorientations with peers.

€ Y&kwow, if | candét move on with some
need to stop and then come back to it later and see it in a different light

andé You know, it comes together for
need to know when to walk away. Because then-é dteast | 6m usi
ti me well é being productive. I f 1 6m

really set in (Natasha)

What |1 6ve | earnt most | guess is to
and it doesndot hel p. I used itfo I gdti dme:

understand them but now | know | just need to seek help, speak to
someone and just be kind to myself (Toby)

Developing a sense of coherence also involved participants interacting with
each other to help them make their SMIL meaningful for them as individuals. It
related to students needing to have a good reason to learn independently and
justify to themselves the many perceived sacrifices they and their significant
others make during this process. It also reflected a wide range of changing
motivations and epistemological beliefs. For example, to start with student
nurses described how the uncertainty, confusion, and newness of SMIL caused
them to desire very limited autonomy and control, preferring to be instructed by
faculty and to recall expert information. However, students now reflected on
how SMIL had been a journey and that they recognised for themselves how this
had changed, and thus previously valued extrinsic motivation and lack of
autonomy were now unable to adequately sustain their current motivation and
sense of self. They therefore sought a range of other, albeit diverse,
motivations. For example, for some, externally regulated and extrinsic rewards
remained but rather than pass assignments, they now wanted to improve their

grades to sustain an emerging academic identity, and this motivated their SMIL.

To start with you just want to pass and not have to do anything again in

the summer, or in my case, not to have to repeat the first year as well.
[Laughs]. But then gradually you thinkt o your sel f A Wow!
thiso and then you think @& Wow! | 6 m
and | havenot b eremyokwart tododevea bhefter, and S o
you think to yoursel f, I 61 | n ethae r
t his. I can show thguayrajso you wor Kk
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For some, these extrinsic rewards became more introjected rewards related to
meeting self and academic identity needs and led to greater autonomy and

meaningfulness.

Originally, I just wanted to prove to everyone in my life | could do this
because | couldnét do it when | was Yy
everyone else, it was about me. | just wanted to i want to, prove to

myself that | can be academic, a good academic and a good nurse that

other s | ooked up to. ThAm&®s my moti vat.
Il want to do well and prove something
especially when itds t oulghnotsiipidathat I ¢ a |

| have opinions worth listening to. That | [personal pronoun emphasised]
can graduate from university and have a good job. (Natasha)

For others meaningfulness was achieved in recognising their changing
epistemological beliefs to wanting to hear their own academic voice and owning
their lines of reasoning and academic arguments. These students appeared to
find meaning from moving from an epistemological basic duality to a more
relativist, constructed and committed attitude to and beliefs about the nature of
knowledge itself.

To start with | was just like | was at college. | wanted to know what it was

|l needed to write and then I 6d happil:
quite angry because everything and everyone was so vague and wishy
washy. But now, you know thaté iLsirkéet el

now | only write what | believe, and | read loads cos | want to know what
people think and why they think it. I
t heyoOrcealal esdo expert. |l 6m not so good a
good paper or not but | keep trying but maybe, just maybe, | have

something worth saying (Claudia)

|l have my own ideas now about what | \
happily check them out first and | think them through and organise my
thoughtsébut | no | eopgledsuisdeadpyl ol d

confidence to write my own. (Charlotte)

For others it was an ontological and existential change that was most
meaningful suggesting that SMIL is more than a purely epistemological change

but also a transformation of their very being.
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| dondét bl ame anyone el se now. | 6 m
I

we |l | l earn it. I &m so proud of
much more important than the grades | get (Millie)

ltés [ SMIL] taught me t o toligrorermy c h
emotions but face them. Then | can achieve anything and can surprise
myself-1 6 m a di f f@abgnt per son

5.5 Understanding the lived experience of SMIL

Reflecting on these co-constructed findings and remaining faithful to the voices
of the participants, | have come to understand that the lived experience of
student managed independent learning is lived primarily as an emotional
journey and not solely as a cognitive process of linear pedagogical and
epistemological development. It is also lived by students within the context of
their multiple social roles and the expectations of significant others leading to
fragmented learning and personal sacrifice. Independent learning therefore co-
exists, often uneasily, in participants domestic and academic spheres with both
considered valuable but also demanding and needing to be actively and
constantly managed by them. Reappraisal and effective emotional regulation
precede effective learning engagement, the effective balancing of these two
worlds as well as transformed pedagogical and epistemological beliefs.

It is this emotional journey starting from feeling overwhelmed to asserting
emotional control that holds the most salience and meaning. The student
nurses who participated in this study had to therefore first recognise and then
learn to temporally and socially regulate their overwhelming and roller coaster
negative emotions that the unexpected demands of independent learning in the
higher education context invoked. Only once this had been achieved did it
become possible for participants to effectively engage in the cognitive,
epistemological, and ontological transformations necessary for learner

independence.

Student managed independent learning as an emotional phenomenon is
therefore significant to them and learning to regulate and reappraise their
emotions is not necessarily instantaneous but a part of a journey in their

personal and academic growth in response to ongoing challenges both within
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and outside of the higher education context they inhabited. The regulation of
these emotions also requires constant vigilance and awareness throughout their
undergraduate journey in order to sustain cognitive engagement and for
participants to continue to feel they are in control of their own learning. Thus,
while their initial journey is hallmarked by overwhelming emotions, unexpected
challenges throughout their academic journey and a perceived lack of empathy
from faculty can temporarily return them to feeling overwhelmed and unable to
fully engage in subsequent and sustained independent learning opportunities.
So too can the ever present and dynamic nature of their multiple roles and the

concomitant expectations of those significant to them.

Learning to be independent is also lived as a dynamic interplay of temporally

embodied and negotiated experiences in which participants begin to resolve

their confusing and disorientating early experiences, expectations, identity

challenges and emotions related to SMIL. When feeling overwhelmed SMIL as

a temporal phenomenon is experienced as a significant and unwanted

pressure. During this time, often isolated from the support of others, SMIL

becomes temporallyreconce pt ual i sed as fAstudy ti me, 0
time.0These are all ways that student nurses attemptto assert some form of

control over the negative emotions that overwhelm them.

The sense of feeling overwhelmed frequently returns during their ongoing
learning journey and is lived as a significant and dominant aspect of the
vicissitudes of their self-managed independent learning journey. However,
overtime participants recognise a developmental need for new and improved
emotional regulation and reappraisal in order to effectively engage in their
process of becoming a more autonomous and independent learner. Changing
temporal orientations and reflecting on their own historicity and fore structures
of understanding is meaningful to them. In particular engagement in self-talk
and learning to both listen to and trust their inner voice appear to act as an
important liminal stage in their independent learning journey since it is through
this that participants learn to develop more positive discursive and authentic

relationships with the self and others.
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Student managed independent learning is therefore also lived as an increasing
significant social phenomenon as students learn to interdependently develop
more effective emotion regulation and consequently independent learning skills
in their relationships with peers. Experiencing more positive emotions through
authentic peer support and relationships, they learn to grasp both the inter- and
in-dependent nature of learning and what it intends to achieve in the higher
education context. The significance of SMIL as a socially constructed,
transactional, relational, and ultimately transformational learning process of
regulated and reappraised emotions helps to rebuild a revised set of
epistemological and ontological assumptions, beliefs and identities that enable
them to begin to more effectively and meaningfully flourish in the higher

education learning environment.

Figure 2: Understanding and summarising the lived experience of student
managed independent learning

Temporal phenomenon

= Study v free time

=  Wasted time

= Self talk: Past, present and
future time

Emotional phenomenon
= Uncertainty v certainty
= Fragile sense of self

= Being on an emotional
rollercoaster

Temporal

= Managing multiple identities
and expectations

Social phenomenon

= Managing own and others emotions
= Feeling connected

= Getting in the zone

= Developing cognitive control

= Developing a sense of mastery

= Developing a new sense of coherence

S
“Onouye Bu!miaum"a'\o

5.6 Summary of chapter

This chapter has provided a detailed narrative of participants lived experience of

SMIL. Drawing on an interpretative phenomenological analysis of individual and

then cross case analysis three superordinatet hemes wer e i1 denti fi
over whel med, 06 At he pr es s uocialyotofgivetmeaniagp and
to this lived experience and the aspects that have salience for participants
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themselves. Together they offer a unique and rich insight into the complex
ontological, epistemological and pedagogical independent learning challenges,
transformations and achievements of adult student nurses in one UK University
from their own perspective alongside the transformative nature of their SMIL

lived experience and sense making processes.

The many #Ahighs and | ows oddorihg theleritical IFBAo ur n e
hermeneutic process which helped identify what mattered most to participants

and the meaning they attributed to this. Finlay (2009) nonetheless argues that

IPA by its very philosophicalnat ure i s Aincomplete, part:.
open and uncertain. o These findings ther
participants SMIL experience and it is possible that other IPA researchers and

their own unique fore structures of understanding might interpret the findings

di fferentl y. It does not, as Smith and E:
wordd on the adult student nitoffessaricexperi el
understanding of the experience of SMIL by the participants involved and from

one researcherods perspective in order to
conversation rather than close one. These findings are therefore further

interpreted and discussed in the next chapter.

I=0 ESD
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6 Discussion

6.1 Overview of the chapter

Based on personal observations of multiple and unintended attribution errors
and misunderstandings between students and faculty, this phenomenological
and interpretative research was inspired by a desire to better understand the
nature of student nurses lived experiences of SMIL and their developmental
journey to learner independence. The aim being to uncover previously hidden
emic understandings and nuanced insights that would have the potential to
assist nurse educationalists, like myself, to more effectively respond to and
support students as they engage in this complex and challenging learning
process.

This chapter therefore offers an ongoing interpretive discussion of the findings
of this study and the three superordinate themes of feeling overwhelmed, the
pressure of time and connecting socially to argue that learning to be
independent by the thirteen adult student nurses who participated in this study
was lived as an emotional, temporal and social phenomenon. For participants
SMIL was experienced not just as a cognitive and rational journey of
development, as much quantitative and extant researchfindings might suggest,
but rather as a predominately emotional one in which participants first had to
learn to temporally and socially regulate their overwhelming negative emotions.
Only once this had been achieved did it become possible for participants to
effectively engage in the cognitive, epistemological and ontological
transformations necessary for learner independence. This chapter locates

these findings with the existing literature and knowledge base.

6.2 SMIL as an emotional phenomenon

For participants, SMIL begins as an uncertain and disorientating pedagogical
experience in which expectations are not matched by the lived reality of their
higher education learning. During this initial period all participants experienced

intense feelings of uncertainty as they struggled to make sense of themselves
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as independent learners in an unfamiliar learning context. This uncertainty
appeared fuelled by their transition from a highly structured and externally
imposed time environment of their past education to the relatively unstructured
and internally regulated HE environment. To help make sense of these
unexpected discursive and dialectical tensions, participants constantly
compared their current lived experience with that of their recent educational
past, with the resulting dissonance and ruminations leaving them feeling
uncertain, unprepared and overwhelmed. Such findings are similar to those
reported by the UK adult student nurses in Pryce-Miller (2010) study who
reported feeling similarly unprepared and uncertain at the outset of their

independent studies,

This uncertainty and resulting negative affect also reflected a disorientating loss

of epistemological meaning in participants pre-existing expectations regarding

the nature of SMIL, akinto Janoff-Bul manés (1992) assumpti v
about the educational world suddenly becoming less meaningful and

benevolent. Findi ngs that are also reflected in
research in which she describes learning to be independent as a series of

phases beginning with Adisorientationo ai
confusion, tension and a crisis of confidence. Participants in this study also

appear to have commenced independent learning with a similarly confident
epistemological assumption that knowledge, although more in-depth, would

continue to be a fixed, binary and acquired commodity that would be transmitted

by experts and subject to frequent externally validated formative confirmation in

order that they migthett rbuet hp.acsssi vely At aug]l

This initial epistemologically framing of SMIL in terms of more in-depth

knowledge replication and teaching, - rather than increased autonomy and

personal responsibility for learning, - have been widely reported elsewhere in

the pedagogical and SMIL literature (eg Brookfield 2005; Raidal and Volet 2009;

Gy d gi | eara2013aThomas etal 2015a). The findings of this study

therefore reflectawell-r ecogni sed di ssonance between
dualist, absolute and pre-reflective epistemological beliefs (Perry 1970; Baxter-
Magdol a 2004: King and Kitchenerods 2004)
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constructivist epistemology of SMIL. Indeed, Perry (1970) himself highlights this
as one of the most developmentally difficult cognitive transitions for
undergraduates to make sense of along their journey towards increasing

independence.

These findings therefore raise some important pedagogical implications for how
well student nurses are prepared for SMIL in advance of their university
transition, particularly at a time when A-level teachers themselves acknowledge
the difficulties they have in promoting more autonomous learning within the
current highly structured national examination system (Higton et al 2012). Itis
thus recommended that nurse educationalists and HEIs recognise the potential
role they themselves can have in supporting pre-entry students and A-level/
Access teachers to develop more realistic student expectations, epistemologies,
and relevant independent learning opportunities prior to their transition to higher
education. For example, by valuing the level 3 Extended Project Qualification
(UCAS 2019) in nursing admission criteria and by offering a range of dedicated
and pre-entry resources and academic mentorship support for such

independent study opportunities.

Equally important is the provision of on-course learning opportunities that do not
reinforce prior expectations of passivit)
to a new identity as an independent learner. The type of pedagogy used in

modules designed to assist the transition to increased independent learning

therefore appears salient. For example, it is widely acknowledged that

information alone does not overcome belief persistence, cognitive biases nor

alter epistemological positions created by prior expectations (Baxter-Magolda

2004; Sharot et al 2011). Therefore, a more student-centred pedagogy

whereby nurse educators make every effort to validate students as knowers and
encouragetheco-construction of knowledge situat
experiences is recommended over a narrow focus on technicalities and study

skills. The opportunity for unstructured, facilitated and guided reflective

opportunities to actively explore the dissonance and uncertainty created by

student éds prior expedtudalsoessenatialdond assumpt |

transformation (Taylor 2009) - is also recommended within a supportive non-
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judgemental class environment. For example, the unstructured space created

by Cadorinn et al (2015) in response to the uncertainty experienced by Italian
nursing students appeared effective in assisting undergrad u a t e édirectece | f
learning epistemologies and uncertainties within practice. However, given the

lack of evaluative research within such student- centred pedagogies, this also
represents an important direction for future research in terms of exploring the
interplay between the nature of such learning environments and the facilitation

of a more autonomous learner in the contemporary HE climate.

Nevertheless, a noteworthy finding of this study is that nurse educationalists
should not necessarily rush to remove entirely student uncertainty as this is also
an important precursor for epistemological and ontological development in their
journey to independence. For those participants less intensely overwhelmed,
and in line with transformative learning theory (Taylor 2009), the experience of
uncertainty was a necessary starting point for cognitive change and deep
learning. Students with more realistic and positive epistemological and
ontological expectations of the independent learning demands, have the
potential to respond positively to uncertainty enabling them to reduce their need
for premature cognitive closure (ie the desire to quickly eliminate ambiguity and
arrive at definite conclusions and certainty in order to restore emotional
wellbeing). Likewise, others may need to experience this uncertain phase to
later self-question themselves before finding future positivity in the company of
peers. Such findings arguably support the social constructivist epistemology
and transformative nature of SMIL in which it is argued that learning begins with
a period of mental unease and disorientation as well as dialectical tension
(Taylor 2009; Morrison 2011; Celik et al 2012).

Rather than remove uncertainty, uncertainty itself therefore needs to be
acknowledged by nurse educationalists as a constructive state of mind and
strategies that promote this, such as Socratic questioning, class debates and
the search for alternative viewpoints (Sollitto et al 2018), encouraged within
SMIL facilitation. The role of the educator within this recommended pedagogy is
therefore to create a safe psychological space to facilitate ease, familiarity and

engagement with uncertainty and thus both allow and normalise emotional
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academic discomfort. Indeed, a number of writers argue against the

pedagogical problematising of student uncertainty and the search for ways to

reduce or efface it for students within life-long learning paradigms (Barnett

2008; Su 2011). Joosten (2013) for example suggests this is particularly salient

for those on professional programmes who will graduate into a professionally

uncertain world where the need to continually learn independently is of prime

importance. Barnett (2008) also contends from a social constructivist

perspective that in order to develop a transformed ontological and

epi stemol ogical self, students first nee:

uncertainty.o

This positive reconceptualising of wuncer:!
recognise SMIL as a journey of dialectical tensions and epistemological

struggles that can be psychologically uncomfortable and at times overwhelming.

However, pedagogically speaking this can also have a longer term positive and
transformative learning effect as students move along their learner trajectory,

even if not immediately apparent to the students themselves. It is therefore

argued that the facilitation of SMIL has less to do with the production of

knowledge and skills and more to do with the challenge of dealing with students
pre-existing self-identity, existential concerns and their desire for cognitive

closure and ontological security that results in overwhelming emotions. Indeed,

Joosten (2013) warns against higher education overprotecting undergraduates

out of fear they will not be able to handle rapid transformations and instead

suggest students should be perceived as i
pedagogy whereby independent learning is reformulated into what Barnett

(2011) phenomenol ogi c adnfo-gctivé-d subt Desi asefi
transfor mati ve | earning is by nature a disor

doubtingo epquig.cess of

6.2.1 Empathy and recognition

Nonetheless, this study also highlights that nurse educationalists themselves

might benefit from similar opportunities to reflect on their own epistemological

positions and effective pedagogies that supportunder gr aduat eds 1 nd

learning transitions. Indeed, participant accounts suggest that uncertainty and

162



negative affect were significantly increased by a lack of perceived empathic
recognition by academic staff of students lived emotional world. For example,
faulty end of c¢class comments such as
served to threaten and fragment students sense of self and added to their sense
of feeling emotionally overwhelmed. It also appears to imply a flawed discovery
learning pedagogy and assumption of automatic, - rather than an

interdependent developmental process towards, - student autonomy. However,

as identified i n \Métgrauredeview, uch@ gefagagixal e n s i

position is not supported by the research evidence on adult learning as adults

require both facilitative and scaffolded support in order to be cognitively active.

Theories of recognition also have their roots in Hegelian philosophywhich offers

a potentially wuseful framework in respon:

that overwhelming emotions and loss of epistemological meaning evoked. For

example, one of Hegel b6s (2018) key propo:

fundamental struggle for recognition and is formed and developed within a
relationship that is explicitly acknowledged by the other. Otherwise, individuals
are argued to ruminate on and primarily define themselves in terms of their
Adependent oohnete200deas kefiectegd M many of the early
interview narratives. In doing so participants failed to always recognise
themselves as having autonomous abilities. Nurse educationalists thus need to
ensure they themselves positively and explicitly recognise and respond to
studentd6s emic vulnerabilities when
the development of self-esteem, self-efficacy and self-respect essential for
effective engagement and flourishing within the independent learning process
(Rogers 1961; Baumeister et al 2003; Brookfield 2005).

That is not to argue that educationalists are necessarily insensitive to the
emotional needs of students, but rather without being aware of the importance
of emotional recognition within independent learning and how the self is a key
motivating mechanism, the need for empathetic understanding can easily
become overlooked, despite the sentient nature of SMIL garnered in this and
other qualitative studies (eg Taylor 1986; Hewitt-Taylor 2001; Lunyk-Child et al

2001; Thomas et al 2015b). Such findings however can easily become
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neutralised and obscured in the larger body of quantitative research findings
and andragogical assumptions that dominate the extant literature whereby
independent learning is conceptualised as a purely cognitive, rational and

instrumental endeavour.

The findings of this study also suggest that for this to be achieved the dominant
discourse of dependence may equally need to be challenged. For example,
participant 0s childikerandndedyseem dlustrative af the ways
in which dependence maybe misconstrued within traditional andragogical
discourses and conceptualisations of SMIL (Knowles, 1998). These
misunderstandings appear to act as a barrier for empathic understanding,
leading to inadvertent student infantilisation and oppression if rooted in a
neoliberal perception of student immaturity and childlike neediness.

This study therefore reinforces the different etic and emic understandings of

learning to be independent highlighted by such writers as Quinlan (2016),

whereby the former is viewed as a purely cognitive and rational phenomenon

and the latter as a significantly affective one. The findings of this study therefore
suggest that just as n uucesiotechnicaldasksf@edg ai | 0
Francis 2013) so too can the facilitation of SMIL. From the perspective of nurse
educationalists SMIL perhaps needs to be viewed not so much as discovery

and instructional learning methods, but more about recognising, respecting and

helping students to develop the emotional capacity to learn autonomously and

to challenge their epistemological assumptions.

Equally, empathy, - as the understanding of and identification with another
personds emot i onal-hastodbée cnvdyeditorthe subjectd®d 0 7 ) ,
be perceived by them. Although there is ho consensus on how best to facilitate
empathy in others, nurse educationalists may need to be encouraged, and

provided with the resources, to engage in their own self- reflective

consciousness raising and mindfulness techniques (Taigman 1996; Hirsch

2007; Crawford et al 2018) to help them become more aware of their own

emotions and to improve both their empathic understanding of and

responsiveness to, others. They may also need formal time and encouragement
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to critically debate with their peerso al

conveying empathy is a key aspect in the facilitation of SMIL.

This is arguably important as HE teaching is widely acknowledged to involve

significant but often hidden emotional labour costs (Hochschild, 1983) that can

easily go unrecognised by HEIs themselves, particularly if heavily influenced by
contemporary neo-liberal agendas and the demands of massification (Darby

2017). The risk therefore if nurse educationalists are not recognised and
supported by their i nstitutions and peer
strategies (Trigwell 2012) become adopted in response to the pedagogical

emotions thatarisewhen students engage i n SMIL. A S
the high emotional costs and cognitive resources that lead to emotional

exhaustion, burnout and compassion fatigue when outwardly modifying

emotions but simultaneous.leings(Trigyelf20l2si ng |
Crawford et al 2018). This study therefore also raises implications for HEIs and

senior programme academics in terms of emotional support and recognition for

nurse educationalists too. For exampl e,
research suggests that universities who provide curriculum space to proactively

build positive student-teacher relationships, help to enhance educationalists

emotional resiliency and empathic ability. Correspondingly, Constanti and

Gibbs (2004) advocate high academic autonomy and flexibility as having similar

protective and positive pedagogical influences.

This is arguably important as a lack of empathy and emotional recognition as

well as a resulting sense of abandonment contributed to participants decision,

albeit reluctantly, to avoid help seeking behaviours and to learn in isolation from

others as a strategy for protecting the self and hiding their emotional

vulnerability from others. However, this decision further intensified their sense

of loneliness and negative affect making effective emotional regulation and

active learning engagement problematic. Such findings also resonate with the
post-graduate students in Hewitt-Tay | or 6s (2001) UK study w
learner independence with learning alone and being unsupported. Both Hewitt-
Taylordés (2001) and the findings of this

educationalists may not therefore always recognise, and thus effectively
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respond to, this influential affective dimension of independent learning.

Overwhelming negative emotions, as narrated by participants when initially

learning in isolation, have been widely associated with similar impaired

motivation, cognition, productivity, performance and engagement through the

impact of deactivating emotions such as disappointment, sadness and

confusion (Rowe and Fitness 2018). Tugad:
influential broaden and build theory of positive emotions likewise contends that
unchecked negative emoti ons -arcariromw rarm eirn
The result is a tendency towards cognitive narrowing (inability to perceive a

wide range of learning possibilities) and defocused attention (inability to attend

to available information) all of which have the potentially to negatively impact on

learning to be independent. For the participants these cognitive processes

appeared to activate immediate survival-oriented stress responses (eg anger

and avoidance) that compromised their decision making and problem solving

SMIL abilities as well as their ability to think clearly and critically during this

independent learning transition. It is therefore recommended that student nurse

be provided with formalised curricula help and support to develop a range of

emotion, problem and meaning focused coping strategies within modules aimed

as SMIL facilitations and not just technical and instrumental help with traditional

study skills in order to manage these multiple emotions.

Avoidance and withdrawal as a result of emotional dysregulation nonetheless
featured heavily within participantds ac:t
overwhelmed and threatened. According to social relational theory (Bond 2009),

shame is a social emotion in response to perceived disconnection from others

and when the universal human need for affiliation, identification and nurturing

are not met. When viewed through the | en:
shame, both avoidance and withdrawal appeared to function as a strategy for
emotionaldistancing in order to cope with undesirable and self-conscious

emotions that participants experienced as part of their SMIL experiences. While

the source of shame and guilt differed between participants (eg feeling

exhausted, overwhelmed, unmotivated, being concerned for academic grades),

the majority of participants used avoidance and withdrawal in a number of
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explicit and implicit ways in order to limit shame and guilt exposure and the
ongoing internalisation of this, particularly when SMIL was new. For example,
learning in isolation to emotionally protect oneself from exposing perceived
independent learning weakness to others can imply a fear response about
being rejected through others negative evaluations (Elison et al 2006). Humour
isamore implicit emotional distancing
noti on of @A ma samdchn be wsedcto jgstifjaproerastination and

minimise her sense of shame.

Thus, avoidance and withdrawal appeared to help regulate negative affect in
the short term but also dominant within participant accounts of shame and guilt,
were the ways in which these self-conscious emotions and resultant
behavioural responses also led to self-criticism and intrapersonal anger, further
adding to their sense of feeling overwhelmed. Such internally directed anger
and condemnation appeared to surface once participants reflected on and
became more aware of their avoidance and withdrawal strategies and resulted
in a further lowering of their self- esteem. Findings which are congruent with the
strong relationship between shame and poor self-esteem reported elsewhere
(eg Nathanson 1992; Tangney and Dearing 2002; Elison et al 2006). However,
they also demonstrate the vicious cycle participants entered into once their self
was threatened in so far as a number of ego depleting and high cognitive cost
strategies used to boost self-esteem provided only transitory benefits before
further lowering their self-evaluations. This lowering of self-esteem
consequently prevented the necessary emotional repair and self- forgiveness, -
whereby individuals are motivated to transition from self- condemnation to self-
benevolence (Hall and Fincham 2005), - necessary for timely cognitive re-

engagement in SMIL.

These findings therefore illustrate the many diverse ways in which shame and
guilt can manifest themselves within SMIL. Bond (2009) argues that recognising
shame in others is not easily achieved as it can have a silencing impact on
people (ie those who feel shame do not easily speak of it). Consequently, it can
be easily overlooked by faculty who may mistakenly misinterpret it as lack of

student interest anddisengagement as perceived by participants in this study.

167

st

r



Nurse educationalists therefore need to ensure that they create a warm,
encouraging and open atmosphere when interacting with students and avoid
inadvertently humiliation through lack of emotional understanding and
responsiveness. For example, Scheff (2000) argues that identifying shame and
guilt by name and sharing personal experiences of these are an important
aspect of helping students learn to manage their own self-conscious emotions.
The grouping of students into mixed ability reflective groups at the outset of the
programme in order to develop confidence in each other and offer much needed
emotional support is therefore recommended. Equally, the benefits of emotion

|l abelling are furthersegpbhbrpbdenoménofB. é:

6.2.2 Academic identity

A further influence on feeling emotionally overwhelmed appeared to be the
contingent nature of participantodos acade]
in summative assessments. As such summative assessments determined all of
t he partici pan trsngprioriies & pneaimdseimdubitalble manner
and appeared to reflect an important personal biographical narrative of
themselves. Findings that Thomas (2015b) also highlighted. For example, a
significant number of participants had experienced negative prior educational
experiences during their formative schooling which had impacted on their
identity as a learner. Consequently, their journey to higher education had been
a long and often interrupted one in which they gradually accumulated sufficient
entry qualifications through what they perceived as personally high stake and
hard-earned assessments. Recent past assessment success thus offered them
the opportunity to re-evaluate their learner identity in more positive, less
stigmatised and often unexpected ways with good assignment grades acting as
a significant influence on their positive reconstruction of their self as worthy,

consistent with achievement goal theory ideas (Bardach et al 2019).

Achievement goal theory focuses on the purpose and reasons why an individual
pursue a task as well as the standards or criteria they use to evaluate their
competence or success (Pintrich 2000). Students who adopt ego or
performance goals therefore strive to prove their worth to others and are

concerned with demonstrating their relative superior achievement to themselves
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and others, while students who adopt mastery goals strive to improve and define
success through the acquisition of worthwhile skills and understandings. In this
study, all but one participant appeared to be initially motivated to learn
independently more by ego-related performance goals than mastery goals.
Failure to achieve these performance goals further threatened participants self-
concept as their esteem and identity were closely tied to their perceived
success in the assignment task. Consequently, they became anxious,
discouraged, demotivated, threatened and overwhelmed in the face of
anticipated failure or grade disappointment because such outcomes challenged

their self-concept and desired learner identity.

This fixation of assessments also produced a negative feedback loop, similar to
the one described by Thomas et al (2016b), as the high emotional and cognitive
cost of their ego involvement and the resulting exhaustion and emotional
vicissitudes became a new source of stress and anxiety. It also led to students
adopting more strategic learning approaches as they calculated in advance
what they wanted to achieve and what they considered necessary. In doing so
nearly all participants provided examples during their narratives of meaningful
and deep independent learning being forfeited as part of their overall grade
strategy. It therefore seems important for nurse educationalists to help students
identify and recognise their own SMIL motivations in meaningful ways as a
strategy for helping students consider the advantages and disadvantages of
these. Building self-efficacy (Bandura 1997) and in particular mastery
experiences through a series of small but increasing challenging assessment
tasks is therefore recommended alongside curriculum space to engage in small

group reflections regarding these motivational goals.

6.2.3 Exhaustion

Feeling overwhelmed was also experienced through a lens of physical and
psychological exhaustion which stymied participants SMIL engagement.
These emotional vicissitudes were Vi
framing of SMIL as an fiemotional r ol
emotional volatility and intensity they experienced as they engaged in greater

learner independence. However, this emotional oscillation was often perceived
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by participants as a greater source of SMIL stress and exhaustion, than the
cognitive learning challenge itself. For example, it was evident that all
participants experienced SMIL as a predominantly emotional phenomenon and
that this was a powerful, overwhelming and recurring feature of theiraccounts.
While this was most deeply and intensely felt at the outset of their higher
education studies when the challenge of increased learner independence was
new, a sense of ongoing emotional vigilance was also a pervasive aspect of

their | at er narratives. Brookfield

Crawford et al (2018) similarly desc
being overextended and depleted of
The frequent use of metaphors by participants is interesting as it appears to be
an unconscious meaning focused coping strategy that all participants used at
some stage during the interviews in order to regain a sense of certainty and
meaning for a learning strategy that was difficult for them to define, emotionally
difficult to control and appeared to overextend their internal resources.

Landau et al (2014) propose that metaphors impose order and meaning on a
suddenly unordered world and are often used to express nuances of thought
and feeling that continue to be experienced as difficult, overwhelming and/or
impossible to express in literal language. This metaphorical framing therefore
appearsto reflect the emerging resilience by which participants approached

their SMIL despite the personal challenges they repeatedly encountered.

Faculty can also enhance this through support and facilitation. For example,
Southwick and Charney (2013) identified six effective strategies for improving
resilience which appear regularly in the scholarly literature, including cognitive
reappraisal and mindfulness techniques, stress inoculation strategies,
encouragement to seek help and support, bolstering positive emotions,
encouraging physical activity and role modelling. Of these cognitive reappraisal
guestioning was deemed to be the most effective and can be used by nurse
educationalists in a variety of different learning situations from lectures,
seminars and tutorials to help students understand and regulate their emotions

in order to enhance their SMIL resilience.

170

0s (1

|l earning as a fdhighl y cresonatesanxthispespea.h os oc i

ri be

oneods



6.2.4 Fragmented learning and sacrifice

Participant stories of feeling overwhelmed also revealed the fragmented and
disrupted nature of their independent learning and the impossibility of having
dedicated, uninterrupted and privileged thinking time for SMIL due to their
multiple identities and social roles as well as the expectations of significant
others. For participants developing an identity as an independent learner while
important, was also difficult and characterised by personal sacrifice, lack of
spontaneity, complex strategising and at times unexpected familial resistance,

all of which left participants feeling further overwhelmed.

The concept of dual or bi fur cesdnateswithonsci
these findings in that it conceptualises how independent learning co- exists
uneasily in participants domestic and academic spheres with both considered
demanding and needing to be actively and constantly managed by them. As
such, existing social identities remain important and are not merely jettisoned
even though participants desired a new academic identity as an independent
learner separate from their existing social relationships. Indeed, the decision to
come to university was a major life decision for many participants and allowed
them to dream in an ontological way of becoming somebody. However, this
dream, although shared by their family and friends, was also circumscribed
through a lens of continuing domestic, friendship and the multiple expectations
of others. This meant that participants often commenced their journey to learner
independence in a state of emotional conflict as independent learning had to be
combined with, rather than replaced, their pre-existing domestic and caring

activities.

These challenging expectations and the multiple identity context of SMIL are not

always explicit in the extant SMIL literature where the ideal independent learner

continues to be portrayed as a self-reliant, self- managing autonomous

individual unencumbered by domestic responsibilities and multiple role

expectations (Leathwood 2006). Marandet and Wainwright (2010) also

hi ghlight the popular notion of d@Ac-hoice |

liberal decision-making processes expected of undergraduates in relation to all

171



forms of higher education learning. However, in terms of the findings of this
study, it appears to offer limited interpretative value when compared to
participants lived experience of multiple domestic responsibilities, expectations

and their caring roles.

Instead, difficulties in managing conflicting identities and expectationshave

been explored more fully within existing research on mature students often

through a feminist lens related primarily to student-mothers. Based on her

American research Lynch (2008: 595) argues that mature (female) students are

often required to engage in a range of complex and emotionally stressful
Aidentity practiceso to conform with domi
means to be both a Agoodo parent, partne.]
the home environment the diligent independent student identity has to become

concealed and/or downplayed by the domestic identity of attentiveness and

devotion to others, irrelevant of the learning demands of the programme.

Archer and Leathwood (2003) similarly identified familial pride, but also
unconscious resistance based on implied |
while also having pre-existing social roles. Suggesting that like the participants

of this study, independent study was something extra to be fitted in after

domestic duties had been completed and with little disruption to the home

environment as possible.

Personal sacrifice was therefore a recurring theme throughout participant
stories whether it be sleep leisure time, time with friends and choice and timing
of study environment. This required complex strategising to fit more into their
waking hours and significant amounts of energy to juggle multiples identities
and expectations so that domestic life for others was not unduly disrupted.
However, participants also felt guilty as their own time was perceived by them
as a shared commodity that had also to be given up to the demands and needs
of significant others. These findings are similar to those of Brooks (2012)
exploring how independent study time in various UK and Danish universities is
negotiated by students and those close to them, often at the wellbeing expense

of the student themselves.
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By making this independent learning challenges more evident, this study
highlights that for student nurses the expectation that they will have
uninterrupted time to learn independently and will be able to arrange their
independent learning around the institutional timetable is problematic and
convoluted by their multiple social responsibilities. It also perhaps challenges
the many quantitative findings that suggest that student nurses often commence
SMIL as reluctant independent learners who are poor managers of their time
and tasks (eg Richardson et al 2019). In contrast, this study highlights some of
the structural processes and cultural assumptions that shape their SMIL
experiences and makes visible the previous invisible nature of domestic
commitments in the somewhat traditional context and culture of independent
learning conceptualisations within the extant literature. In doing so it paints a
very different picture of fortitude, resilience, flexible strategising and personal
sacrifice in which learning time was managed not linearly but as a complex web

of intricate tasks interrupted by existing domestic demands.

The need for nursing programmes to remain cognisant of this challenging and
marginalised social and emotional context in which student nurses feel

obligated to respond to the needs of two
Webb 2004), both of which seek exclusive devotion, loyalty and commitment, is

significant. For example, it may be that flexible pedagogies, more asynchronous

online learning opportunities and course design to accommodate the life load of
nursing students6é need to be coderthe ful ly
possibility of school calendar curricula (Kevern and Webb 2004) and peer

support opportunities though the emergin
|l earningo (Ryan and Til bury 20-@u8igulai n or d
learning spaces, social interaction and peer support opportunities as a way of

challenging and overcoming existing structural and cultural barriers.

An important component of such flexible pedagogies concerns the role of IT
developments in extending HE learning spaces and providing for more dynamic
engagement of learners within the university setting, in both physical and virtual
spaces. However, as early research findings from the experience of nursing

studentsdé unprecedented move tQ@VI®DA9 i ne |
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pandemic and resulting social confinement begin to emerge, further research

may be needed to fully understand the identity experiences of UK nursing
studentsdé independent | earni ndearsingper i enc
environments that may continue post-pandemic. For example, Ramos-Mor ci | | 00
(2020) Spanish study identified that those nursing students with multiple

identities carried a heavier than normal domestic burden, lacked easy access to

peer support and experienced increased difficulties prioritising their learner

identity as precedence was frequently given to significant others in terms of

digital devices, online access and their wellbeing needs.

It may therefore be important for nurse academics to arrange face to face as
well as online synchronous and asynchronous discussions with both current
and past students. For example, recording short video clips in discussion with
existing students who have successfully negotiated their potentially conflicting
identities and interpersonal relationships in order to facilitate emancipatory peer
support that student nurses have been found in this study to want and need in
terms of their independent learning identity. Such findings also serve to
reinforce the emotional nature of learning to be independent as this learning for
student nurses continues to be circumscribed by existing social and institutional

frameworks.

6.3 SMIL as atemporal phenomenon

A significant and unique finding of this study was the SMIL was also

experienced by participants as a temporal phenomenon imbued with multiple
meanings and fragilities. These multiple
increasing attempts to assert control over the often overwhelming emotional

ebb and flow of their lived world. For example, time structured nearly every

aspect of their SMIL and was referred to T both discursively and linguistically 1

as either fistudy timeo (independent | ear |
restorative and domestic time). This simple dichotomy of time was not however

related solely to timeuse and objective time measures as much extant literature

might suggest. Instead, it was constructed as interweaving and shifting temporal

horizons that helped participants regulate and manage their negative emotions

and protect their sense of self.
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Surprisingly, the extant research is sparse in relation to the concept of
independent study time (Timmins 2008; Barker et al 2016). Where it has been
empirically investigated, time itself is quantified and conceptualised as both a
resource (the need to act on time) and environment (being acted upon and
oppressed by time) (Torres 2007). This finite environmental resource
perspective is also reflected in the theoretical and policy literature (QAA 2011;
Wiersma 2012). The hidden dispositional premise being that if study time proves
unmanageable, then the fault lies with the student for not developing effective
resource time-management related skills. In other words, time can be managed
more efficiently if one is helped to think and act on it differently and more

effectively. For example, Salamonson

al s (2010) UK research regarding study

research on how and for how long nursing students go about their self-directed
studies to assist the facilitation of more effective time management and
motivational student practices so that regulatory requirements for study time

could be more effectively assured.

However, the findings of this study suggest SMIL as a temporal phenomenon is
more to do with learning to regulate overwhelming emotions, than it is learning

to manage time as an environmental resource. As such, this implied managerial

et

Ati me and moti ono d$ramytHe extant Gteratunernamd th@a t i o n

underpinning Cartesian rationalist thinking approach to conceptualising study
time as something that is an ontologically stable resource, - while pragmatic and
helpful on one level, may also be too narrow and restrictive to fully capture and
respondtostudent 6 s | i ved experience of SMI
within this study, such recommendations can be considered idealistic and based
on a flawed assumption that learning to be independent is a purely cognitive,
rational and instrumental developmental process. It may therefore be
inadequate for addressing how student nurses actually experience SMIL as a
temporal phenomenon and the emotional journey captured in this study.
Instead, it is recommended that nurse educators focus more on engaging
student nurses in pedagogies of emotion that help them confront integrate and
accept (rather than suppress) the negative feelings that the lived experience of

SMIL engenders.
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6.3.1 Avoidance and distancing

This is likely to be particularly relevant for students who habitually use
regulatory strategies that come with a high cognitive and ego depleting cost as
exemplified by the participants in this study who frequently used time as a
strategy to emotionally distance themselves from their negative emotions. For
example, nearly all participants used attentional deployment techniques such as
compartmentalisation and procrastination when feeling emotionally
overwhelmed. Compartmentalisation, although not explicit in the independent
learning literature, is recognised elsewhere as an unconscious psychological
defence and avoidance coping mechanism that allows attention to be shifted
away from situations that elicit overwhelming negative affect (Gross 2015).
However, it also requires intense mental effort to deliberately suppress, rather
than confront, negative emotions and accompanying cognitions, while also
being subject to powerful Arebound effecH
thoughts and emotions increasingly more intrusive, despite efforts to the
contrary (Pekrun and Linnenbrink-Garcia 2014). Research by Showers and
Zeigler-Hill and (2007) also found that when the self is threatened
compartmentalisation was more likely and that rebound and suppression, also
led to greater sensitivity to feelings of social rejection and less conscious
awareness of avoidance behaviours. Such findings resonate witht hi s st udy 0
findings.

Procrastination in academia is a well-studied phenomenon with suggestions
that over 70% of students regularly report delay in learning tasks with a
corresponding negative and varying impact on academic performance, attrition
and wellbeing (Eckert et al 2016; Shaw et al 2016; Steel and Klingsieck, 2016).
From a psychological perspective, undergraduate procrastination research
frequently points to the pervasive and cyclical influence of intrapersonal
processes when seeking to explain why undergraduates repeatedly adopt this
self-handicapping learning behaviour (Ferrari 2001; Steel 2007; Cerino 2014).
However, while Ferrari (2001) and Steel (2007) identify procrastination as a
quintessential failure in emotional regulation, findings from later studies (Flett et

al 2012; Sirois 2014) suggest negative self-cognitions may actually be at the
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root cause rather than merely a consequence. The argument drawn from their
large-scale empirical studies being that the direction of procrastination causality
may be reversed with emotional dysregulation being a consequence of self-

critical judgements and a threatened sense of self, rather than merely a cause.

While this study did not seek to investigate cause and effect, the findings do

lend support to these explanations given the fragmented sense of self and

emotional regulation challenges experienced by participants. Strong parallels

also exist with the global HE research directly investigating student nurse

procrastination which echoes similar emotional dysregulation antecedents and
consequences (Abbasi et al 2015; Kim and Seo 2015; Custer 2018). For

example, Guo et alodés (2019) Chinessvieo st ud:
report low self-efficacy and emotional intelligence (EI) skills, procrastinate more

and that difficulty in managing negative emotions, decreased their motivation to

refocus.

Since aversive and dysregulated affective and cognitive states appear to cue
procrastination in both this study and extant research evidence, it seems
pertinent that nurse educators consider how they might promote studentn ur s e s 6
positive emotions and self-affirmations in order to enhance their self-regulation
capacity and thus help overcome the temptation to procrastinate. This may be
particularly important for the generation of student nurses now entering HE who
are argued to be more likely to struggle with pre-existing negative affect and
may be unfamiliar with learning from disappointment, rather than just success
(Keerthika and Naachimuthu 2018). Recommendation from the wider literature
suggest that building self-efficacy as a strategy to strengthen El skills (Guo et al
2019); enhancing emotion-focused coping through therapeutic discourses with
peers and faculty (Eckert et al 2016); and interventions to promote self-
compassion (Senyuva et al 2014) may all have merit. Equally for contemporary
and future UK nurse researchers this may also be a salient area for more timely
empirical investigation since procrastination research with student nurses
appears to have been undertaken largely outside of the UK and thus may not

fully capture socio-cultural nuances.
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A significantly smaller corpus of evidence related to independent learning and
El in undergraduates in general has identified similar benefits (Loyens et al
2008; Macaskill and Denovan 2013). For example, Zhoc eta | (204.8)
longitudinal Chinese study of 560 first year undergraduates across ten
universities used multiple regression to better delineate the empirical
relationship between El and independent self-directed learning. Their results
indicate that appraisal and regulation of emotions in the self were associated
with greater engagement in independent learning time as these emotional
competencies prevented shifts in attention and suppressed distractions

enabling a sustained and heightened absorption in the learning process.

In this respect, the formal and scaffolded incorporation of emotional intelligence
within pre-registration nursing curricula appears to have some merit. However,
while the benefits of El for both student nurses and independent learning are
becoming increasingly well recognised (eg Benson et al 2010; Por et al 2011;
Rankin 2013; Sharon and Grinberg 2018), a paucity of robust empirical
evaluation of El curricula within nursing exists with evidence to date being
primarily discursive and opinion based. Caution and ongoing rigorous
investigation may therefore be needed. Notwithstanding, this does perhaps
offer a potential and timely avenue for future independent learning research
within UK pre- registration nursing programmes. The timing of which may have
significance given that the need for current and future registered nurses to be
emotionally intelligent and resilient has for the first time been overtly
acknowledged by the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC 2018b) in their

updated standards of proficiency for registered nurses.

An additional and interesting finding of this study was the way in which students
themselves actively attempted to prevent procrastination by embedding time in
the creation of embodied products, including aiming for a daily set amount of
words on a page; printed academic papers on the desk; and brightly coloured
highlighting of text. On one level this can be interpreted as reflecting a rather
surface approach to learning fuelled by dominant neoliberal rationalisation
where product and outcome related ideals of efficiency, calculability,

predictability and control become more highly valued than deep learning
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approaches. However, in the context of this study such embodiment of time also
appears to be a common way in which instrumental motivation was used to help
develop self-efficacy beliefs as these embedded proximal goals helped to
develop a sense of ongoing mastery and a belief that more distal goals were in
fact achievable. This cognitive shift in temporal orientations away from the
present to a more confident future enabled participants to delay their immediate
gratification needs, stay focused and thus avoid the cyclical negative emotions
associated with procrastination and avoidance coping. Strategies that align
themselves with the potent self-efficacy research related to academic

engagement and success (Bandura 1997).

Support for this can also be found in the body of research related to delay of

academic gratification among the wider undergraduate population that suggests

that | earnerés ability and motivation to
perspective tendencies, ability to regulate negative emotions and most

importantly whether they feel positive about future success (Bembenutty 2009;
Cheng et al 2012; Lerory et al 2012). Mal eszads (2019) Poli sh
specifically identified how difficulties in emotional regulation can have a

significant mediating role within delayed gratification behaviours suggesting that
emotional dysregulation and high levels of negative emotion lead to greater

behaviour impulsivity tendencies. While this research did not focus primarily on
undergraduates and student nurses, it does echo participant narratives of their

own impulsive learning behaviours when feeling emotionally overwhelmed.

It is therefore suggested that nurse educ¢
own capability for delayed gratification by facilitating discussions about how

they and others confront tempting distractions to help build efficacy beliefs

(Bandura 1997). For example, through vicarious experience sharing and

discussion of how students might use these same or similar strategies.

Ensuring learning activities include exercises that allow students to practice

delay of gratification is also recommended alongside formal curricula time to

help students both develop an awareness of and regularly clarify their future

goals. Explicitly identifying and discussing how specific SMIL activities can help

achieve and have relevance to these future goals is further suggested as a
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mechanism for enhancing a more future temporal orientation and thus success

in gratification delay to helpavoids t ud esrethss@® of fiwasted ti me
temptations to procrastinate. Facilitative strategies that also include cognitive

reappraisal opportunities are also recommended elsewhere in the literature

(Lerory et al 2012) where it has been shown that cognitive reappraisal can

significantly reduce temptation for immediate gratification among learners

through the emotional, behavioural and cognitive benefits of maintaining

academic enthusiasm, reducing impulsivity and improved focus respectively.

6.3.2 Replenishing resources

Of equal i mportance within the findings ¢
and biographical conceptualisations of @
recovery and emotionally restorative time spent away from the cognitive and

affective demands of SMIL, particularly once assignments had been submitted.

A phenomenon also noted by Bash and Kriener (2014) in their study on

student ds perception of study time in thi
Bash and Kriener (2014) identify, but do not offer an interpretation of this, for
participants in this study compartmental

positive regulatory benefits on student emotions and overall wellbeing.

Such findings suggest that compartmentalisation and psychological detachment
are not inherently negative within independent learning and these nuances may
need to be acknowledged. Nonetheless, research on recovery experiences of
students within academic settings is relatively sparse with scant attention given
to those of nursing students. However, T:
into working undergraduate students supports wider findings on work recovery
studies (eg Siltaloppi et al 2009; Cheng and McCarthy 2013) indicating that
psychological detachment (ie distancing oneself mentally from physical and
cognitive demands) has an overall positive meta-analytical relationship with
wellbeing and emotional regulation, particular when academic demands were
perceived as stressful and emotionally demanding. Findings that not only lend
support to this study but also raise implications for nurse educators who may
need to build recovery interventions such as the timings of assessment load into

nursing curricula to enable essential emotional repair and replenishing of
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emotional resources in light of the overwhelming nature of SMIL reported in this
study. This is likely to be particularly relevant when independent learning is a
new skill to develop and the risk of disengagement due to intense negative

affect, ishigh.

6.3.3 Shifting temporal horizons and self-talk

Time as shifting temporal horizons (Torres 2007) were also captured in other
important aspects of participants lived experience of SMIL. For example, when
learning in isolation or feeing emotionally overwhelmed, participants also all
used self-talk as a key coping strategy when dealing with periods of intense
emotional turmoil, fatigue, family discord and/or feelings of fragility that learning
to be independent evoked. The many examples of self-talk noted in this study
frequently held a strong and dynamic temporal dimension whereby participants
cognitively changed their mental orientation from the present to temporarily
focus on their future goals or past learning in order to enhance their resilience
and avoid procrastination temptations. A finding not explicit in the extant
literature to date. Self-talk appeared to be a particularly important strategy as it
helped facilitate the process by which participants started to take control of their
learning process and to assert a degree of learner autonomy. For example,
internal dialogues enabled participants to temporarily distance themselves
emotionally and to become more cognitively aware of their inner emotional
states. This in turn helped them acquire a more reflective, less self-critical,
stance enabling participants to act on, rather than react to, their negative

emotions.

These internal voices were also used to offer self-encouragement and led to
greater self-understanding of the limits of their current learning approach as well
as increasing their self-efficacy and motivation through goal clarification. This
emotional and cognitive transformation allowed participants to think more
critically, and problem solve with greater clarity without feeling overwhelmed.
Consequently, these internal dialogues appeared to have key transformative
gualities in that they helped participants start to consider a wider range of
emotion, problem solving and meaning focused strategies enabling them to

recognise a need for personal change in their learning approach. Ultimately this
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led participants to reach out to their intimate peers for help and support and

overcome their earlier reluctance. Self-talk strategies therefore appeared to act

as animportant liminalst age i n participantds personal
independence, particularly as they transitioned from learning in isolation to

learning with others.

This reflects a particularly unique finding of this study as currently little is known
about the role of self-talk within independent learning trajectories. In the wider
psychological research literature, inner speech or self-talk has been shown to
have a number of similarly positive academic benefits for undergraduates in
terms of perceived control, reduced procrastination and enhanced self-efficacy,
resilience and motivation (Sanchez et al 2016; Gregersen et al 2017; Salas et al
2018; Hase et al 2019). A position this study supports. Moreover, a recent
Finish study exploring t wedgivakexperencesefnt n u |
blended learning also identified goal directed self-talk as a positive motivational
strategy when preparing for summative assignments that further lends support
to the findings of this study (M&enpéaa et al 2020).

However, this is the first study to identify the influential and liminal role of self-
talk within student nurse independent learning trajectories. It is therefore
recommended that student nurses be provided with curricula opportunities for
and encouraged to develop compassionate and reflective self-dialogues and
self-validating thoughts to help them assert control over their learning,
particularly at times of emotional arousal since this self-talk appears to signal a
significant and particularly salient period of change recognition. Indeed,
encouraging self-talk is advocated over compartmentalisation since it appears
both in this study and the wider literature (eg Salas et al 2018; Hase et al 2019)
to be a less ego depleting and more effective emotional regulatory strategy with

greater transformative potential.

However, the findings from this study also suggest that some caution may be
needed for students whose self-concept is intensely threatened as this can lead
to self-doubt ruminations and fragmented sense of self. It is therefore

recommended that student nurses also be helped to learn strategies to reframe
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such negative monologues through self-questioning techniques to help them
reappraise the validity of their thinking. For example, an American study of
psychology undergraduates suggests that providing students with reframing
activities in an active discussion-based learning environment, rather than the
provision of information within a lecture or virtually, can be effective in helping
students learn to self-challenge flawed, catastrophic and overgeneralised self-
beliefs and can be particularly helpful for those whose self-talk tends to have a

negative or flawed dimension (Hughes et al 2011).

SMIL as a temporal phenomenon, encapsulated within the superordinate theme
Atehpressure of time, o0 | eads me to conclu
significant dimension of learning to be independent will not therefore be

advanced simply through quantitative studies measuring time as an objective

pedagogical resource, northr ough t he comparison of stud
use of time viz a viz institutional time allocation. Instead, any examination of

time needs to look beyond important, but narrow, strategies to improve

studentsd time management ivwdkexderdesceagnd f oc:
temporality as an emotional and cognitive coping strategy for internal change

and transformation.

This study has offered a differing and unique perspective on time within SMIL
that has salience for nurse educationalists concerned with how student nurses
develop as independent learners. Curricula integration of the embodied and
perceived nature of study time as a temporal resource for emotional regulation
has the potential to lead to greater and prolonged cognitive engagement and
transformation and is also recommended. This includes the facilitation of
emotional intelligence; compassionate self-talk and cognitive reappraisal;
increased emotion and problem focused coping through therapeutic discourses
and vicarious experience sharing with peers and faculty; and the need to build
recovery interventions such as the timings of assessment load to enable
essential emotionalrepair. However, while this appears a productive

pedagogical direction, further evaluative research may also be needed.
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6.4 SMIL as a social phenomenon

The journey to learner independence was also lived by participants as a social
phenomenon reflecting participants transition to greater inter- dependence in
their lived SMIL experience. Rather than learning in isolation, participants
gradually reached out to connect more deeply with their peers. These socially
connected experiences were meaningful to participants as it enabled them to
more effectively manage and reframe their intense emotions and thus prevent
negative affect escalation. Connecting and affiliating socially with peers also
enabled the generation of more positive feelings in themselves and others,
enabling a greater sense of cognitive control, self-affirmation, and confidence in
their independent learning ability. Consequently, participants were able to adopt
more deep learning approaches as well as more sustained and volitional
engagement in their learning. Ultimately this led to developmental and
transformative changes in their epistemological beliefs as well as their

ontological self.

While this social context and the inter-dependent nature of SMIL is conceptually
acknowledged in definitions of SMIL (eg Thomas et al 2015b), the importance of
peers is not always evident in the extant literature related to student nurses
independent learning. Consequently, SMIL continues to be quantitatively
portrayed as a primarily dispositional rather than social phenomenon with
emphasis placed on how instructors might assess, motivate and facilitate
student 6s i nst r pmmednmatharthanseguip thém witle theesKille
for effective peer learning. However, in making the social nature explicit the
findings of this study offer unique and granulated insights from the perspective
of student nurses themselves into the pedagogical mechanisms by which
greater independence in learning is achieved and in which affective learning

and transformations precede cognitive development and control.

6.4.1 Emotional transformations

Part of the pedagogical benefits of connecting socially with peers was the ability
for participants to learn to regulate and transform their overwhelming emotions.
Emotional regulation is widely recognised as a goal directed behaviour

conceptualised as the ability to influence how one experiences and expresses
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emotions in order to achieve desired aims (Gross 2015; Balzarotti et al 2017).
Extensive former research on the cognitive consequences of effective emotion
regulation, - and in particular the ability to produce positive emotions, - has
demonstrated an affirmative and well established link with academic
performance and success within all forms of higher education learning (Eysenck
et al 2007; Andreotti et al 2013; Balzarotti et al 2017). It is also a key aspect of
the self-regulation theory of learning (Zimmerman 1986), albeit this has been
investigated mainly within the school rather than the HE environment
(Zimmerman and Lebeau 2000).

Within nurse education specifically similar findings have been reported. For
example, Casey et al (2011) in their Irish study of second year student nurses
undertaking a collaborative and independent peer assessment activity identified
that peers enabled learners to better regulate the emotional reactions to the
challenges associated with peer assessment and higher order learning. Bingen
et al (2020) also reported similar regulatory benefits for the Norwegian student
nurses who independently studied in small peer groups when learning to use a
flipped classroom approach. Findings of this study therefore appeared

supported by both the extant theoretical and research literature.

However, the in-depth nature of this study also offers a relatively unique insight

into some of the mechanisms that may be influencing how student nurses

actually transform their SMIL emotions in the company of peers that up until

now have been largely unrecognised. Gossip, for example, appeared to be

regularly engaged in (especially at the start of an informal group study session)

and appeared to offer a deeper level of connection, empathy and trust between

peers that enabled them to safely disclose, vent and regulate their negative

affect with trusted others. Time spent gossiping whether face to face or online

was al so not conceptualised as fAwastedo

affectively beneficial.

Prosocial gossip is an emerging area of research that appears to have attracted
|l ittle attention within nurse education |

oppressive features within horizontal violence and bullying (Mladineo 2010).
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Adkins (2017) argument that gossip has been subject to lexical decline since
the Enlightenment period from its positive etymology of a trusted family friend
<god-sibbe or god parent>, to trivialised, oppressive and idle rumour mongering
may help explain the overall lack of research in this area. However, more recent
psychological research has identified a number of positive socioemotional
benefits of gossip reflected in this study including the ability to safely vent and
de-escalate negative emotions (Dores-Cruz et al 2019); establishing trust and
intimacy (Fernandes et al 2017); providing opportunities for social comparison
and as a strategy for figuring out complex ideas and concepts (Adkins 2017).
Given that much participant gossip centred on perceived injustices of their
multiple identities and these in themselves are subject to potent socialand
cultural forces that are not easy for learners to address, gossip appears to offer
a safe and alternative medium for managing and normalising these emotions as

well as sharing vicarious solutions.

Thus, while nurse educators themselves may not wish to engage in gossip
directly with students, they may wish to provide environments that offer similar
regulatory benefits by empathically listening to concerns and encouraging peer
problem solving through the creation of empathic, non- judgmental learning
environments and peer study groups. Encouragement of ground rules for
collaborative learning to ensure the oppressive side of gossip does not interfere
with the positive social and emotional benefits may also need to be considered.
The findings of this study also suggest that in-class seminar activities that end
in students being off-task and engaging in prosocial gossip may also not be as
detrimental to learning as might intuitively first appear. Indeed, providing
students with additional off-task time may have its merits in helping students
self-manage their future independent learning through improved regulation but

more research is needed to fully substantiate this.

Emotional regulation in the company of peers was also achieved by enabling
several participants to put their overwhelming, but often nebulous, feelings into
words. According to Torre and Lieberman (2018) affect labelling is a similarly
new line of research inquiry with much contemporary research being

experimental, clinical based and neuroimaging in nature.
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As such, empirical based explanations remain largely speculative and often

conceptual. Notwithstanding, and while some caution may be needed, findings

to date do appear to echo thelived experience of participants in this study. For

example, naming emotions in an authentic way appeared to help a number of

participants to start to escape their negative feelings by shifting their

perspective and promoting greater distress tolerance once they named their

feelings and realised others felt the same as they did. Findings that are also
reported within Marks et alodos (2019) cl i

Such emotional granularity 1 ie the ability to make nuanced distinctions
between emotions 1 has also been associated with affect labelling and greater
emotional regulation (Aaron et al 2018). Rationales offered within this emerging
body of psychological research suggest that the act of naming emotions helps
regulation through the initiation of introspection. The benefit being that this
enables cognitive processing of the emotional experience rather than engaging
directly with the emotional stimuli (Torre and Lieberman 2018). Lindquist et al
(2015) also argue that uncertainty reduction (but not elimination) is likely to be
the key process by which affect labelling also operates when feeling anxious
and fearful. As such, encouragement to name emotions would appear
particularly salient for students given the lived experience of SMIL as an

emotional phenomenon.

The facilitation of studentoés emotional [
would thus seem helpful given that emotionally intelligent behaviours are

associated with accurate recognition and management of emotions (Goleman

1986). There is also potential merit in nurse educators naming and sharing their

own academic emotions as well as encouraging facilitative and empathic

disclosure of emotions in both tutorial and class alongside curricula

opportunities for affective introspection and reflection by students themselves.

Given the nature of contemporary practice and the high emotional and cognitive

demands on student nurses when learning to become a professional nurse, this

would appear to have wider benefits beyond the scope of SMIL.
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Equally, when educators share something about themselves, students,
including student nurses, not only feel they are dealing with a genuine human
being they also feel more positive at being trusted with this information and
perceive more equalitarian relationships (Applebaum 1995; Varagona and Hold
2019). Cognitive reappraisal, as an effective (intrinsic) regulatory strategy for
positively reframing and reinterpreting emotions is better established in the
extant literature related to undergraduates (Balzarotti et al 2017) and was
certainly the case for many participants in this study. Research based benefits
of this are reported to be the acceptance of difficulties and improved problem
solving through an increase in positive emotions enabling greater cognitive
flexibility and a reduction in flawed cognitions that often accompany negative
affect (Garland et al 2011); increased academic resilience (Tugade and
Fredrickson 2004) increased learner engagement (Lerory et al 2012); and low
cognitive cost. All of which are recognised as aiding wellbeing, memory,
attention and higher order thinking alongside increased self-efficacy beliefs
(Gross 2015). A position echoedluential Lazar
transactional model of stress in which the importance of cognitive reappraisal in

strengthening the perceptions in oneds al

However, a UK systematic review by Galbraith and Browne (2011) found that
while cognitive reappraisal interventions alongside mindfulness and reflective
strategies consistently helped reduce academic and practice related stress and
anxiety among student nurses, this had limited impact on overall academic
performance. This suggests that nursing faculty when considering how to
incorporate cognitive reappraisal techniques within SMIL curricula may also
need to consider how problem focused and self-efficacy techniques may also
need to be factored in given their well-established empirical link with improved

academic performance (Bandura 1997).

A key theme for participants throughout this study was the importance of feeling
a sense of connection and being supported by others. Peer connections helped
effective emotional regulation as well as providing a backdrop from which
sustained academic engagement, greater cognitive clarity, confidence and

reciprocal learning arose. The wider extant literature supports the idea that a
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supportive network of peers and a sense of belongingness are important
protective factors that help academic resilience, engagement and success in
SMIL as they provide a basis for enhanced affiliation and socio-academic
capital (Kim and Park 2011; Thomas 2012).

Definitions of SMIL also imply a diffused, but not absolved, authoritative role for

nurse educators and thus it is not surprising that participants turned to each

other to form social connections as a way of influencing their idiographic

learning trajectories. Co-operative peer learning is based on the idea that

learning is shaped by human interaction and social cognitions (Boud et al 2001)

and reflects a clear social constructivist epistemology of independent learning

echoed in this study. Conceptualised as a form of reciprocal and co-operative

learning (Boud et al 2001), peerlear ni ng al so refl ects Habe
of an Aideal speech acto whereby wunequal
enabling trust and mutually supportive connections to flourish. This is arguably

important as the transformative learning literature emphasises how discourse

and dialogue are in essence social, and relationship constructs which precede

cognitive engagement and perspective change (Mezirow 2003; Taylor 2009).

Boud et al (2001) also highlight how peer learning focuses on learning, rather

than teaching which can, if too prescriptive and didactic, detract from learning

transformations.

Given the potential transformative qualities of peer learning through feelings of
connection identified in this study and echoed in the wider literature, it is
recommended that nurse educationalist formally consider embedding peer
learning opportunities within their curricula as strategy for SMIL facilitation. With
the massification of contemporary HE and ever greater demands on faculty,
peer learning offers the opportunity for student nurses to learn from each other.
However, as highlighted in Sohnds (2016)
student experiences of learning with their peers in a US higher education
context, peer learning success is also dependent on the pedagogical
atmosphere created by faculty in the class setting as students continue to place
onus on faculty to create a safe and stimulating class climate which they then

transfer to their own peer learning.

189



Based on his findings Shon (2016) argues that for peer learning to be truly
transformative this atmosphere ultimately needs to be nurturing so that it
engenders feelings of emotional safetyand trust. It also needs to promote
feelings of connection between students and emphasise mutual exploration to
enable students to be honest and value challenging dialogues and questioning
when transferring this to their reciprocal peer learning. Nurse educationalists
thus need to remain cognisant of their ability to role model the type of co-
operative and reciprocal learning they wish to engender in students and
emphasise to students the interdependent and social dimension of learner

independence as identified in this study.

Collaborative peer learning and a sense of connected intimacy were also forged
for participants through expressed feelings of gratitude to their peers that went
deeper than merely of f e rWilsomg(2046) geftness o n a | i 1
gratitude as the ability to recognise and appreciate the benefits received from
others and a desire to reciprocate with positive actions without feeling unduly
indebted. Contemporary gratitude studies are a key area of positive psychology
research in which gratitude has been linked to academic resilience (Seligman et
al 2009; Kong et al 2015; Wilson 2016;), wellbeing (Lin 2019) and helping
relationships (Lee et al 2019; Lin 2019) through a number of intra and
interpersonal processes that facilitate positive social connections and affiliation.
Al goe 6s (-régntind-Bind thedryrofdgratitude, for example, draws attention
to the way in which gratitude reframes negative emotions (which focus attention
on threats and barriers), to refocus more positively on appreciating and
acknowledging the benefits and help others can provide. Witnessing gratitude
has also been shown to have benefits in terms of greater affiliation and building

of social networks (Algoe et al 2019).

Gratitude and its relationship with nurses independent learning appears in the

qualitative, rather than quantitative literature. However, this may be because the

latter can inadvertently corral student responses in pre- determined ways and

gratitude itself is not yet well explored in the nurse education literature.
Expressions of gratitude do however appe:

Canadian students repair their disrupted assumptive world views through
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greater benevolence and promotion of the self as worthy. Both Hewitt-Taylor
(2001) and Lunyk-Childs (2001) research highlighted similar peer gratitude
benefits that helped them develop more positive feelings towards independent
study in much the same way Froiland (2018) found in his American study with

psychology undergraduates. All of which lend further support to this study.

Given the multiple pedagogical benefits of gratitude illustrated by participants
and the wider research evidence, developing gratitude practices and
appreciations would appear to be a useful, inexpensive and creative focus for
reflective activities to assist in the facilitation of SMIL whether part of faculty role
modelling, awareness building exercises and/or as a focus for reflective
assignments. For millennial students who often prefer multitasking and instant
gratification to introspection and focus, this may hold particular salience in
developing their independent learning approach as they may be entering higher
education without a strong sense of investment and responsibility in their higher
order learning (Miller and Mills 2019).

6.4.2 Cognitive change and control

Ongoing collaborative dialogue and a social connection with peers
consequently enabled a conceptual change in participants learning approach as
with increasing trust, they began to synthesise and test out ideas and
arguments with each other. This conceptual and more confident exchange of
peer review led participants to develop greater cognitive control once they had
gained the necessary emotional control over their exigent emotions. This ability
to think deeply and critically - ie to take nothing for granted and continuously
engage in the process of analysing, synthesising and revising ideas in order to
appreciate and internalise their complexity, value and limits 7 is itself a key aim
of independent learning (Celik et al 2012; Thomas et al 2015a). For student
nurses entering the complex and uncertain world of professional practice, critical
and deep thinking are similarly argued to be essential skills to cope with an

unknown future.

Notably within the findings of this study, peer review and feedback, - as

mechanisms for a more critical and deeper learning approach, - appeared
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significant. Both were framed as iterative dialogical processes in which greater
cognitive engagement in the learning process started to be played out and
formatively rehearsed. The premise that dialogue is fundamental to both higher
order and independent learning is of course well established in the higher
education literature. As noted previously, it forms a key basis for both
transformative learning theory 1 whereby transformed frames of reference first
require participation in critical- dialectical discourse (Mezirow 2003) T and
epistemologically reinforces the social constructivist nature of SMIL (Vygotsky
1978; Morrison 2011).

Similarly, Laur i I l ardbés (2002) influenti al Aicon
key characteristics underpinning effective dialogue are identified, also offer an
interpretation of participants lived experience of this feedback process. For

example, in comments related to knowing what one wants to write but not

always being able to find the right words to express these as well as how peer

dialogue both clarifies thinking and stimulates further critical thought arguably

reflects these dialogical characteristics of adaptive (ie contingent on student

need); discursive (ie rich in two way communication exchanges); interactive (ie

linked to actions related to a task goal) and reflective (ie encourages reflection

on and in action in order to stimulate an inner dialogue).

Based on these findings it is therefore recommended that nurse educators
consider opportunities for peer feedback and review within curricula in order to
enhance student discursivity and enable iterative and extended dialogues within
the independent learning process, both in and outside of the formal class
setting. As a group activity this also allows students to engage in feedback from
a wide range of perspectives to enable transformation in their thinking and
learning approach. However, when considering this a number of important
factors may also need to be considered. For example, the extant literature also
suggests that peer feedback and review are not always welcomed by student
nur ses. Duers and Brownds (2009: 8656) qu:
Scottish student n u r se&p@rgences while engaging in, primarily written, peer
review processes concluded that these experiences can be experienced

negatively with some participants going as far as to describe the experiences as
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Abei ng toron Ecoc lsehsrteodnse. and Pryor (2003)

wider tertiary and undergraduate research that negative experiences of peer
feedback can lead to disengagement and even withdrawal from the learning
process as the experience can potently threaten the fragility of the adult

| e ar n e-coacept. Jhaslthkrefore suggests that student nurses may need to
be prepared and assisted to consider how their peer feedback can be
constructive and sensitive to human qualities that tactfully promote, rather than

challenge, the self.

Of equal significance may be that much existing research has tended to
investigate peer feedback embedded within high stakes summative assessment
practices with a focus on written feedback and as a unidirectional monologued
message or delivered product (Nicol 2010; Ibrarra-Saiz et al 2020). This is likely
to be more threatening and can easily undermine the iterative benefits of
dialogical peer review identified in this study. For example, participants in this
study conveyed their peer feedback in an oral rather than written discourse,
often in a study group setting and emphasised relational and trustful dialogues,
not just analytical and point-counterpoint-point dialogue. This medium and
context enabled rich dialogical exchanges, clarifications and iteration from
multiple perspectives that helped participants ask their peer reviewers
immediate questions as well as discuss their interpretation of this feedback in a
trusting, psychologically safe and reciprocal manner, all within an equalitarian

power structure.

It also appeared to help challenge their previously held dualist epistemologies
(Perry 1970) in that they were able to learn that quality assignments were not
restricted to a pre-defined format but instead open to multiple interpretations
and possibilities. All benefits highlighted by both Rowntree (1987) and Nicol
(2010) who argue that peer feedback only begins to be useful when there are
adequate reflective and psychologically safe opportunities for this to be
analysed and discussed in order to reduce the gap between feedback given and

feedback used.
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With the increasing massification and diversity of higher education the ability of
nurse educators to provide individualised oral feedback in a tailored language
that individual students ideographically understand is increasingly limited.
Capitalising on the oral peer iteration of feedback exchanged in a group setting
would therefore appear to have merit, particularly in helping students actively

construct their own learning and challenge pre-existing epistemological beliefs.

Moreover, research by Nicol et al (2015) as part of the University of Strathclyde

PEER (Peer Evaluation in Education Review) project and undertaken across

two Scottish universities demonstrated that constructing peer feedback can

paradoxically be more powerful for the construction of learning than being peer-
reviewed, although a combination of both multiplies the benefits. The rationale

being that formulating evaluative judgements, taking on the role and

responsibilities of the reviewer and making these discursively transparent is a

proactive cognitive process that requires an important inner and critically

reflective dialogue that can be a potent way of helping students become more

detached and critical of theirownwork. Si mi | arl 'y, | earning to
evaluative judgements within peer feedback helped the participants in Ibrarra-

S8iz et alds (2020) Spanish study to bec:

in their own independent learning.

The importance of these inner or self-dialogues also helps explain participants

changing and more positive attitudes to thinking time within their developmental

journey to independence. As explored previously, study time that failed to

produce a tangible productwas frequently reconceptuald]
when learning in isolation. However, through affiliated social connections and

peer dialogue, participants came to value individual thinking time for its

reflective and academic benefits. This findingisin har mony wi th Ber g
(2004) research in which she found that collaborative peer dialogues can help

empower learners to not only internalise and own their transformed ideas and

perspectives but to also identify 388heir |
fedge of meaningo was conceptualised as |
Afcome to terms with the I imitations of t|

194



those | imits. o For t hitalsophallmarkedd chaageins i
their ways of knowing and appeared to reflect personal epistemological growth
from an earlier dualist to an increasingly more contextual relativism and pre-

committed position (Perry 1970).

To assist in this epistemological movement and to capture students changing
beliefs about knowledge as they begin to develop greater cognitive control (and
thus begin to value thinking time), nurse educationalist may need to ensure the
increasing use of Socratic questioning, critical reflection and peer dialogue

within their facilitations. For example, spending a few minutes at the end of
class to pose such questions as fwhat
also have value in stimulating self-dialogues that respond to this increasing

learner maturity and cognitive control.

For participants, peer feedback and dialogue also appeared to be an important
pre-cursor to enable participants to absorb themselves in their independent
learning with confidence and to trust their own emerging self- dialogues. The

n

n ¢

repeated use of, -and pridein,-t he phr ase fezgetetdi me fil re ctt hea

greater attentional control and alongside this an intense state of sustained

concentration or Aflowo that had previou:

emotions and regulatory difficulties dominated their lived experience. It also
reflected an emerging transformation from extrinsic to more intrinsic motivation

in which volitional learning and an increased sense of control and ownership

over their learning began to emerge alongside greater periods of academic
engagement once a social connection with others had been achieved. As such,
time spent Ain the zoneo was the ant.i

fwasted ti me. 0

Csi kszentmi halyi o0s (2002) flow theory

conceptual framework from which to interpret these findings and to better
understand how student nurses proactively engage in their SMIL alongside the
factors that may influence this as they journey along their independent learning
trajectory. Together they also have the potential to offer an alternative, and

arguably more student-centred pedagogical understanding of the extant
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quantitative literature related to student readiness to engage in their SMIL. For
example, in this extant research both UK and international student nurses were
found to be less prepared initially due to role ambiguity (Pryce-Miller 2010), lack
of structured support (Senyuva and Kaya 2014) and a reduced sense of
belongingness and esteem (Kim and Park 2011).

Flowior its synongyerwr ic@dm@dod mal Bwexl liisand
subjective psychological state people report when they become completely
immersed in a task to the extent that they lose all sense of time and awareness
of both their actions and the cognitive effort involved (Csikszentmihalyi 2002).
For the participants of this study not only did this enable deep learning to occur
it also provided a much-needed respite from previous overwhelming emotions
which in turn enabled them to replenish their cognitive and motivational

reserves as well as help sustain a positive self-concept.

Although nurse education has to date been ambivalent towards the explanatory
value of flow theory, similar findings to those described by participants are also
reflected in international research related to academic engagement and flow
states among the wider undergraduat e
(2013) large scale survey of Korean undergraduates found a significant positive
relationship between flow state, deep learning and academic achievement
which enabled students to reframe their self-conscious academic emotions
more positively. This in turn enhanced and self-reinforced their intrinsic
motivation and resilience, all of which were valued in much the same way as
participants came to value flow states in this study. Similar findings are echoed
by Moore (2013) who found that flow state in his sample of US undergraduates
was also an expression of emerging Eudaimonic wellbeing and academic
flourishing, itself a key aspect of the ontological basis of SMIL (Rogers 1961;
Elliot 2006).

Based on the interpreted findings of
state clearly has multiple benefits for both faculty and student nurses and may
therefore be a focus for future research endeavour. While not previously studied

within an independent learning nursing context nor mentioned explicitly in the

196

Vit

pop!

t hi ¢



related theoretical I|literature, it does
of learning to be independent. Indeed, Steele and Fulagar (2009) propose that

a strong theoretical and empirical link between autonomy and flow exists as

flow, by definition, is a self- determined motivational state (Deci and Ryan,

2000). As such, a number of core conditions exist for flow state to be achieved

including clear goals, immediate feedback and a balance between the academic
challenge and academic skills to achieve the goal (Csikszentmihalyi 2002; Steel

and Fulagar 2009). Thus, while the recommendations of this study to date have

argued for a change from a traditional focus on SMIL preparation of technical
Astudy skill 06 instructi ocsn utdoemdtighale mphasi s
regulatory skills, the findings also highlight that the former still has relevance in

helping students to become independent learners, albeit in combination with

emotional capacity building facilitation. For example, Rogatko (2009) and Steel

and Fulagar (2009) all empirically noted that flow requires a balance between

academic challenge and the technical skills necessary to accomplish the

challenge. Thus, a task that is too challenging evokes negative affect and

procrastination, while a task too easily achieved evokes boredom and apathy,

both of which work against the achievement of a flow state and sustained

engagement in SMIL.

Consequently, it is important when facilitating independent learning for nurse
educators to create learning opportunities that are academically challenging but
commensurate with studentsdé skill l evel i
(Vygotsky 1978). This may therefore need to involve collaboration with
institutional learning support services to ensure a balance between academic
skill and challenge is achieved. Since the regulation of emotions precedes
cognitive flow state in this study it is also recommended that faculty scaffold
independent learning tasks so that tasks that require less intense periods of
concentration or flow are initially introduced with more complex tasks delayed
until emotional competency is enhanced. Equally, course work tasks need to
also support optimal autonomy while at the same time offering clear and
unambiguous goals as well as the opportunity for regular peer and faculty

feedback in and outside of the class setting as previously recommended.
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The valuing of solitude during increasing experiences of high flow states were

also a key finding of this study occurring towards the end of their programme

and reflecting a reframing of the learning context by participants whereby

learning alone no longer felt lonely. Achieving flow state and solitude therefore
illustrate a transformat i ve journey through the perce
outset to a need to feel a sense of space and thinking time to problem solve

during SMIL. Solitude and flow therefore became meaningful for deeper thought

and contempl ati on nheomoemanfidénevoicetolbecemet 60 s |
audible to them in line with their changing epistemological beliefs. In other

words, learning alone became a positive state of peaceful and restorative

reflection and dialogical engagement with themselves. Conditions that are in
themselves prerequisites for both flow (Csikszentmihalyi 2002) and

transformative learning in general (Mezirow 2003). However, the ability to be

alone for solitary dialogue and learning was a precious commodity for the

student nurses within this study and difficult for many to achieve in their home
environment given their lack of established academic capital and habitus

(Bourdieu 1977) and their multiple social roles.

A further recommendation is therefore ai.|
both the design and provision of physical learning spaces for both collaborative
group and solitary independent study based on students lived experiences.
Indeed, the evidenced based understanding of the intersectional relationship
between space, technology and pedagogy in effective learning design is an
emerging field of inquiry in order to meet the needs of the 21%tcentury learner
(Ellis and Goodyear 2016). However, while much empirical focus is on the
needs of the digitally native cohort now assumed to be entering higher education
(Ramsden 2011; Riddle and Souter 2012; Ellis and Goodyear 2016), the
findings of this study suggest that physical spaces for collaborative human
contact and solitary learning (that enables natural light and contact with the

wider social world) remain salient irrelevant of student n u r sdegialsskills.

Mor eover, Kennedy et al oés (2008) Austral.]
students can be regarded as digital natives and found a lack of homogeneity in

studentdéds | earning technol ogy Hgkitiydfl s bey
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technology across much of their life span. A position anecdotally supported by

my own observations. Riddle and Souter (2012) have also challenged the

premise that students themselves have fundamentally changed as a result of a

more technologically rich environment, echoing the findings of this study in

highlighting the emotional as well as cognitive nature of higher order learning on
adultdés academic identity and sense of s
current practice too often ignores student perspectives and at times an overly

dominant focus on technology, reproduces a physical environment that is

familiar but less suitable for active, peer and solitary independent learning in

and out of the traditional class setting.

The findings of this study also indicate that as student nurses progress in
socially connected ways through their independent learning journey they
increasingly develop a sense of mastery and belief in their own ability to learn
independently. This change in cognitive beliefs is not instantaneous but
increasingly develops with greater emotional regulation, flow and transformative
peer dialogue and review in a range of idiographic timescales. Nonetheless,
what is shared is the way in which a greater sense of mastery reflects a
transmutation of personal hopes, SMIL goals and intentions into an increasing
belief that they have some control over their independent learning and could
succeed if they regulated their emotions, achieved flow and persisted despite
perceived obstacles and setbacks. In doing so it transformed their independent
learning aspirations into repeated and intrinsically motivated actions. This
allowed the necessary emotional repair to be achieved and if necessary, a
temporary return to an earlier socially connected stage focused on emotional
regulation and reframing, rather than cognitive engagement, without a personal
sense of failure or helplessness that was a hallmark of their earlier lived

experiences.

In the higher education literature, the concept of self-efficacy or mastery has

been conceptualised as an individual ds s
ability to assert control over task demands and to mobilise the affective,

cognitive and motivational resources needed to achieve this (Bandura 1997).

Bandura (1997) whose seminal and influential ideas of self-efficacy developed
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from his larger canon of work related to social learning theory empirically argues
that self-efficacy is not a fixed dispositional ability but rather a generative
cognitive capability that can be learnt and self-reinforced in a social learning
context in much the same way as participants in this study demonstrate.
Moreover, a central tenet of self-efficacy is that beliefs about personal efficacy
are key factors in determining success in a given situation, more so than

technical skills per se (Scholz et al 2002).

As a pedagogical concept, self-efficacy has also been intensively investigated
and in doing so argued to have significant protective factors correlating with a
wide range of positive academic and holistic health outcomes for both student
nurses and higher education students in general. For example, within the extant
literature self-efficacy has been found to enhance the promotion of cognitive
strength and resilience in student nurses (Taylor and Reyes 2012) and
undergraduates (Schwarzer and Warner 2013); reduce learner procrastination
(Klassen et al 2008); improve academic achievement (Pitt et al 2012); and
subjectively increase a sense of Eudaimonic wellbeing (Roddenbury and Renk
2010; Priesack and Alcock 2015).

A key strategy participants used in developing their self-efficacy beliefs was the
sharing of their successful SMIL experiences and strategies with each other.
This closely echoes research recommendations by Bandura (1997) who posits
that the vicarious experiences of people perceived as similar to oneself act as
an important source of interpreted social information and role modelling that
increasesi n d i v ibalief thdt the§y too possess the capability to succeed at a
comparable task. Essential to this was the way that participants positioned
themselves with peers who they felt were accepting, supportive and who gained
similar assessment grades. This appeared to help them focus less on
extrinsically motivated performance goals and tap into and develop their
intrinsic mastery motivation. Such decisions also helped participants maintain a
positive sense of self since it arguably reduces the gap between their actual,
ideal and ought dimension of the self (Higgins 1987). These findings are likely
to be of interest to nurse educators concerned with the provision of a

responsive student centred SMIL pedagogy related to self-efficacy and
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independent learning. For example, in ensuring an increasing, but flexible,
opportunity for studentsto self-select their peer learning group in an informed

and contemplative manner.

The increased self-efficacy achieved through the sharing of vicarious

experiences also enabled participants to confidently start setting their own

learning goals by breaking tasks down into smaller more manageable tasks

based on their own trust in their inner voice. Bandura (1997) identifies mastery

(ie successful) experiences as the single biggest influence on self-efficacy

beliefs as they provide the most authentic evidence that one is capable of both

succeeding and effectively mobilising the necessary resources for this. As

such, success is argued to build increas:i
efficacy. For participants, the breaking down of tasks into smaller learning goals

thus provided them with multiple opportunities for success alongside reflective

peer opportunities to interpret this as each smaller goal was achieved. This
approach also reflects Bandur adsisqlst® 97) |
compelling influence on mastery experience since it forces individuals to

engage in the chosen task, to evaluate their own performance and to develop a

positive mind set. The replication of these strategies by nurse educators

therefore appears to have salience and likely to be both flexible and

inexpensive across a range of contexts.

For example, in encouraging Socratic questioning and class and peer dialogue

related to possible ways in which independent learning and assignment tasks

can be broken down into more manageable chunks. In the earlier stages of
students SMIL journey this may involve t|
successful strategies and non-directivequ e st i ons seeking stude
why they think it might have worked and how they might adapt these to their

own | ife world situation. As studentods pl
prompting as they will have gained a wider portfolio of lived experiences on

which to draw.
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Equally, the diagnosis of learning needs and the setting of individual learning
goals are key constructs of Knowles (1975) much quoted definition of self-
directed learning. For the student nurse participants in this study this was only
able to be authentically achieved once they had journeyed some significant way
in their independent learning experiences and gained a range of skills and
beliefs that could make this possible. For many participants this equated to their
final undergraduate year. However, for the participants to set their own learning
goals with confidence they had to first learn to effectively regulate their
emotions and to connect socially with others to enable them to begin to
cognitively and actively engage in the process of learning independently,

assisted by peer dialogue, review and an emerging trust in their inner voice.

Thus, while Knowles (1998) ideas about independent learning have been much
challenged in both this thesis and the wider literature (eg Brookfield 1986), the
findings of this study would suggest is that what Knowles (1998) definition
captures is a description of student nurses towards the end of their
undergraduate independent learning journey (ie when they are a more skilled
and/or experienced independent learner) but not one that fully captures the
students own lived experience and process of learning to gain the necessary
affective, cognitive and relational resources to achieve this. Given the multiple
misunderstandings captured in this study between nursing faculty who are likely
to be influenced by Knowles (1998) influential ideas and the lived world of
student nurses who patrticipated in this study, it is suggested that nurse
educators may wish to avoid unthinkingly adopting Knowles (1998) popular
ideas within their curricula design and pedagogy. Instead, nurse educators may
wish to consider alternative definitions akin to the one used in this report
(Thomas et al 2015a) which appears to offer a more student-centred
pedagogical perspective more closely aligned to students actual lived

experience of learning to become an independent learner.

6.4.3 Developing new pedagogical meanings and beliefs
Developing a sense of coherence captures the ultimate stage in the journey

towards independence in learning narrated by participants in this study, all of
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whom reached this at different stages in their undergraduate programme.
Developing a sense of coherence therefore reflects a developmental stage
when participants idiographically moved from an increasingly confident belief in
themselves as an independent learner to becoming a central character in the
construction of their own learning as SMIL began to make sense, become
manageable and personally meaningful. This theme captures a period of
epistemological and ontological transformations in which participants begin to
repair their disrupted assumptive world views alongside a desire by some to
hear their own authorial and evidence-based voice within their learning tasks.
As such, it reflects the transformative nature of SMIL in so far as there is a
change in how participants sense of self, others, authority and knowledge are
understood. For example, during this phase participants narratives qualitatively
and conceptually altered from describing experiences on seeking validation as
themselves as worthy undergraduates to seeking verification of the robustness
of their developing arguments and ideas alongside the identification of any

fallacies inadvertently made.

This has obvious implications for nurse educators who while still needing to
ensure a psychologically safe learning environment of independent learning,
may also need to engage students more in argumentation and critical
discourses related to the content of their learning as they become more
experienced and competent in their SMIL. Assessment tasks may also need to
reflect this higher order thinking ability and developing sense of coherence in
order to challenge students to maintain a flow state given their greater

academic skill.

A greater sense of coherence also resonates with the qualitative findings of
Taylor (1986: 64) and in her analytical interpretation of Canadian graduate
nurses lived experience of SDL in a class setting as they progressed towards a
period of what she termed Areorientation.
developed over time in which her participants lived experiences and ideas of
independent learning were synthesised into a perspective. This perspective in
turn produced a profound conscious acknowledgement in her participants that

learning was a process in which they now recognised they were the actors.
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Interestingly, Taylor (1986) goes on to argue that this re-orientation phase is

followed by a period of equilibrium in which this newly recognised learner

agency is applied, refined and consol i dat
(1986) and this study identify a series of sequential, and broadly similar,

psychosocial phases to the process of learning to be independent that are

common to our unique sample populations, no such equilibrium phrase was

explicitly identified in this study. The differences may be cultural but may also

be accounted for by the nature of the learnersince Tayl or 6s (1986)
were all graduates and the fact that her study was longitudinal in nature. Her

findings and methodological design do however raise the potential utility of

future longitudinal research in further exploring the lived experienced of UK

student nurses beyond graduation.

Antonoskydés (1987) sense of coherence fr:
support to this studybés findings. A sens.
psychological strength in which a range of internal and external resources i

what Antonovsky (1987) terms General Resistance ResourcesorGRR6s and
including resources such as social support and affiliation, emotional regulation

and coping skills, ego identity and motivated commitment, - assist people to

flourish in the face of adversity and uncertainty. According to Antonovsky

(1987) a sense of coherence is determined by three major constructs namely
comprehensibility (ability to make sense
to understand it as structured and predictable); manageability (the development

of sufficient resources to meet demands); and meaningfulness (demands hold

personal meaning and are worthy of engagement and investment).

Developing a sense of coherence has also been the subject of research with

regard to both student nurses and undergraduates in general (eg Ando et al

2011; Majern2kovs8 and Obroln2kovg§ 2017; :
Salamonson et al (2016) quantitatively examined the relationship between
Australian nursing st udenmdulatéd|leareinganel of c ol
academic performance in their first year of their three-year degree programme.

They found that a high sense of coherence was predictive of higher academic

grades since these students were motivated to learn, willing to engage in class
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and peer dialogue and frequently used a wide range of problem, emotion and
meaning focused coping strategies. All of which provide support to the many
qualitative findings of this study and the resulting recommendations offered.
Indeed, it is further recommended that nurse educators consider how positive
psychological constructs such as sense of coherence can be incorporated into
curricula design to facilitate and respond to the needs of student nurses during
their journey to greater learning independence, particularly in response to

learners emerging autonomy and skill.

6.5 The contributions of this study to what is already known
The findings of this study resonate and lend support to what is already known in
the extant, mainly qualitative, research literature regarding the student

experience of independent learning. For example:

A Participants experienced difficulty articulating a precise SMIL definition
beyond preparation and elaboration of class contact and summative
assessment study time (eg Hewitt-Taylor 2001; Thomas et al 2015a,;
Thomas et al 2015b

A Participants were surprised by the extent of personal responsibility they
bore for their own learning as they commenced their SMIL journey
placing high value on the certainty and binary nature of knowledge
alongside the expectation that this would be transmitted to them by
experts (eg Lunyk-Child et al 2001; Hewitt-Taylor 2001; Thomas et al
2015b)

A The journey to becoming an independent learner begins with negative
feelings of confusion, frustration, reduced self-esteem, challenged
identity and dissatisfaction but ends with increased self-efficacy through
a developmental and transformative process of learning (eg Taylor 1986;
Lunyk-Child et al 2001; Hewitt-Taylor 2001; Thomas et al 2015b).
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6.6 The new insights that this studyoffers
This study offers important new findings and phenomenological insights in a

number of ways:

A It extends what is already known to highlight that negative emotions can
overwhelming permeate the lived experience of students journey to
learner independence beyond the transitional period of starting higher

education and the newness of independent learning.

Alt uniquely found t hat learmerdependencead e mi c ¢
wasinfluent i al in participant ésandthedt i onal
academic staff may themselves need su|
emotional needs as learners in order to effectively facilitate student
nur sSMH.0

A This study also offersnewi nsi ghts into how particicfg
emotional literacy and regulation skills, facilitated by supportive peer
connections, acted as important antecedents to learner engagement and

a new understanding of what it means to be an independent learner

A Self-talk strategies act as important and yet up until now unrecognised
liminal stage in the journey from dependence to independence in
learning as they help student nurses to recognise a need for change in
their learning approach and in doing so help them take control of their

learning.

A Previous studies related to study time use by students have attempted to
guantitatively measure time spent on independent learning, but these
findings suggest the phenomenological framing of time and temporality
by students also acts as an early attempt to regulate and manage
overwhelming negative emotions. Therefore, students may only identify
study time as a retrospective activity and whether it has been effective in

regulating their negative affect.
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6.7 Summary of chapter

This chapter has offered a discussion of the interpretative phenomenological
analysis of the lived experience of SMIL from the perspective of thirteen adult
nursing students in one UK University. The aim being to identify what mattered
to them and the meaning they attached to these experiences so a more
responsive SMIL pedagogy can be developed. Ongoing analysis, synthesis and
discussion of these idiographic and shared findings with the extant literature
and theory clarified these findings and both confirmed and added to what is
already known about SMIL and learning to be independent by undergraduate
students and student nurses in particular. These findings therefore both support
but also offer new phenomenological insights and interpretative understandings
to build on this existing canon of literature and knowledge base related to how
adult student nurses develop from dependence to independence in their

learning.

=0 ESD
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7 Conclusion and implications

7.1 Overview of the project

This study contributes to the academic understanding of SMIL from the
perspective of UK adult student nurses and how this is both lived and is made
sense of by them. This chapter draws the research project to a close by first
offering a concluding commentary on the research findings before turning
attention to the implications of this for the future. In doing so recommendations
are made for policy makers in both the HE and post 16 sectors, universities and
student support services, programme teams and nurse educationalists as well
as students themselves. The premise being that to enhance the facilitation and
learning of SMIL within a future more responsive and student-centred
pedagogy, will require contributions from everyone involved and change needs

to occur at the personal, cultural and structural levels.

However, like all research studies, this research is subject to limitations as well
as strengths. Smith et al (2009) argue that decision making transparency and
reflexivity are the best defence against accusations of IPA methodological bias
and therefore | have aimed to be transparent and explain my rationales
throughout this thesis. However, this chapter highlights a number of specific
limitations and strengths to help the reader more accurately evaluate the
coherence and helpfulness of this study. The chapter then concludes with

recommendations for future researchers

7.2 Conclusions

Against a background of unprecedented change in nurse higher education and

a desire to empathically understand the student perspective, this study adopted

an interpretative phenomenological analytical approach to examining the lived

experience of student managed independent learning from the perspective of

thirteen UK student nurses in one UK university. The st udyo6s chosen
methodology therefore focused on the phenomenological and idiographic lived
experience of their journey and involved a close and evolving examination of

the phenomenon as it is lived by the participants in their specific and
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contextualised world. This lived experience was understood and given meaning
using co-constructed hermeneutic interpretation and engagement for which my
reflexive historicity and fore structure of understanding were influential. It
therefore contributes to the existing body of knowledge related to
undergraduate independent learning experiences through an interpretative

constructivist paradigm.

In doing so, this study illustrated that SMIL, for the participants involved in this
study, is a complex emotional, temporal and social phenomenon. lItis lived as an
emotional and fragmented journey in which student nurses must first learn to
regulate and reappraise overwhelming emotions in discursive and authentic
relationships with the self and others as only then can student nurses effectively
learn how to be autonomous and independent in their learning. It also
illustrates that student nurses use temporal self-talk and their own historicity to
draw on peer resources to help them effectively regulate their emotions on their
journey to independence in their learning. This study therefore finds itself
located at the intersection of one established area of inquiry, namely
undergraduate independent learning, and one growing area of inquiry, namely
the role of emotions within higher education learning. It also demonstrates that
the experience of SMIL not only leads to pedagogical and epistemological
transformations for student nurses but also ontological development.

These findings therefore challenge traditional ideological discourses of adult
independent learning as a purely technical and cognitive learning experience for
student nurses since these deny the complex affective, temporal, socially
situated and relational elements at the centre of students own lived experience.
In particular these findings challenge the discursive framing of dependence
embedded within traditional, often-reified, theoretical stance of SMIL as being
dispositional and characterised by personal deficit. This study also raises
guestions about how well- prepared nurse educationists might be to respond to
this more student centred and affective interpretation of SMIL within the theory

dense, instrumental and externally regulated nursing curriculum.
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This new understanding therefore requires a paradigm shift within the facilitation

of SMIL from one which is no longer solely focused on the development of

technical study skills and supportive resources, to one in which the

devel opment of studentds emotional I nt el |
academic others and their life world are prioritised as these act as influential

precursors for and important influences on their active independent learner

engagement as well as their pedagogical skill development. This is essential for

all those with an interest in assisting student nurses to develop as both

independent learners and people, and who care about the type of nurse that will

face the unprecedented life-long learning challenges of twenty-first century

health care.

The findings and conclusions of this study are grounded in the participant own
stories and reflects granulated lives as they are lived and the context in which
this takes place. They also reflect my own co-constructed hermeneutic
engagement and unique reflexive fore structures of understanding and
historicity that made sense of and gave meaning to the participant narratives.
While it is recognised that as an interpretative phenomenological study it is not
generalizable in a quantitative sense, it may have wider relevance and
transferability to inform and enlighten the future practice of students, nurses,
nurse educationalists, university leadership teams, university support staff,
policy makers and researchers involved in the development of student nurse

i ndependent | earning. This study has the
own voices and experiences in the context in which their lives are lived, but it
also means that these voices and experiences must be heard and actively
listened to by others. As such, a number of implications are identified from this
study.

7.3 Implications for HE and post 16 policy makers

Student nurses start HE with clear expectations of SMIL influenced by pre-
existing schemas of teaching, learning and education. However, the
discrepancy between these and the reality of their lived experience is a
significant source of overwhelming negative affect that dominates early SMIL
experiences and prevents deep engagement in their learning. Part of the
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