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Towards a psychoanalytic pedagogy of education: using group work to engage professionally with the unexpected in learning

Introduction and background

Education programmes invite reflexive approaches to learning and group work in undergraduate programmes produces a range of emotional responses within students and their tutors. What students often bring is unfinished business. A theoretical paradigm is needed which offers researchers insights into interpersonal and intrapersonal learning. This paper argues that a psychoanalytic perspective can help us understand the learning potential of group work activities. The paper uses Freud’s notion of ‘after-education’ to explore how to use reflexivity creatively. 
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This paper explores the impact of an undergraduate education programme on students as they engaged with the programme content and in particular the assigned group work activities that form a core part. Students are expected to respond reflectively to the programme content which uses enquiry methods to consider a range of education policies and practices and expects students to engage reflexively with their own learning.

Two faculty tutors and an external contributor to the programme undertook the research, which focuses on tutors’ and students’ direct experience of the taught programme. Data were obtained from discussion within the research team, including reflective journals and field notes, and interview data from participating students. 

The programme is a highly popular course of study located on the education campus of a large, thriving and diverse UK university. The programme does not lead directly to a professional qualification. It is a broadly based undergraduate three-year course at Bachelor level (BA)  that aims to inform students about:

· the nature of their own learning and the learning of others, particularly children in a range of settings including schools;

· the development of individual responsibility for learning and scholarly study as an undergraduate;

· the development of undergraduate skills as laid down by institutional and national frameworks;

· the impact of formal educational settings on the learning process;

· general issues of national UK education policy and their likely impact in local contexts.

A significant feature of the course, from the tutors’ perspective is the expectation, embedded in the programme aims, that students should find and develop a ‘student voice’, enabling them to locate themselves, their beliefs and their values when articulating a range of issues relating to education in relation to a number of educational contexts. The origin of the programme aims relate to a desire amongst the tutors to promote democratic values. 

Group work

Within the programme, group work provokes considerable ambivalence. Discussion of group work processes including membership allocation, student research activities and presentations, features frequently in discussions between staff and students. It features in student feedback and evaluation data, and is a topic of conversation in workshops, tutorials and seminars, as well as informally in discussion with staff. Students report that group work contributes to high levels of interest, excitement, pleasure, anxiety, and feelings of anger and disturbance. Tutors made similar comments in their own diaries, reflective journals and research notes. Why is group work so provocative? Should it be so? Are we providing the students with the best means of furthering their individual development? Could we develop the successful aspects of group work further on this programme? Is it appropriate to create areas of disturbance for our students to work in? Are we clear what we mean by ‘student voice’ and do our students buy in to our ideas? Are we really developing articulate students whose ‘student voice’ allows them access to democratic processes? These and similar questions surfaced frequently in both formal meetings and informal staff discussions, prompting the deeper enquiry on which this paper is based.

What’s special about education programmes?

In many undergraduate programmes, the boundaries of the subject may be clearer to undergraduate students than they are in education programmes. Much of the specialist language of science and mathematics programmes for example stands outside everyday experience. The content of medicine, economics and fine art programmes for example is often quite separate and distinguishable from the everyday life experience of students. The boundaries between study and everyday life that this distinctiveness in many university degree programmes creates may limit ‘spillage’ from private life into the site of formal learning. In education programmes the boundaries of experience are highly permeable. We want students to talk about their everyday experiences of learning as part of a reflective approach on how humans learn. We are, individually and as members of different social groups, ideal objects of study. The specialist language of education is less boundary sensitive: it is available for both formal study and everyday life settings, both of which serve to support educational inquiry. In a taught Education programme, the familiarity of the ground can make it more difficult to see where theory emerges and differentiates itself from personal accounts of learning. For students starting out on their courses, particularly those who have come straight from school, it can be hard to identify what the new territory of Education Studies requires of them and where the boundaries of personal learning are to be positioned. for such disturbance to be more manifest.

Conceptual framework

There is a conflict of paradigms at the heart of work with students in higher education. It is a conflict that will be very familiar to many teachers of Education programmes and to tutors of other programmes that seek to stimulate debate about how we learn and how students can take responsibility for their own learning. The most influential theories of learning in higher education in the UK are based on constructivist psychology. Constructivist and social constructivist theories provide valuable accounts of individual cognitive development. 

Whilst the constructivist paradigm has helped provide teachers and learners by providing a relatively transparent model of the type of experiences that support learning, it has not provided teachers with a deep understanding of the learning process per se. It sheds little light on why, when we are taught, we learn certain things but not others. It fails to engage with the social dynamics of learning. A significant proportion of learning takes place in group settings. Constructivist paradigms fail to engage with group dynamics and the affective and emotional dimensions of learning. 

This paper seeks to engage with students’ and tutor’s informal accounts that the programme and in particular the group work elements prove provocative, troublesome, challenging and sometimes lead to unanticipated learning. 

There is no reason to draw the conclusion the tutors or students are inadequate learners – far from it. Salient events in the teaching experiences of the research team prompted the search for a paradigm that would help to illuminate the heightened emotions, the disturbance and the conflict that surfaced for students and tutors. In keeping with the democratic aims of the course, the students’ views of the learning process were sought and brought into the debate. However, this paper is the result of tutor collaboration.

Towards a psychoanalytic paradigm of education

The twentieth century focus on the individual as the paramount object of psychological study has marginalised and limited studies of the relational, both within education and beyond. Yet we know that learning takes place in the context of a relational dynamic, informally and peripherally between actors in groups as well as through more formal discourses in which learners and teachers engage in classrooms. 

A psychoanalytic perspective is increasingly apparent in accounts of education and learning (Saltzberger-Wittenberg
, 1983; Blanchard-Laville
, 1991; Coren
, 1997; Britzman, 2003; Ascher
, 2005). Psychoanalytic accounts of learning argue that our response to groups is shaped by our earliest experiences of being in the family group. Our later experiences of group interactions inevitably contain echoes of our earliest group experiences. Our responses to adult learning experiences are shaped by what we learned to love and fear in our earliest relationships. 

One of Freud’s most telling observations on education (and by education he included general upbringing as well as formal schooling) was that it is so disturbing that it requires us to engage at a later date in an after-education. Every education is a difficult education. ‘Something about education makes us nervous’ (Britzman
, 2003: p. 1). At every moment it can reach backwards to our earliest experiences of learning to live, love and be afraid, through the power of our thoughts and feelings, our encounters and arguments; our talking, reading, seeing: our influencing and being influenced. All education, seen from this perspective is:

…a play between present and past, between presence and absence, and then, by that strange return that Sigmund Freud
 (1914a) describes as deferred: it is  registered and revised by remembering, repeating, and working through. (Britzman, 2003: p.1)

Our early realisation that we are individuals in the world and that our survival is dependent on others, makes us anxious that our own development will secure our continued survival as emotional, dependent beings. By its very nature education seeks to change, to develop, to add to what is already present. By implication education requires that which is, to change – to become other. 

This requirement of education makes us nervous: not only about what we might have to become to satisfy the demands of education, but also what we might have to give up in order to show we are successful in the education enterprise. In much of the learning in which we engage, issues of whether we have satisfied the demands of education remain unclear. It’s not always clear to us that we have met the expectations that education implies. In education where cognitive development and skill acquisition is the focus, this is particularly likely to be true. Lack of focus on the development of the psyche: of who we are, and who we are becoming, means that the conclusions of many education episodes leave us feeling nervous about who we are and how we have fared in relation to the experience of education.

Education thus continuously exerts a pressure on us, tempting us to re-examine our earliest learning experiences and the lessons they may contain for our present engagements with education. Thus education always has the potential to stir memories of earlier experiences that may challenge our psyche. Education emphasises the essentially individual nature of our existence and thus Freud argues that every instance of education necessarily contains the seeds of resistance to the education process and to the lessons that are available for us to draw from it. Any attempt to suggest to the learner that learning should be smooth, easy and always enjoyable, flies in face of common experience and adds to the suspicion that those engaged in delivering education are in denial of its impact on learners and teachers.

Britzman
 (2003) reminds us of Anna Freud’s advice to teachers:

At times, we do try to conduct our teaching as if learning will be no problem for the learner, and if problems do emerge, they are somehow viewed as obstacles to the wish for learning to be no problem. What is missed is an element of destruction and aggression that is also a necessary part of trying to learn. (p. 74)

Teaching has therefore, to work within a dynamic that is partly defined by the learners’ resistance to knowledge and partly by the teacher’s own resistance to the knowledge of what teachers subject learners to. For teachers to make sense of teaching, we need to work within the pedagogical equivalent of the transferential forces that shape the psychological dimension of education. In a psychoanalytic model of learning, the work of teachers is to learn how to use their own experience of learning and their own resistance to it, as the basis for engaging with students on the production and rediscovery of the students’ own knowledge. 

After-education is partly our reworking of earlier education experiences in ways that reassure us that our psyche is intact and thriving: that despite the anxieties provoked by earlier education experiences we are psychically robust. After-education is also that activity in which we engage when current experiences provoke strong resonance with the past: viewed either as positive or destructive experiences. In these circumstances we need to deal with the unexpected disturbance that current education can bring. Our education continuously unfolds in our present world; which includes unanticipated re-workings of old learning, of education borne out of experiences never intended as education and, in contrast, some collateral learning emerging in unintended ways as a consequences of study. 

It follows from a psychoanalytic account of education that a BA degree programme intended to educate students about the processes of their own learning is likely to create rich opportunities for Freud’s ‘after-education’ where students are brought face-to-face with the consequences of their earlier engagements with education and what they have learned about themselves as learners. A programme that expects reflective and reflexive engagement with learning creates the space and the conditions to revisit both the deliberate and the unintended consequences of earlier experiences of education and upbringing. 

Context

Teaching on the Education Studies programme that provoked this paper takes place in a variety of formal and informal settings including teacher-led presentations and lectures and student-led presentations. Discussion groups, private study, directed and student-selected group work activities are common. Discussion and other group sessions require students to engage reflexively in the processes of learning. One consequence of this approach is that some students report strong reactions to past and present learning experiences. Another outcome is that some interactions between tutors and students are unexpected in their subject matter and in the depth of student reaction to learning.

In the context of a research environment that values reflexive engagement with the products and processes of learning, tutors keep a range of notes, diaries and reflective journals in the belief that tutor’s personal notes can be a valuable source of reflective discussion and exploration.  The tutors on the programme are very experienced with nearly seventy years experience of teaching between them.

Tutors’ notes on student reactions to group work

Self and peer assessment

“In one first year module on interpersonal communication, students were assigned to small groups and required to undertake self and peer assessment. The report of this activity formed part of their assessed course work for the module. The task created increased levels of anxiety and absenteeism. Where students were comfortable within their group, they went through the motions of following instructions, but sometimes colluded with one another so as to minimise embarrassment or exposure. More disparate groups struggled to complete the tasks.”

Group work that explores student self and peer assessment requires students to examine their success in engaging with the programme. For some students this provokes strong defensive reactions, possibly around competition with others for the tutors’ marks. Some groups managed to contain the anxiety associated with the task and went on to complete it. Others reported major difficulties. What we needed to do but failed to provide in the earlier versions of this activity was an invitation to explore what this assessment task provokes for these students. In doing this we are not arguing that such and such an earlier experience will produce a particular response. This is not a psychoanalytic approach with hidden causal or positivistic agenda. What we doing is sensitising ourselves as tutors and students to the possibilities of connections between past and present experiences. We do this by asking students and ourselves:

· What are our experiences of receiving praise from others and being rewarded for our achievements? 

· What are our experiences of being assessed? 

· What difficulties do we experience in trying to separate out feelings of being personally judged when our work is being assessed?

The tutor’s role in working with groups

We have noticed a tendency for some students who are displaying anxiety behaviour to seek us out for long conversations sometimes in class, more often around the campus. Despite showing symptoms of anxiety, some of these students avoid making themselves the subject of their problems. Instead problems invariably relate to other objects and people. By projecting their current anxiety onto other objects they can avoid direct reference to themselves. 

Our approach is to take up the offer of conversation whenever possible. We are not therapists and we seek to avoid being seen in such roles, preferring to stay in the privileged role of a tutor with sensitivity to the personal development that inevitably accompanies more formal learning in university. 

Awareness of the mechanism of projection serves us well by alerting us to the possibility that students might not feel comfortable with the feelings they experience and may attribute them to some external object. 
“During a presentation to a group of first year undergraduates that touched on different cultural responses to dying and death, a young student quite suddenly disclosed that her partner had died of a brain tumour. She was flushed and her voice sounded angry as she addressed the class and described two other recent experiences of people close to her dying of cancer. After she had spoken the atmosphere was uncertain, the other students subdued, unsure what to say or do. The bereaved student gave no clues as to the responses she might be seeking from the group on this occasion.”

The disturbance in the group was considerable because of the power of the disclosures, the nature of the literal story that was told, and the absence of any clues as to how she wanted people to respond to her. 

What helps us as tutors to manage the group in such situations is an awareness of our own tendencies to panic, to step away from anxiety, to paper over the cracks of disturbance and to rescue the group from unpleasant feelings. We try to enhance our own self-awareness by disclosing events to colleagues, and whilst preserving the anonymity of students, asking for commentary about our responses and decisions. By being aware of our own ways of coping we believe we are more likely to recognise our own desires in the moment, before we respond: giving us some additional choices about how to behave.

What sometimes strikes us in exchanges like the one above is the ambiguity such disclosures bring. This student seldom contributed to group discussions. Her contribution on this occasion was as unusual as it was unexpected. Whilst trying to hold on to the moment and use it educationally, the tutor was struck by the possibility that this was not a literal story but a story about the student’s immediate feelings: about how being a student felt to her. However if the story was true and her feelings so overwhelming, it would be reasonable to expect her to present herself in the group in a fragmented way that left us all feeling confused. If she were feeling so angry and disturbed by these events then we should not be surprised that she gave us no clue as to the response she expected from different members of the group. 

Later in the term, this same student approached one of the tutors for some help with an assignment. At the meeting it proved very difficult for her and for the tutor to talk about the essay. Instead the student avoided talking bout her essay and appeared to project her anxieties onto other objects.

“She told me that she had recently taken on the task of looking after another dog, even though it was in poor condition and was going to cost her huge amounts in vet’s fees, money she did not have. The dogs also had to be exercised every day. She carefully described the character of the dog and went into detail regarding its illness, making it clear that the chances of it recovering were slim. I remember wondering why, given all the other practical problems that this student had to deal with following the death of her partner; she had decided to take on the care of this sick animal. Subsequently, whenever I met with this student, I made a point of asking after the dog. This provided a useful vehicle for conversation.”

A different kind of group work!

Students can exercise great power in their relationships with tutors. We can often feel we are not being allowed or expected to be the person we want or need to be. Of course we can collude, behave in the way the students want then subsequently complain to colleagues about how manipulative students are. Self-awareness of our own feelings ‘in the moment’ when we are involved with difficult exchanges, can allow us precious moments to capture our feelings and respond with awareness and insight.

“D led a delegation …G next to her and T standing slightly further back…to voice concerns about their presentation group not having met yet and her ‘wanting to get on with the work’. She seemed to be suggesting that the ‘others’ were holding her back. No names were mentioned. I asked about email contact and this was rather fudged…something about not knowing email addresses….
I was aware of how it felt to be the teacher on playground duty when young children come and complain that others will not play by the rules or let them join in their games. Whatever I might say would not satisfy. I asked that they bring their concerns up again next week so that practicalities could be sorted for everyone.

Some consequences of group work

When students are asked to form task-based groups involving sustained work and a performance of some kind, such as a presentation, both tutors and students may experience increased levels of anxiety, disturbance. Tutors have to make decisions, often very quickly, about how to work with the group in ways that do not discount either the affective or the cognitive elements of the tasks. Group work can lead to heightened feelings of competition, where students:

· feel they need to perform as well or better than their peers;

· feel unable to perform well;

· are driven to get their share of the tutor’s time, attention and encouragement;

· uncomfortable about trying for the grade that is desired or deserved;

· experience strong resonance with earlier groups to which they have belonged. 

Tutors too can feel elated, depressed, exposed, the focus of unreasonable criticism, being performed to, at the mercy of strange emotions and expectations.

Group work produces unexpected affective responses in both students and tutors. The feelings however do not remain with the individuals but get transferred to the group with no clear way of group members being able to attribute their origin to any particular individual. Following this, individuals experience what the group projects into them. We can experience the discomfort of suddenly feeling an emotion that was not anticipated –leading to confused thoughts about why I am feeling this. 

Projection from the individual into the group, and from the group into the individual means that we can experience feelings that we find difficult to associate with, to own or to bear – we are disturbed by something that does not feel right but which can feel very strong and impelling. 

It is worth emphasising that student engagement with group work is high and positively regarded. In both the formal student feedback for the programme, and from the data obtained directly for this project, students reported being very engaged and motivated by the group work opportunities, despite seeing them as challenging and difficult at both a cognitive and emotional level. 

The work of groups often involves working out feelings that we do not directly own as individuals and this poses problems for tutors who are faced with the dual tensions of experiencing what other members of the group are feeling, but also needing to respond to the responsibility for directing the group towards completion of the educational task. In advancing the educational work of the group, tutors need to make judgments and respond intuitively to the disturbance that group work can provoke. On those occasions where we are not overwhelmed by the disturbance along with everyone else, we have to decide ‘in the moment’ whether to manage the disturbance as:

· a distraction;

· something to be referred elsewhere;

· something to be resolved through reassurance or by exercising our authority;

· something to use creatively to further the group and its work.

Individual levels of confidence about working within a group can vary enormously with some students and tutors feeling very ambivalent about group work. The dilemmas for tutors are significant. Questions about how we work with students go to the heart of our values and aspirations for programmes based around themes of education and personal development. Staying in the safe zone may mean that some tutors and students avoid group work. Pushing others and ourselves into group work can be seen as unreasonable, and as an opportunity for growth. Exposing others and ourselves to the changes that education expects of us is part of what makes education one of Freud’s ‘impossible professions’.

We can remain unaware of the ways in which our emotional life impinges on our learning and vis versa. Alternatively we can use group work and the disturbances it brings as a vehicle to articulate the connections between the cognitive and affective elements of learning. Psychoanalytic theory offers a way of including the relational in learning: something that much of cognitive psychology precludes. Psychoanalysis offers a theory of relational dynamics and in this paper we employ it to provide insight into group processes – not to interpret the behaviour of individuals or provide a positivistically motivated causal explanation of what is happening when groups are at work. Rather, our contention is that groups are by their very nature provocative of relational dynamic processes such as projection and introjection and that insight into these processes makes us more effective educational professionals.

An important issue for tutors involved in group work is the exploration of their own boundaries of professional competence and comfort. Group work contexts are particularly effective at provoking students and tutors into making unconscious communications through processes such as displacement and symbolism. Importantly, this challenges tutors to know something of their own symbolic means of communication, their resistances to knowledge, and what it is about education that makes them uncomfortable. 

Psychoanalytic theory can help us gain insight into how we work with student groups where group members may be voicing their feelings through symbolic communication, such as transferring anxieties onto sick dogs or malfunctioning cars. Emotional outbursts, silence and withdrawal and symbolic communication are likely to be experienced by us only as disturbance and discomfort unless we have some means of access to our own unconscious processes and some way of understanding our anxieties about education. 

However, as educators we should avoid psychoanalytic interpretation. We are not seeking a therapeutic role with students and we are not attempting to foreclose on behaviour by assigning causal explanations. Rather we are using psychoanalytic theory to open up our understanding of group processes and to be more aware of our impact as members of the groups with which we work as educational professionals. 

Background to the study

The project began with the observation that group work is problematic. Tutors and students experienced it as difficult but rewarding. Tutors wanted to maximise the effectiveness of the group work tasks and greater understanding about why and how group work could be made effective in cognitive and affective terms. As a result, some existing group activities were shown to be more effective than others. One example was a role-play where students take part in a tribunal (which actually exist in Britain) with responsibility for allocating resources to schools for children with learning difficulties. Students are required to research the constitution, regulations of the tribunal and roles of its members. Students are given the data required by a tribunal and asked to make a decision on a real, anonymous case. A large majority of students referred in their evaluations to being passionately involved, distressed, angry about the process and outcome, and much clearer about the workings of the British educational system in relation to special needs support for children with learning difficulties. Thus it was clear that students valued group work both as a cognitive activity and as an emotional experience. They also reported finding group work disturbing. The questions for tutors were:

· how do we maximise the educational benefits of group work?;

· what do we mean by behaving professionally when we know that we are disturbing students emotionally?

· how can we maximise the educational benefits of group work?

· which group work activities are the most effective for learning?

All members of the research team were involved in some teaching of the groups. The two tutors employed by the university worked consistently with students both as a cohort and in small groups throughout the year. The visiting tutor taught some sessions and all three tutors participated in data collection.

Primary data were obtained through questionnaires issued at various points throughout the teaching year and through semi-structured interviews. Where informed consent was obtained from students the interviews were recorded and transcribed. Data were also available from the typical interactions, both formal and informal, between tutors and students over the year. One tutor kept a detailed diary of interactions whilst the two others kept notebooks. In addition there were several secondary sources of data that the team could draw on. These included assignments and reflective accounts written by the students. 

The official curriculum

This Bachelor of Arts in Education Studies is a three-year undergraduate programme. It professes a philosophy of self-expression and participation in a community of educational enquiry. In the description of the course philosophy, the development of voice is a leading, common and central purpose and outcome at each assessed level. At the end of year one, students are expected to find a voice that can speak on issues of education policy, provision and individual experience. At the end of year two they are expected to compare and contrast [their] voice with that of others and by the end of the programme to become an emergent critical voice. The process of joining and participating in a community of voices is a defining feature of this programme. Emphasis is put on students acquiring tools to pursue educational topics that are of interest to them and on the practice of human relationship skills. To succeed on the course students have to find and develop their voice. 
The taught sessions introduce basic theoretical constructs and definitions of equality of opportunity and are littered with examples drawn from all kinds of formal and informal settings where contemporary experiences of injustice and exclusion are described or directly voiced. Television documentaries make up a significant element of the teaching material and appear to have an immediate and strong impact, as judged by student feedback. A sense of excitement and engagement, shock and dismay are not unusual responses to the teaching material. Group work such as the tribunal simulation puts students in positions of advocacy and arbitration regarding educational policy and provision. These experiences demand they use their voice, not only in a scholarly way to demonstrate understanding of policy and provision in relation to children and schools, but also to communicate a human response to education and social settings in Britain and elsewhere. Group work has proved to be a powerful way for students to find their individual voices and use them within a critical community, hence the tutors’ wish to see group work activities developed as effectively as possible.
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