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Abstract
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This phenomenological case study explores the experiences of three fine arts students working in a community of practice in a southeastern suburban high school. The study analyzes the students’ descriptions of their own experiences working with other students with an emphasis on the ways those relationships impacted their learning.  Lave and Wenger’s (1991) research on communities of practice was used as a conceptual framework for the exploration of the student relationships. The use of qualitative methods of inquiry led to the development of five themes that captured the essences of the students’ experiences working with and learning from other students in their community of practice. Analysis of those themes led to a new conceptual metaphor to describe the experiences of the students as they made their way from the periphery of the community of practice toward full participation in the community. 

The findings of the study demonstrate that the students passed through common phases of their journey from nonparticipation to full participation in the department. Those phases included observation, interaction, identification, imitation, comparison, behavioral adjustments, investment, and communication/demonstration. The students were continually in a process of navigating challenging, tension-filled relationships with other students. This study argues for high school re-design in the interest of increasing opportunities for students to make more meaningful decisions about their learning and the social relationships that may improve learning and increase motivation. The researcher suggests ways in which teachers within the existing school structures might facilitate communities of practice in their teaching.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION


Lave and Wenger’s 1991 work Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation focused on the relationship between the experience of learning and the social situations in which learning takes place (1991). As William Hanks wrote in his forward to the book, “Lave and Wenger seem to challenge us to rethink what is means to learn, indeed rethink what it means to understand” (1991, p. 15). The challenge to which Hanks refers involves the examination and reproduction of the social contexts in which learning takes place (1991, p. 19). The title and central concept of Lave and Wenger’s study, “legitimate peripheral participation” (or LPP), recognized that learners regularly become members of groups of people involved in a common practice. The concept noted that newcomers to these groups begin at the outside, or periphery, and move closer to the center of the group through the observation, practice, and mastery of knowledge and skills (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  In addition, the study noted that the social relationships between “old-timers” and “newcomers” play a major role in the acquisition of knowledge and skills (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 


Through their work, Lave and Wenger debunked the notion that learning is a process of receiving information or factual knowledge from an instructor who verbally delivers that knowledge. Instead, the researchers asserted that learning happens regardless of plan and instructional design, and that educators might benefit from studying the conditions in which learners are given access to knowledgeable experts and participation in what they called “communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Wenger further developed the concept of “communities of practice “ (or CoP) in his work Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity (1998). Wenger asserted, “we all belong to communities of practice” (p. 6). These communities are groups of people who are brought together through family, social structures, business organizations, or educational institutions. Members of these communities “develop their own practices, routines, rituals, artifacts, symbols, conventions, stories, and histories”. Through these interactions, the members organize their lives in order to “do what needs to be done” 
(p. 6). 


As a former teacher in a high school fine arts program, I had an opportunity to closely observe the social relationships that students developed while working within their own communities of practice. The students’ social relationships accompanied the learning taking place both inside and outside of the classroom. The classes I taught, theatre and television “production classes”, involved students of varying ages and levels of experience. The curricular design of the production class meant that the students worked together on hands-on television and theatre projects requiring a high level of collaboration. The existence of a hierarchical social order was evident as was the interaction between what Lave and Wenger called “old-timers” and “newcomers” (1991). Reflection on my teaching experience led me to a desire to take a deep look at student’s perceptions of their own relationships in an educational environment and the way those relationships impact student learning.  


At the time I was teaching, I was not familiar with Lave and Wenger’s studies on legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice, and did not see my own students’ interactions within those conceptual frameworks. While I was aware of the importance of my students’ relationships with one another, I had not considered the ways their social relationships might impact their learning. Later, I began researching methodological approaches that would allow me to explore the ways in which relationships impact learning in educational settings. Research on methodology led me to approach this study as a phenomenological case study focusing on the experiences of three students in a high school fine arts program. My intent was to explore the ways in which students report that relationships with other students impact their learning. 

Introduction to Case Study


Creswell (2007) defines a case study as “the study of an issue explored through one or more cases within a bounded system (i.e., a setting, a context)” (p. 73). In this study, the issue will be that of how students relate to one another within the context of a high school fine arts program and how those relationships impact their learning. Some view case studies as merely a choice of research topic, but Creswell defines a case study as “a methodology, a type of design in qualitative research, or an object of study, as well as a product of the inquiry” (2007, p. 73). Case studies have a long history of application in a variety of disciplines including medicine, law, psychology, education, and anthropology (Creswell, 2007).   
Introduction to Participants and Research Site


I used “purposeful maximal sampling” as defined by Creswell (2005, p. 75) to select the three participants in this phenomenological case study. Creswell describes this approach as choosing participants or sites that will offer different perspectives on the issue being studied. For me, this meant speaking to three participants of varying ages and years of participation about their experiences in the program. It was my thought that the perspectives offered by students working in different levels of participation in the fine arts program will offer the perspectives needed to understand how the students interact within the program.


Specifically, I spoke with three students of different ages who, at the time of the study, were members of the same class at the same suburban high school. The class the students took together consists of students of varying degrees of experience and involvement in the school’s fine arts program. I will withhold identification of the particular school and program for purposes of confidentiality. For purposes of understanding, the class is a fine arts course in which students of different grades and levels of experience work together on a variety of television and theatre projects. 


Fontanta and Frey (2004) state that in choosing participants for qualitative interviews, the researcher must “find an insider, a member of the group studied, who is willing to be an informant and act as a guide and a translator of cultural mores and, at times, jargon or language” (p. 77). In applying Cresswell’s approach of purposeful maximal sampling, I spoke to one 11th grade student during his fourth semester of participation in the class, one 12th grade student during his fifth semester of participation in the class, and one 12th student during his sixth semester of participation in the class. I selected the school based on its meeting the criteria of having classes in which students of different grade levels and levels of experience work together cooperatively on a variety of class projects. 

Rationale


Before I became involved in “the department” (as we called our fine arts program in high school), I was uncertain what I wanted to study in college or where I would pursue my degree. After a year working on-camera in the school’s television department, I decided to attend the University of Missouri to study broadcast journalism. The encouragement I received to express myself vocally and through my writing helped me to develop as a songwriter and singer. These hobbies continue to serve as both comforts and sources of artistic release. In addition, the projects I managed in the department increased my ability to organize and carry out tasks. The recognition I received from the program’s teachers and from my peers greatly increased my self-confidence. 


Later, after college and a few years traveling and playing music, my teacher/mentor from the department offered me a position on the faculty. My decision to accept allowed me to explore an occupation I had not considered seriously. It marked the beginning of a career that I have found to be challenging and invigorating. 


My positive experience in the high school fine arts program greatly influenced my interest in exploring the experiences of the high school participants in this study. As a faculty member in a high school fine arts department for six years, I worked to facilitate learning experiences for the students who participated in the theatre and television programs at our school. In conducting this study, I hoped to learn about how students feel about their own learning experiences and their relationships with other students in the program.  I hoped to gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which relationships may enhance learning in an educational setting. 

Statement of the Problem


In 2001, the advent of the federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) led to a dramatic shift in the approach to schooling nationwide. Increased accountability as measured by rigidly-defined standardized test scores caused many teachers to abandon the authentic classroom experiences that were often utilized in favor of a more direct “knowledge transmission” approach that allows them to closely monitor the information to which students are exposed (Roth, 2007). The increased accountability ensures that all students are exposed to the precise information that is covered on the high-stakes, standardized tests on which compliance with NCLB depend. In addition, NCLB has led to a narrow focus on the achievement gap between white and nonwhite students. This focus has led to implementation of higher standards at the expense of a more holistic analysis of the variables that affect student learning (Murrell, 2001). Pressure to meet federally mandated testing targets tends to steer educators away from practices that focus on relationships and toward those that help them reach those targets (Smith, 2003). 


Recently, educators have begun to critique the highly traditional approach to education that NCLB has engendered (Roth, 2007). School administrators and educators are again looking for ways to engage students with the world, reach out to alienated students, and make knowledge more meaningful. It is in this context of renewed emphasis on student relationships, as well as the need for continued increases in student achievement, that I conducted this research.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to explore three high school students’ understandings of themselves, their peers, and the relationships that affect their own learning in a high school fine arts program.

Research Questions

1) How do students describe their relationships with each other in the fine arts program?

2) To what extent do relationships with each other foster learning?

3) In what ways will students report that their relationships with other students enhance their learning?

Significance and Limitations of the Study


This study contributes to the existing literature about the ways students learn information and relate to each other in an educational setting. The findings could impact curricular designs if school administrators consider the study’s implications regarding organizational modifications that might facilitate increased social interaction. The study adds the missing, authentic voices of high school students to the educational literature regarding social learning. 


My own background and experiences create challenges in interpreting the experiences of the three participants in this study. While I engaged in a continual process of evaluation and validation of the data, the findings and analysis of those findings inevitably and necessarily reflect my own value system and preconceived notions. In Chapter Three of this study I discuss some of the ways I attempted to negotiate my own values and ideas to best represent the experiences of the participants. My efforts to keep the identities of the students confidential limited my ability to closely observe the participants in their educational environments. 

Organization of Study


In Chapter Two of this study I review what is know in the existing literature regarding legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice. This review includes the history and theoretical underpinnings of these related concepts as well as the practical applications of the ideas in both education and business. I discuss the aspects of legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice that are not currently known and may need further clarification. Finally, I situate my own research in the context of the existing literature and suggest how this research might fill a gap in the literature. 


In Chapter Three of this study I offer a rationale for approaching this research as a qualitative phenomenological case study. I review the literature regarding the application of qualitative methods in general and the phenomenological case study approach specifically. The literature review includes information about how these methodologies were used in the past and how they will serve this study. I specifically address my selection of participants and research site, my data collection procedures, and my approach to data transformation and representation. I have embeded my own background, subjectivities, experiences, and preconceptions within Chapter Three and the remainder of the study.

In Chapter Four I present the findings of this research through presentation of Individual Textural and Structural Descriptions of each participant’s experience followed by a composite first-person narrative describing the experiences of the group as a whole. I present and discuss the five themes that emerged as the essences of the students’ experiences working with other students in a high school fine arts program. Elaboration on the themes synthesizes and describes the composite experience of the group of students.  


In Chapter Five I discuss the conclusions that I have drawn from the study and suggest a model of social learning that is based on the experiences of the three participants. I describe the implications of the study as they relate to high school instructional and organizational design. I compare and contrast my findings with the existing research and suggest how this research contributes to the literature on social learning theory and communities of practice. Finally, I suggest directions for future research and discuss the salient questions that this research suggests. 
Chapter Summary


In this chapter I introduced the reader to the concepts of legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice, and established these theories as the conceptual framework for this study. I introduced the methodological concepts of phenomenology and case study, and situated this study as a phenomenological case study focusing on the experiences of three high school students working in a high school fine arts program. This research contributes to the literature concerning communities of practice in the high school setting and the impact this social interaction has on student learning. 

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The research resulting in this review of literature focused on the major works and related studies dealing with the theoretical frameworks of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP) and communities of practice (CoP). I used Lave and Wenger’s Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation (1991) and Wenger’s follow-up work Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity (1998) as primary texts to explore these theoretical frameworks. In addition, I reviewed numerous studies and journal articles that built upon the initial work of Lave and Wenger as well as Wenger’s subsequent work. Many of these articles contained excellent literature reviews of their own which led to exposure to other authors and their scholarly work on the subject. In this chapter, I begin with an overview of legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice as defined by Lave and Wenger, and Wenger. I will then address the applications of this theoretical framework that have emerged in the literature. I will discuss research involving the practical applications of LLP and CoP in school settings, and then I will examine applications of CoP in other organizational settings such as business and government. Finally, I will identify the gaps in the literature that have led me to research the impact of social relationships on classroom learning in a suburban high school.

Legitimate Peripheral Participation and Communities of Practice

In their first major work on the subject of learning, Lave and Wenger (1991) developed the idea that that learning is inextricably tied to social practice. They pointed out that communities engaging in shared practice are ubiquitous in our society and are responsible for a significant amount of learning that occurs. These observations served to contrast the prevalent societal notion that learning “has a beginning and an end; that it is best separated from the rest of our activities; and that it is the result of teaching” (Wenger, 1998, p. 3). Lave and Wenger’s initial work focused on the concept of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP) which involves members of communities starting out on the periphery of a social group and gradually working their way into full membership in a community of practice. To illustrate this concept, the researchers examined a number of apprenticeship situations in which “newcomers” or “novices” worked with and around “old-timers” or “masters”.  Legitimate peripheral participation as described by Lave and Wenger (1991) focuses on the changing relationships between “newcomers” and “old-timers” in a community of practice. As such, LPP concerns itself with access to practice rather than instruction as a means of learning. It states that the learner or “apprentice” in a community of practice is responsible for his own learning and must seek out the teaching of mentors through participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Readers should not confuse legitimate peripheral participation with “learning by doing,” however, which does not take into account the social relationships that are at the center of learning experiences in Lave and Wenger’s framework (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
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Individuals who are new members of a community of practice begin, by necessity, as “newcomers” on the periphery of the experience (Figure 1). From this vantage point, their participation is limited to that of an observer. Individuals on the periphery might take mental notes of what the more experienced members of the community do, how they relate to one another, and what language they use. Individuals in this outer ring of the experience are still considered “participants”, as they share an interest in “doing what needs to be done” and may even offer assistance to the more experienced “old-timers” (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 


Through social interaction and additional exposure to the central experience, individuals may move from the periphery toward what Lave and Wenger called “partial participation” (1991). At this level their contributions may become more substantial and their social interactions with the other members in the community of practice may be more meaningful. Members begin to demonstrate an ability to talk and act like the more experienced members of the community. In these work situations, knowing how to ask for help becomes more important than storing large amounts of factual knowledge. As part of this process of constructing identity and participating in a community of practice, learners become familiar with a wide range of information that further enculturates newcomers into the group (Wenger, 1998).

As partial participants become more comfortable with the tools, practices, and language of the community of practice, they will begin to take on more meaningful responsibilities. Their experiences are no longer those of observers on the periphery, but are those of full members of the community of practice. During this phase of the experience, participants may begin teaching less experienced students how to interact more successfully with the group. It is in this way that the community perpetuates itself (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Lave and Wenger’s work is aligned with the social learning theory of Vygotsky (1987) who suggested that instruction must move ahead of development to stimulate new functions that have not yet been awakened. Vygotsky called this discrepancy between a learner’s current capabilities and that which he can accomplish with help the zone of proximal development (ZPD). Vygotsky notes Piaget’s observation that when they are faced with difficult or confounding tasks or assignments, younger students will seek out the guidance or advice of older, more experienced “teachers” (1987).

The idea of “legitimacy” in legitimate peripheral participation deals with access to materials and processes that contribute significantly to the overall practice of the community. The concept of “peripheral” participation refers to the idea that the learner begins on the outskirts of the community of practice although this is quite different than being outside of the community. From the periphery, the learner can get a sense of the entire process and more carefully observe the behavior of the full members of the community (Lave & Wenger, 1991): 

This uneven sketch of the enterprise (available if there is legitimate access) might include who is involved; what they do; what everyday life is like; how masters talk, walk, work, and generally conduct their lives; how people who are not part of the community of practice interact with it; what other learners are doing; and what learners need to learn to become full practitioners” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p.95).
Once learners are granted access as observers, or peripheral participants, they must make the decision to engage more fully in the work at the center of the community of practice. A more limited participation invariably means more and closer social relationships because the learning is predicated on the close observation of other community members. These relationships allow peripheral participants to move more closely toward full participation in the community of practice. Once participants are granted the full access of a community, they begin to serve in the roles of more experienced “old timer” to the younger, less experienced members (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 


Lave and Wenger’s theories on legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice serve as a conceptual model for this study of three students’ experiences in a high school community of practice. In the following sections I will discuss the existing research on legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice in educational settings and in the business world. I will then describe how the existing research both supports the conceptual underpinnings of this study, and leaves a gap in the literature that this research may help to fill. 

Legitimate Peripheral Participation in Educational Settings

In their text Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation, Lave and Wenger dismiss applications of the theory of LPP in educational settings as being beyond the scope of the original study (1991). However, the authors note their belief that investigations into the possible applications of legitimate peripheral participation in schools would be beneficial. “We would predict that such an investigation would afford a better context for determining what students learn and what they do not, and what it comes to mean to them, than would a study of the curriculum or of instructional practices” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 41). 

Lave & Wenger state that the American school system is grounded in the idea that “knowledge can be detextualized, and yet schools themselves as social institutions and as places of learning constitute very specific contexts” (1991, p. 40). Lave and Wenger explain the distinction between instruction, like the kind that takes place in a typical American high school, and the learning that is a result of nearly every kind of social interaction. The authors point out that their research does not intend to proscribe a means of implementing legitimate peripheral participation in the classroom setting, but they do intend to examine ways that people learn that are typically overlooked by traditional educators (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Legitimate peripheral participation necessitates a re-evaluation of the idea that traditional classroom-based learning is effective. “If learning is about increased access to performance, then the way to maximize learning is to perform, not to talk about it” (Hanks, 1991). My own experience as a high school teacher showed me that the majority of classroom situations involve more “talking about it” than “performing”. The concept of LPP involves the learner not playing one role in a process. Instead, the learner is asked to perform multiple roles at the same time that require differing levels of involvement and responsibility (Lave & Wenger, 1991). If Lave and Wenger are suggesting that our classrooms are not organized in a way that allows learning to take place most naturally, then their work necessitates an examination of situations where learning does take place in communities of practice. 


The journey of individuals from peripheral participants to full participants forms the central conceptual framework for this study on relationships and learning in a high school fine arts program. This research is predicated on an assumption that when high school students of varying ages and experience levels work together on common projects, their access to new knowledge and experiences resembles Lave and Wenger’s model of legitimate peripheral participation. Their model focuses on “the changing forms of participation and identity of persons who engage in sustained participation in a community of practice” (1991, p. 56). By exploring the relationships between students in a high school community of practice, I hope to gain a deeper understanding of the ways those relationships enhance learning. In the following sections I will discuss some of the possible implications of Lave and Wenger’s theories to educational settings. 

“Designing For” Legitimate Peripheral Participation

In the years since Lave and Wenger published their theories on LPP and CoP, researchers have documented situations in which legitimate peripheral participation was fostered purposefully to improve learning outcomes. My own experience in a high school fine arts department suggested to me that educators could fashion educational environments in which students developed relationships that enhanced their learning. Wenger (1998) states that learning happens with or without the existence of design, “it can only be designed for – that is facilitated or frustrated” (p. 229).  He said students need the following three things: 

1) places of engagement 

2) materials and experiences with which to build an image of the world and themselves 

3) ways of having an effect on the world and making their actions matter
A number of researchers have explored what an educational environment might look like were it to be “designed for” according to the principals of legitimate peripheral participation. According to Wells (1996), the teacher can effectively create a framework in which challenges are presented, support is present, and evaluation takes place. At the micro level, Wells argues that the teacher must function as an enabler to assist learners in achieving collaboratively negotiated goals. Chee (2005) found that simulation, participation, and codetermined interactions could foster learning. He concluded that intentionally formulating tasks so that school leaders scaffold from a phase of simulation-participation into more authentic communities of practice was beneficial to the development of a group of school leaders. 

Social and Personal Benefits of Legitimate Peripheral Participation
Other researchers examined the positive social and personal benefits that resulted from educational settings in which legitimate peripheral participation was fostered. Thomas (2007) studied a successful program in which a group of young people became legitimate participants in a program that gave young African-American men access to professional artists and skilled teachers in a printmaking workshop that contained elements of legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice. The workshop promoted regular dialogue between students and instructors about the nature of being an artist and working creatively. Participation led to dialogue relating directly to the process of printmaking. Finally, students learned the rituals that allowed them to take on the role of participants in a community of practice. Thomas found that this application offered a strategy of engaging students in both classroom and community-based settings. Toohey (1996) examined the progress of students through the lens of the community of practice theory and found that students’ social participation as newcomers in a community of practice was more important in their language acquisition than was their imitation of the structures and functions of a second language. This is supported by Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work which suggests that the social relationships engendered by the community of practice are as, if not more, important than the technical skill imparted to the learner. 

Another theme of the existing research on legitimate peripheral participation is the ways in which participants move between the roles of “newcomers” and “full participants” as defined by Lave and Wenger. Haneda (1997) found that students with different skill sets and practical knowledge easily moved from the role of peripheral participant to that of an expert depending on the attributes of the person with whom they interacted at any particular moment. This observation is supported by Vygotsky’s (1978) work on the “zone of proximal development” which relates in part to the “developmental processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation with his peers” (1978, p. 90). This relationship between learning and the involvement of peers in that learning is paramount to the impetus behind this study. Vygotsky summarizes one of the primary tenants of my interest in this topic with the statement “human learning presupposes a specific social nature and a process by which children grow into the intellectual life of those around them” (p. 88). Haneda found that the students gained new learning approaches from one another as they acted in both expert and novice in different situations. Haneda concluded that these complimentary areas of expertise led to successful collaboration. Miller (2004) found that both teacher and student co-constructed their roles as the student moved from peripheral participation to more central participation during the process of learning language acquisition by an adult ESL student. Miller found that over time, the participation of the student in a weekly teacher-student revision talk of written language increased.
This study involves students of different age and experience levels working together, and a number of researchers explored the social and educational results of similar arrangements. Kelehar and Heid (2002) reported on a classroom project that combined a high school art class with a first grade class. The researchers started the study with the intention of observing the change in art content knowledge and skills, but they unexpectedly found that the mentoring relationships between the students became the most significant result of the collaboration. In addition to the acquisition of new art concepts, the students developed more positive attitudes about learning and schooling. The students “came to know each other and the art that was the vehicle for their collective journey” (p. 67) and moved “from knowing to understanding, both about artmaking and each other” (p. 67).  The students “began to care for each other’s work and ideas as they engaged in the collective efforts” (p. 75). Alan Reiman (1999) found that the mentor-student relationship that occurs in the multi-age classroom is a productive model for learning. He argues that the positive outcomes are the result of the combination of the effort of support and challenge that occur simultaneously in a mentoring relationship. Heath (1999) found that the mentoring relationships between older and younger students in the study contributed substantially to the language use, imagination, willingness to work, and abilities to think, talk, and critique. Noddings (1996) believes that caring relationships in a classroom create an environment in which trust, collaboration, and community thrive.

Critiques of Lave and Wenger’s Work

Several researchers take exception to Lave and Wenger’s critique of the American educational system and the culture of testing that was only in its nascent stages when Lave and Wenger published their work in 1991. At that time they wrote the following:

Testing in schools and trade schools (unnecessary in situations of apprenticeship learning) is perhaps the most pervasive and salient example of a way of establishing the exchange value of knowledge. Test taking then becomes a new parasitic practice, the goal of which is to increase the exchange value of learning independent of its use value (p. 112).

Tennant (1997) critiqued Lave and Wenger’s condemnation of the state of formal educational structures by saying, “In their eagerness to debunk testing, formal education, and formal accreditation, they do not analyze how their omission affects power relations, access, public knowledge, and public accountability” (p. 79). Smith (2003) agreed with this critique stating, “the sweep of their arguments led to an under-appreciation of the uses of more formal structures and institutions for learning. However, this was understandable given the scale of the issues and problems around learning within professionalized and bureaucratic institutions such as schools their respective analyses revealed” (p. 1).


Graven (2004) critiques Lave and Wenger’s analysis of American classrooms in a discussion of their perceived lack of attention to the role of the teacher in the learning process. Instead, Lave and Wenger focused exclusively on the process of learning and noted that a teacher is unnecessary for learning in the theory of legitimate peripheral participation. Graven finds that this “disregard” for teaching amounts to reconstituting learning without reconstituting teaching (Graven, 2004). Graven calls for additional work that allows for the role of the teacher in formal educational settings in which communities of practice are facilitated. Graven argues, “since the corollary of ‘teaching is not a precondition for learning’ is not ‘teaching does not result in learning’ it is important to ask: Where is teaching in learning?” (pg. 182). Deep conversations with students engaged in legitimate peripheral participation may offer insight into the role, if any, that a teacher plays in facilitating social learning. 


Other researchers acknowledge the saliency of legitimate peripheral participation as a theory of social learning, but point out some of the drawbacks to learners working within the framework. Nardi (1996) states that Lave’s learning theory ignores the subjectivity and independent agendas of participants in communities of practice. Consideration of participant perspectives can help to avoid the over-simplification of the participation of members in a community of practice. Another consideration that emerges from the research is the presence of power differentials between the novices and experienced practitioners. Hogan (2002) found that these power issues limited the legitimacy of the participation of the students and frustrated their efforts to participate more fully. Hogan pointed out that the concept of offering high school participation in community-based practitioner groups is challenging and difficult to realize.

Business Applications of Communities of Practice

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) and Wenger’s (1998) work on communities of practice spurred the business world to develop practical approaches to cultivate communities of practice in the workplace and to define communities of practice in a way that sits within the context of the commercial environment (Kimble & Hildreth, 2006). The intense and growing interest in communities of practice is based on the assumption that sponsorship and support of communities of practice can improve organizational performance (Lesser, 2001). The desire to cultivate communities of practice is fueled by the belief that the positive social benefits of participation in a community of practice lead to behavioral changes that have a positive impact on business performance (Lesser, 2001). 

Participation in these communities can lead to more successful integration of new employees into the culture of the business. Researchers found that new members of communities of practice gradually adopted the values and norms of their communities through the process of enculturation (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989). One of the reasons that businesses attempt to develop communities of practice is to “create, integrate, and disseminate organizational knowledge in particular fields of knowing” (Pyke, 2006, p. 443). Examples of businesses or government organizations that have deliberately cultivated communities of practice include IBM, the American automobile industry, subsets of the Federal Highway Administration, and the Center for Disease Control (PHIN, 2008). 


In the business sector, the term “communities of practice” has come to mean professional, work-oriented groups that are consciously created and cultivated to provide strategic advantages to companies and government agencies (Preece, 2003). “Outputs can include leading practices, guidelines, knowledge repositories, technical problem and solution discussions, working papers, and strategy” (PHIN, 2008). One of the advantages of these communities is that participants are able to access information and knowledge that did not formally exist in any other format like a community archive (Lesser, 2001). The format leads to the reuse of existing community knowledge and “organizational memory” that keeps participants from having to “reinvent the wheel” (Lesser, 2001). Corporations and government organizations value the ability of communities of practice to reduce the dependence on bureaucracy because of their dependence on relationships, shared values, norms and standards (Hunter, 2002). 


The success of the community of practice is linked with the commitment of the participants. Thus, one of the challenges of this style of organization is motivating the participation of individuals in the community and finding ways to sustain the interests of the participants (Tremblay, 2004). Lesser points out that “trust-building exercises” and other means of artificially forcing the development of social relationships is not as beneficial as legitimate activities built around actual work projects. Lesser found that such projects build “the rapport and common sense of appreciation needed to effectively share knowledge” (Lesser, 2001). 


Some of the most important work on communities of practice concerns the motivations of the participants in work-based communities. “The engine that drives a community of practice is the shared interests of its members, which may not be the same as the interest of the wider organization” (Kimble & Hildreth, 2006, p. 327). The active participation by individuals in communities of practice is typically driven by one of two motivations: the desire for economic or professional advancement or an interest in community well-being and moral obligation (Coackes & Clarke, 2006b). 

In addition to demonstrating benefits for organizations, research in the business sector on communities of practice reveals that membership in communities of practice have a number of benefits for individuals themselves including access to new knowledge sources and the development of “social capital” (Lesser & Storck, 2001; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). “Social capital” is defined as “the sum of actual and potential resources embedded within, available through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an individual or social unit” (Lesser & Storck, 2001, p. 833). The acquisition of social capital, in turn, leads to improved performance which, in turn, has a positive impact on professional development and leads to improved work satisfaction (Schoen, 2001). Participation in a community of practice “provides an identity for the participator in terms of social position and knowledge attributes and ownership” (Coakes & Clarke, 2006b).  

Another byproduct of the community of practice model may be the development of stimulated creativity. The conditions for creative bursts are brought about by a climate of open communication and mutual trust (Strock & Hill, 2000). Creativity is encouraged by the diversity of the population of a community of practice (Coakes & Clarke, 2006b). While the existence of prevailing norms, traditions, and practices are a big part of what define communities of practice, community members must feel that they have the latitude to work outside of the status quo and be innovative (Pyke, 2006).  Nonaka (1994) argues that a certain degree of freedom from the controlling mechanisms of the community of practice can lead to the emergence of knowledge. However, those attempting to cultivate creativity within communities of practice in business organizations must not underestimate the allegiance some members may have to the status quo. The influence of community members who wish to preserve the status quo is powerful as those members will resist and may even subvert attempts to alter the prevailing knowledge and practices of the community (Levinthal & March, 1993).

Relevance of This Research

The existing literature on the practical applications of legitimate peripheral participation on learning situations are drawn from the worlds of business, education, and the social sciences. While several of these studies involve high school students, most of the studies report on situations in which high school students are relating to much younger students, or are relating to adult community members. There is a significant amount of research dealing with applications of communities of practice in business settings, but less research about CoP in educational settings. This leaves a significant gap in the literature. My exploration of the experiences of students working in a high school community of practice focuses on the high school students’ relationships with one another. The educational structure and the guidance of teachers undoubtedly plays a role in the fostering of relationships, but my area of focus is on the student relationships themselves and the ways in which the students report that their relationships impact their learning. It is my hope that this deep exploration into student relationships will offer suggestions into ways that curricular design might better foster the development of student relationships that lead to enhanced learning. 

This research was based on several assumptions that are derived from my experiences as an educator and my research on legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice. My assumptions before beginning this research were as follows:

1) Student learning is enhanced by social relationships

2) Greater levels of student relationships will result in greater levels of learning

3) As students move from the peripheral participation toward full participation, their relationships will become closer and more important

4) Students will either be drawn into participation in a community of practice by a desire for social relationships, or by a desire for skills and knowledge. If students are driven by a desire for knowledge, then more meaningful social relationships are necessary/required and learning is accelerated. If students are drawn into a community of practice by the desire for social relationships, then increased levels of learning are a result. In either case, increased levels of social relationship accompany increased levels of learning. A more direct way of expressing this hypothesis is to say that students develop closer, more meaningful relationships when they are working toward common goals in a community of practice. 

My predictions regarding my findings prior to my research are illustrated in Figure 2. 


Prior to completing this study, I believed this research would fill a gap in the existing literature by adding the authentic voices of the students to the conversation on the applications of legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice in formal educational settings. One of the themes that seems to be missing from the existing data is that of what motivates students to move from the periphery toward full participation. Based on my experience supervising students in a community of practice, I expected that I would find that competition and a sense of pride motivated students to move from one level of involvement to the next. I expected that I would find that the nature of the social relationships is not as important to students as the access to information that those relationships foster. Based on my own literature review, I concluded that researchers are underestimating the importance of the knowledge and skills that are exchanged when students collaborate together. Finally, I believed that this research would suggest that when students have effective, social relationships with one another, the quality of their learning is enhanced. 

My assumptions were supported by the existing literature which suggests that the motivations of learners and their sense of self within the community of practice has a significant impact on their participation in the social structures of a community of practice. My collection of data with high school students in what I believe to be a community of practice offers insight into the motivations that guide student learning and the role that relationships play in the acquisition of knowledge and skills. The literature suggests that participation in communities of practice can lead to enhanced levels of creativity that could enhance self-perception and, in turn, increase the motivation to learn more. I believe this literature supported my original theory that students in a community of practice will pull each other toward full participation either through a desire to expand their knowledge or through a desire to enhance relationships with other members of the community. 

Chapter Summary


In this chapter I reviewed the salient themes in the literature regarding the concepts of legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice. I discussed the applications of those concepts in the fields of business and education. I elaborated on the use of legitimate peripheral participation as my conceptual framework, and discussed how this phenomenological case study might allow me to expand upon the framework in terms of the relationship between learning and the closeness of social interactions. Finally, I discussed the relevance of this research to the field of curricular design and how it would fill a gap in the existing literature on legitimate peripheral participation in educational settings. 

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

A sound methodological approach is essential to my exploration of three high school students’ understandings of themselves, their peers, and the relationships that affect their own learning in a high school fine arts program. Specifically, I sought to discover an approach that would support my exploration of the following questions:

1) How do students describe their relationships with each other?

2) To what extent do relationships with each other foster learning?

3) In what ways will students report that their relationships with other students enhance their learning?

My goal for this research was to understand more deeply the experiences of high school students working collaboratively in a structure that involves legitimate peripheral participation as defined by Lave and Wenger (1991). To reach my goal I chose to conduct this research using qualitative methodologies. The purpose of this research is neither to predict nor to generalize. Instead, I intended to understand the lived experiences of the participants in this study. In this chapter, I will discuss the theoretical framework of phenomenology that informed the research methodology. In this chapter I discuss this study as a phenomenological case involving three students in a high school fine arts program and the approaches to data collection, analysis, and representation. This discussion will demonstrate that my approach resulted in a deep exploration of the phenomenon of student learning within the framework of legitimate peripheral participation as defined by Lave and Wenger (1991).

Qualitative Research

Creswell (2007) states, “qualitative research is legitimate in its own right and does not need to be compared (with quantitative approaches) to achieve respectability” (p. 16). While I agree with Creswell’s claim of legitimacy, I will outline some of the characteristics that define qualitative research in the interest of better acquainting the reader with qualitative methods. I will relate, systematically, how those characteristics fit this study of the experiences of students in a high school community of practice. I will explain how qualitative methodologies best allowed me to develop an in-depth understanding of my topic and provide an insider’s understanding of the impact of relationships on student learning. 

The qualitative approach assumes that reality is “subjective and multiple, as seen by participants in the study” (Creswell, 2007, p. 17). This research depends on the lived realities of the participants and explores their perceptions and experiences. deMarrais (2004) writes “qualitative interviews are used when researchers want to gain in-depth knowledge from participants about particular phenomena, experiences or sets of experiences” (p. 52). I have used a series of interviews as the primary data for this study in order to gain the in-depth level of knowledge that I desire. Qualitative research involves the reduction of distance between the researcher and the participant (Creswell, 2007). In conducting a series of interviews as the primary method of data collection, I worked to establish myself as a trusted co-researcher with whom there is a great deal of shared trust and comfort. Qualitative researchers acknowledge their own “subjectivities” as they may impact the research. Subjectivities are the researchers experiences, assumptions, and preexisting opinions that may impact the researcher’s analysis of the participant’s experiences (Bhattacharya, 2007). 

Qualitative inquiry has an opportunistic spirit that can lead to pleasant surprises and unexpected results (Peshkin, 1993). Researchers attribute this open nature to the constant negotiations that take place between the qualitative researcher and his or her data. In qualitative inquiry, data are analyzed as they are collected. This ongoing analysis creates a constant dialogue between the data and the continually shifting ideas they generate (Dey, 1991). In her article “The Goodness of Qualitative Research”, Peshkin (1993) describes the “interpretation” in which qualitative researchers engage and explains that “interpretation not only engenders new concepts, but elaborates existing ones” (p. 26). The goal of this research was to elaborate on the existing concept of Lave and Wenger’s legitimate peripheral participation as it applies to a high school educational setting. This goal situates my research comfortably within the qualitative approach.
Phenomenology

Creswell (2007) offers five approaches to qualitative study that he presents as “options for qualitative researchers” (p. 41). These five approaches are narrative research, phenomenological research, grounded theory research, ethnographic research, and case study research. Creswell suggests that researchers such as myself compare the characteristics of the five approaches and make a determination as to which approach is most appropriate for conducting a study (2007). 


Phenomenological studies focus on identifying the “essence” or “invariant theme” of a phenomenon that is experienced by individuals (Bhattacharya, 2007). Van Manen (1990) stated that research should “question the way we experience the world, to want to know the world in which we live as human beings.” (p. 5). The intention of the phenomenological researcher to study the “lived experiences” of individuals corresponded with my own intention to become more deeply acquainted with student experiences building relationships in an educational setting (Creswell, 2007, p. 57). Creswell suggests that the exploration of common experiences can be valuable for groups including educators (2007). As a researcher and an educator, the phenomenological approach to research best corresponded with my research goals. The design for my phenomenological research is based on Moustakas’ (1994) approach to data analysis. This method is described in detail later in this chapter. 

Van Maanen (1990) states that phenomenology “aims at gaining a deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of our everyday experiences. Phenomenology asks, ‘What is this or that kind of experience like?’” (p. 9). The aim of this research is to ask students about the experience of learning from one another in the context of social relationships. Creswell (2007) says that phenomenological studies “describe the meaning for several individuals of the lived experience of a concept or a phenomenon” (p. 57). deMarrais (2004) adds that “Phenomenology enables researchers to examine everyday human experience in close, detailed ways. This form of inquiry attempts to discover the meaning people place on their lived experiences.” (p. 56). Van Maanen (1990) described the essence of a phenomenon as:

A universal which can be described through a study of the structures that govern the instances or particular manifestations of the essence of that phenomenon. In other words, phenomenology is the systematic attempt to uncover and describe the structures, the internal meaning structures, of lived experience. A universal or essence may only be intuited or grasped through a study of the particulars or instances as they are encountered in lived experience (p. 10). 

The phenomenological research question “grows out of an intense interest in a particular problem or topic. The researcher’s excitement and curiosity inspire the search. Personal history brings the problem into focus” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 104). This interest drives phenomenological researchers to take close, detailed looks at everyday human experience in a way that discovers “the meaning people place on their lived experiences.” (deMarrais, 2004, p. 56).

This requirement of the phenomenological approach fit this research perfectly as my excitement and curiosity about my students’ engagement with their learning and with each other led me to my exploration of students’ experiences in a high school community of practice. 

Case Study


While my research methodology is based on the principles of phenomenology, I concurrently approached this research as a case study involving the exploration of participants at a particular site. Creswell defines a case study as “the study of an issue explored through one or more cases within a bounded system (i.e., a setting, a context)” (2007, p. 73). The result of case study research is the development of what Creswell calls a “case description” and “case-based themes” (2007, p. 73). The scope of case study research can vary and may include as few as one participant, but may also include as many participants as there are in the bounded system (Creswell, 2007). Merriam speaks to the importance of determining the scope of the study saying, “I have concluded that the single most defining characteristic of case study research lies in delimiting the object of study, the case” (Merriam, 1998, p. 27). In this study, the issue is that of how students relate to one another within the context of a high school fine arts program. The “case” in this research is bounded by the specific time frame in which the research was conducted as well as by the experience happening on a single high school campus. I chose to limit the number of participants to three students so I could focus on their individual and shared experiences more deeply. For this study, the experiences of the three students represent one “case”, and I have based my conclusions and implications on the shared experiences of the participants. Throughout my data collection and analysis I recognized and respected the individuality of the three participants and have worked to make sure that the research represents the experiences of the group without discounting the unique perspectives and experiences of the participants as individuals. 

Creswell states that data collection in case studies should be extensive and should rely on multiple, varied sources of information (2007, p. 75). For this study, I relied on a combination of lengthy participant interviews, written postings on password protected, private Web pages and e-mail correspondence.  This extensive approach to data collection typically limits the number of “cases” that can be studied because “for each case examined, the researcher has less time to devote to exploring the depths of any one case” (Crotty, 2002, p. 486). 


There are two primary and competing schools of thought regarding case study research. Some view case study as a choice of what is to be studied (Stake, 2005), others maintain that case study is a strategy for conducting research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Creswell goes on to state that while some view case studies as merely a choice of research topic, he views a case study as “a methodology, a type of design in qualitative research, or an object of study, as well as a product of the inquiry” (2007, p. 73). My own application of the case study stems from Merriam’s (1998) promotion of case study as a means of exploring issues in education. I have approached this research as a phenomenological case study.  That means my methodology and philosophical approach stem from the traditions of phenomenology, while elements of my design (participant and site selection) derive from case study research. I collected my data utilizing interview protocol suggested by phenomenological researchers and analyze it according to a variation on Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological method. I will describe this approach extensively later in this chapter.

Site and Participant Selection


I used “purposeful maximal sampling” as defined by Creswell (2005, p. 75) to select the three participants in this study. Creswell describes this approach as choosing participants or sites that will offer different perspectives on the issue being studied. In my case, this meant speaking to three participants of different ages and levels of experience about their time in the program. It was my thought that the perspectives offered by students working in different levels of participation in the fine arts program would offer the perspectives needed to understand how the students interact within the program.

To make the final determination of each potential participant’s suitability for this research, I elected to follow Moustakas’ (1994) criteria for selecting participants for phenomenological research. In selecting the research participants for a phenomenological study, Moustakas (1994) suggests that the essential criteria for participation includes:
1) Experience of the phenomenon

2) An intense interest in understanding its nature and meanings

3) A willingness to participate in a long interview with the possibility of a follow-up interview
4) A willingness to have the interview recorded

5) A willingness to have the data published in a dissertation (p. 107)

Fontanta and Frey (2004) state that in choosing participants for qualitative interviews, the researcher must “find an insider, a member of the group studied, who is willing to be an informant and act as a guide and a translator of cultural mores and, at times, jargon or language” (p. 77). deMarrais (2004) points out that in most cases a qualitative researcher will use a network selection to locate participants who have experienced similar phenomena. In my case, I began with a student who a former colleague of mine referred to me.  I asked that student to recommend other students of varying ages and experiences levels who were familiar with the process of learning collaboratively from other students in a social setting. In applying Cresswell’s approach of purposeful maximal sampling, I selected one 10th grade student in his first year of participation in the class, one 11th grade student in his second year of participation in the class, and one 12th student in his third year of participation in the class. Because I began this research as a pilot study, nearly six months had passed between my initial interviews with the oldest student, and my interviews with the two younger students. This meant that two of the students were actually in the 12th grade when I spoke with them, but they were at different points in the year. One, Isaac, was at the end of his senior year looking back, and another, Jordan, was at the start of his senior year still looking forward. The use of a limited number of participants is supported by deMarrais (2004) who advises that “less is more” (p. 61) in qualitative interview situations. She goes on to state that “fewer participants interviewed in greater depth usually generates the kinds of understandings qualitative researchers seek” (p. 61). She states that the time to conclude the interview process is often evidenced by patterns among answers and a lack of new information yielding from the interviews (deMarrais, 2004). 

I selected the school based on its meeting the criteria of having classes in which students of different grade levels and levels of experience work together cooperatively. The class the students take together consists of students of varying degrees of experience and involvement in the school’s fine arts program. While the identification of the particular school and program are withheld for purposes of confidentiality, for purposes of understanding, the class is most comparable to vocal music, instrumental music, drama, television, and vocational courses in which students of different grades and levels of experience work together. This type of instructional arrangement differs from the traditional American approach to classroom instruction in that students of different experience levels work together toward shared goals. This allows for the development of social relationships that are necessary to move toward more full participation in the instructional community of practice. 
Ethical Considerations


Because my research plan required me to work with students who are minors, I was extremely careful in safeguarding the well being of the participants. I believe the primary risk for the participants in this study was the risk of their confidentiality being violated. In asking students about their working relationships with other students in the program, I was concerned that they would worry that their responses would not be kept private or that other students would find out what the participants said about them. These social and psychological risks could have caused anxiety in the students. I took every precaution to ensure that the participants felt comfortable with the research methodology, and made all participants aware that they could choose to stop participating at any time. This anxiety did not present itself as a problem over the course of this research. 


I have ensured the confidentiality of the participants in my study to the extent allowed by law in a number of ways. First, I made sure I did not share the identity of the participants with any other member of the school staff or students at the school. While one cooperating teacher knows the identities of the pool from which the participants came, I did not reveal the identities of the actual participants. Second, in my notes, transcripts, and other documentation I used a pseudonym when referring to the students in the study. Each student selected his own pseudonym which I will use throughout this study. In addition, I removed any identifying characteristics of the school, faculty, students, or community from the transcripts of my interviews. I would took steps to protect my electronic documentation such as making sure my computers were password protected and that electronic information was “locked” at all times. 
 


The participants may have benefitted psychologically and/or emotionally from the focused interest in their work and relationships with other students. They possibly could be proud that a researcher would want to speak to them in detail about a part of their life to which they devote a great deal of time and effort.  
Data Collection Methods
The main data I collected for this qualitative study were in the form of long form interviews with the three participants. I developed a predetermined timeline for conducting and interpreting the data produced by these interviews (Appendix A), but the schedules of the participants and my own schedule resulted in numerous departures from this initial plan.  In the phenomenological approach to research, data are typically derived from first-person reports of life experiences (Moustakas, 1994). To this end, I conducted a minimum of two long-form interviews with each participant and had the interviews transcribed by an out of state transcription service. To add depth to my information, I encouraged the participants to record their thoughts on privately viewed Web pages or through e-mails to the researcher, although this process yielded uneven responses. In the next section, I will describe my approach to data collection. I will then discuss the research supporting my approach and discuss the methods of data analysis I used in this study. 
Description of Data Collection Methods

After deciding that I would situate this research as a phenomenological case study, I worked with an acquaintance who is a teacher in a nearby high school fine arts program to identify a pool of students from which I could recruit the first participant. Based on conversations with my acquaintance, I selected a senior, Isaac, who was heavily involved in the fine arts department and who had assumed a number of leadership roles during his multi-year involvement with the group. Because the student was 18 years old, I contacted him directly via e-mail and invited him to participate in the project. When he expressed interest in participating, I called him on the phone and discussed the project in more detail with him. I also exchanged a series of e-mails with him to clarify the purpose and methodology of the research. Once Isaac agreed to participate, I spoke with his mother to explain the purpose and approach of the study. I also went over the risks and benefits of the study and asked Isaac’s mother to sign the Parental Permission Form (Appendix B) even though Isaac was 18 years old at the time. Among the ethical considerations when conducting phenomenological research are clear agreements with research participants, full disclosure of the nature of the research, and confidentiality and informed consent. The designs and processes of data collection must be open for discussion with the participants, and the participants must be free to withdraw from the research at any time (Moustakas, 1994). When I felt that Isaac and his mother were both comfortable with the study, Isaac’s role as a participant, and my role as a researcher, we scheduled our first interview. Before conducting interviews with the other two participants, I conducted two full interviews and engaged in preliminary data analysis with Isaac’s data. I viewed this as a pilot study to strengthen my interview and data analysis techniques before contacting other potential participants. 
The process of initial introduction and period of acquaintance with the participants was similar for all three students and followed the procedure I began with Isaac. Isaac gave me the name of a student who was a junior at the time, Jordan. Since Jordan was a minor, I contacted his father and asked for permission to contact Jordan via e-mail. I then followed the same procedure that I described above in inviting Jordan to participate in the research. Jordan referred me to two sophomores, neither of whom were able to commit to the time requirements of the study. Having exhausted Jordan’s suggestions, I went back to my teacher acquaintance and asked her to recommend another sophomore. I contacted the father of that student, Austin, over the phone and went through the same process of contact and explanation as I did with Isaac and Jordan. 
Interviews

The use of the interview as a primary means of data collection is not limited to one research area, but is instead a “universal mode of systematic inquiry” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p.1). Gulbrium and Holstein (1998) described the interview as a form of contemporary storytelling. My own interview approach was the “unstructured interview” method which Fontana and Frey (2003) describe as providing a greater breadth of data than other types of interview due to its qualitative nature. One important aspect of the unstructured interview is that it “attempts to understand the complex behavior of members of society without imposing any a priori categorization that may limit the field of inquiry” (Fontana & Frey, 2003, p. 75). This allows the experiences of the participants to guide the conversation in a more meaningful way. 

To ensure consistency in my interview approach and provide a structure starting point for my interview, I developed and utilized a basic interview guide (Appendix C) that falls within the guidelines of the unstructured interview approach. An interview guide keeps the interview focused on the research questions and serves as a compass for the researcher in conducting the interview (deMarrais, 2004). While the development of an interview protocol is desirable in an organizational sense, the qualitative researcher recognizes that every participant is unique and, therefore, each interview will be unique. Qualitative interviewers use an interview guide that was designed in advance of the interview, but the format has a high level of flexibility (deMarrais, 2004). The use of an interview guide, no matter how closely followed in the actual interview, can help the researcher clarify for themselves what ideas they should explore in the interview. deMarrais (2004) makes the following suggestions in constructing an “interview guide”:
1) Short, clear questions lead to detailed responses from participants:
2) Questions that ask participants to recall specific events or experiences in detail encourage fuller narratives.
3) A few board, open-ended questions work better than a long series of closed-ended questions. 
Moustaksas (1994) emphasizes that open-ended questions and comments are most effective in phenomenological interviews and that interview guides may be “varied, altered, or not used at all when the co-researcher shares the full story of his or her experience” (p. 114). 
My interviews with Isaac and Jordan were conducted at their homes as we decided that was where they would be most comfortable and was also where their confidentiality could best be ensured. Austin chose to conduct his interviews at my house, and his parents agreed that this was acceptable. I conducted three interviews with Isaac, and two each with Jordan and Austin. My original intention was to speak to each student three times, but because the responses of the participants were so rich and detailed and because their obligations to their school were so demanding, we mutually agreed to stop with two face-to-face meetings with Jordan and Austin. Each interview was between 45 minutes and an hour and a half. I recorded the interviews on a hand held mini-cassette recorder for the first interview with Isaac. The remaining interviews I recorded directly onto a MacBook laptop using a computer application called “Garage Band” which records sound from a microphone on the computer. 

The phenomenological interview will typically begin with an open-ended question (deMarrais, 2004). I began my interviews with a descriptive question like, “Tell me about a time when you learned a skill from another student in the fine arts department.” This type of question gave the participants an opportunity to describe their own experiences (Bhattacharya, 2007). From that point on, the participant essentially led the discussion. As a phenomenological researcher, my role was using the participant’s own words to follow up on the description of the experience. The interview should focus on the participants’ experiences (deMarrais, 2004).

To challenge my own understanding of the participants’ experiences, I used an approach called “falsification” (Bhattacharya, 2007). Falsification involves the use of follow-up questions that request information that might contradict previous accounts. These questions challenged my own understanding of the participant’s experience and seek clarification. For example, in one interview Isaac mentioned that he did not see older students in the fine arts department as his peers. Later, he referred to a student who was one year above him as being on “a peer level”. To falsify this statement, I asked Isaac, “Earlier you were talking about peers, and you said when you were younger, you didn’t see some of these older students as your peers, but you do see (the older student) as a peer…does grade level have anything to do with who you see as your peer and who’s not?” This approach resulted in a richer, more detailed description of Isaac’s perceptions of other students in the fine arts department. 
I sharpened my interview approach through research on the interview process and through the execution of a pilot study involving a high school student, Isaac, working in a fine arts department. My experience with that student allowed me to begin exploring his participation in a high school community of practice. The initial interviews allowed me to practice some of the interview and analysis techniques I had uncovered in the research. All of the references to my data collection and the examples of data analysis that follow in this chapter refer to the data collected in the initial pilot study.

Upon the completion of the interviews, I uploaded the recordings to an out of state transcription service via a secure Website. The service returned transcribed interviews to me vial e-mail, usually after two to three days. I then compared the transcriptions to my original recordings and made corrections to errors in the transcription. During this process, I also made notes on Word documents that described my reactions, observations, reflections, and questions about the content of the interviews. The following is one example of the reflective writing that resulted from this process:
I am realizing that my impression of one of the participants has been influenced by a description of that participant by another participant. I must do a better job of bracketing out these other descriptions to better allow each participant’s words and experiences to speak for themselves. I must constantly remind myself that the purpose of the research is to allow the authentic voices of the participants to be heard and not to allow someone else to co-opt those voices. I was most carefully guarding against my own influence over the voices of the participants, but in this case, one participant was influencing my perceptions of another. 
The transcriptions of my interviews with all three participants resulted in 198 pages of raw data (Appendix D) that formed the foundation for this research. The analysis of the data is described in detail later in this chapter. The following is a brief unedited excerpt from one of Austin’s interview sessions in which he is describing an older student he admires:
Horrell: Tell me, from your perspective, how would you describe the way she does those things and what do you like about the way she does it?
Austin: Well she is very on top of it. Like she will…like you will be talking to her and then she will like remember she has to do something and then she will just like right there just like leave and go finish that so that she knows she has done it and then she will come back and like finish the conversation with you or something like that and she is very like on her game and it’s really, really good.
Horrell: Can you think of a time when you worked on a project with her directly or closely?
Austin: We actually did speech tournament at one time and that was a really fun experience. She is one of my best friends so I love hanging out with her but she… like we would always set dates like okay we need to be here at this time and like we need to work for this much and then we can go have fun or whatever but we need to finish our work first and then have play time or whatever.
This transcript excerpt demonstrates the informal, relaxed style of the interviews as well as my efforts to let the participant dictate the overall direction of the conversation. By asking the participants to describe specific examples of times when they learned from other students, I received more detailed and insightful descriptions than I initially received. 
To give the participants maximal opportunity to co-author this research, I took copies of my transcripts to them and allowed the participants to make any corrections or edits of the transcripts that they felt did not reflect their experiences. This rarely produced any substantial corrections. In fact, on only two occasions did one of the students rephrase a statement that he felt could be misinterpreted. I also corresponded with the participants via e-mail and invited them to respond with clarifying examples of their experiences that would elaborate on our conversations. Only one of the participants, Isaac, participated in this e-mail correspondence. His reactions, illustrations, and clarifications were very enlightening and helpful. The other two participants did not respond to my invitations to respond via e-mail. I also sent a draft of my conclusions to each participant and, again, only Isaac responded. He felt that one area might benefit from further clarification so he e-mailed this description of his perceptions of another student:
In the case of one of my classmates, her socialization was completely normal. She was friendly and fun loving, although overly dramatic at some times. But whenever business time started, you couldn't rely on her. After repeated incidents in which she came up short while working on seemingly simple tasks, I couldn't trust her to do work. Sure she's nice enough, but she'll always have the stigma of a poor worker.
Isaac’s enthusiastic response to this research was very validating as was his comment via e-mail to me that said, “I'm really proud of the work you're doing.” 

Guillemin (2004) had the following to say about ethics and the research process:
Research involving human participants starts from a position of ethical tension. In a great majority of cases, research involving humans is a process of asking people to take part in, or undergo, procedures that they have not actively sought out or requested, and that are not intended solely or even primarily for their direct benefit, although in some cases participants may indirectly benefit from the process (p. 271). 
Guillemin suggests that the way to resolve this ethical tension is to invite the research subjects become part of the process of the research. This is the origination of the qualitative preference for the word “participants” over the word “subjects”. The qualitative researcher has an ethical obligation to ensure that participants are included in the goals and process of the research to the fullest extent possible. This ensures that the participant’s consent is truly as informed as the form that they invariably sign indicate (Guillemin, 2004).

Subjectivity Story
In order to approach each piece of data from a phenomenological interview as a completely new idea, phenomenological researchers utilize an approach called Epoche. Epoche is a Greek word that means, “to stay away from or abstain” (Husserl, 1970). In practice, the researcher attempts to set aside his or her own opinions, background experiences, biases, and previous commitments to previous knowledge and experience in an attempt to understand the experiences of the participant for the first time (Scmitt, 1968, p. 59). Moustakas further describes the Epoche as “giving us an original vantage point, a clearing of mind, space, and time” (1994, p. 86) that allows us to more clearly evaluate the experiences of participants. Perhaps most importantly, the utilization of the Epoche reduces every thought to having equal value and eliminates predetermined evaluations of experiences (1994). The Epoche process “requires unusual, sustained attention, concentration, and presence” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 88). 
Qualitative researchers use a process called “bracketing out” to identify and negotiate perceptions that may impact their abilities to perceive the experiences of participants (Bhattacharya, 2007). It is important to note the impossibility of truly sublimating one’s own experiences, beliefs, and assumptions in order to better understand the experiences of others. However, Bhattacharya (2007) notes that an attempt to “bracket out” ones own experience and preconceived notions is a critical and valuable process in the research process. 
I found that the use of “subjectivity stories” helped me to confront my own preconceptions and experiences about students working within a similar fine arts program as my own. This process is supported by Moustakas who encouraged the review of ones own thoughts and feelings followed by a setting aside of biases and prejudgments and a return to the person or situation with “new and receptive eyes” (1994). Explorations of my own subjectivities allowed me to view the experiences of my participants in a more receptive manner. An example of a subjectivity story that came out of my initial pilot study follows:
An “Appointment” with Candace


I was surprised when Candace asked if she could speak with me after play rehearsal that night. For one, it seemed like a mature request for a high school student to make…even if she was a senior. I was even more surprised that a girl like Candace had anything to say to me that warranted an “appointment” of sorts. I felt both proud and apprehensive as I thought to myself, “After rehearsal, I will speak with Candace.” The concept gave me chills. She was easily the best and most seasoned actress in our fall production, and for that reason she intimidated me quite a bit. Though small in stature, Candace performed with a power that belied her young age and diminutive size. 
I was a newcomer to the stage. I had only become involved in the fine arts department recently, and was slightly embarrassed to have the lead in a play with so many experienced students in the cast. Fortunately for me, the theatre company was short on males that year, and I found myself with a big part in a challenging drama. Candace and I had a number of scenes together, and I marveled at the way she would transform herself into character every night and how she took notes from the director and applied them to the next night’s rehearsal. While she took notes from the director, I took notes from her. I suspected, and rather hoped, that she would share some of her method with me when we spoke after rehearsal. A part of me feared that she would tell me I was letting the rest of the cast down and ruining the play. 
When the rehearsal ended (over an hour later than the published time, as usual…), I did my best to casually approach Candace. “Hey, Candace,” I said, trying to sound laid-back, “Did you still want to talk to me?” Candace grabbed my arm and pulled me into a side hallway away from the other students. “I just wanted to tell you how much I am learning from you by being onstage with you,” she said looking at me with a sincerity that would have been impossible to relay if she were only trying to flatter me. “Your attitude and your willingness to try new things really inspires me and I really think this play is going to be special.” 
Her comments caught me totally off-guard and confused me quite a bit. “But Candace, I feel like I’m struggling every night,” I countered,  “I feel like I don’t even know what I’m doing!” But Candace insisted. She told me she felt that I had brought something new to the drama department and that she would do anything she could to make sure I was successful in both our theatre class and the theatre department. This was a significant pledge, as our department was notorious for requiring long hours of rehearsing and fundraising. She told me she felt that the younger students in the cast respected me and were beginning to look to me as an example of how they should conduct themselves. 
That conversation with Candace was the beginning of an extremely challenging but immensely rewarding time in my life. My extensive work with other students of different ages and experiences helped me to learn in ways that were unlike my previous classroom experiences. I found myself in positions of leadership, as well as in situations that made me feel helpless. I often wonder what the experience would have felt like if I had gotten involved earlier, and how that would have changed my perception as a senior. These are some of the questions that drive my research today.  

The use of the subjectivity story, along with deep reflection on how it affects my thinking about student relationships, fine arts activities, and communities of practice allowed me to be more aware of my own preconceived notions about these topics. Just because my own conversation with Candace was frightening, intimidating, thrilling, confusing, and ultimately validating, that does not mean I should allow myself to assume that a participant’s conversation with a peer must contain those elements or emotions. The subjectivity stories acted as a powerful reminder of my own experiences and the way they could affect my analysis. Fontana and Frey (2003) remind us that the researcher must try to see the situation from the viewpoint of the participant “rather than superimpose his or her…preconceptions upon them” (p. 78). 
Data Management and Analysis
In order to analyze the eight interviews I conducted during this research, I utilized an adaptation of Moustakas’ approach to phenomenological data analysis (1994), which is itself a modification of Van Kaam’s (1959, 1966) method of analysis of phenomenological data. Moustakas’ approach involves eight distinct steps that lead toward a composite description of the essence of the experiences described by the participant. I will first list each of the steps in this data analysis process, and then describe each of the steps. When appropriate, I will include an example from this research of the type of data each step produced. Moustakas’ (1994) approach to phenomenological data analysis involves the following eight steps:
1) Listing and preliminary grouping (Horizonalization)
2) Reduction and elimination 
3) Clustering and thematizing the invariant constituents
4) Final identification of the invariant constituents and themes by application: validation
5) Construction of an individual textural description of the experience for each participant
6) Construction of an individual structural description of the experience for each participant
7) Construction of a textural-structural description of the experience for each participant
8) Construction of a composite description of the experiences of all participants which represents the group as a whole
At this point I will describe each of the steps in this process in greater detail to clarify my data analysis process for the reader. 
Step One: Horizonalizing, Reduction and Elimination
The first step in Moustakas’ (1994) approach to phenomenological data reduction involves a process called horizonalization that involves treating every expression of the participant as a relevant, important statement. Therefore, each statement initially has the same weight as every other statement. The result is a list of elements, or horizons, of the experience.
The following is an example of the horizons that emerged from my initial interview with Isaac, one of the three students in this study:
1. “I learned my responsibilities from watching other people the previous year.”
2. “You see them in class making all the announcements and making sure everyone’s on top of everything and making sure the studio’s clean every week.”
3. “There’s also this big book where people have added notes from the previous years. You can learn from there how you can make your year better.”
4. “Then you can add to the book and people in the future can see what you’ve done and learn from that.”
5. “I have questions so I still end up asking (senior student), cause he did it last year.”
6. “I’m kind of confused in what I’m supposed to do so I call him and he says, “Oh yeah, this is what you’ve got to do.”
7. “I always have (a teacher) if it’s a last resort.”
8. “Me and (older student) were always good friends.”
9. “I always looked up to him because he was going to do a good job.”
10. “He’s always really fun to be with and you always learned a lot when you worked with him.”
These expressions contribute to an understanding of the nature of the experience (Moustakas, 1994). I approached this step by cutting and pasting sentences/thoughts from the original transcript into a separate numbered Word document. This process was the most basic of the analysis process and resulted in between 75 and 150 “horizons” per interview. 
Step Two: Reduction and Elimination 
Through the process of reduction, the researcher boils down the horizonal statements into those that meet the following requirements: 
1) Does the statement contain information that is essential to understanding the experience? 
2) Can the researcher abstract and label the statement? (Moustakas, 1994, p.121)
The researcher proceeds to eliminate statements that do not meet the above requirements as well as those statements that are overlapping, repetitive, or vague. The phrases and sentences that remain after the reduction are the “invariant constituents” of the experience. Through the process of reduction, which ultimately involves eliminating non-essential elements of the participants’ experiences, we are left with only the horizons or statements that each is a “condition of the phenomenon that gives it a distinctive character” (Moustakas, 1994). When using the approach of horizonalizing, each statement has equal value and must be approached individually. The result of this second step is a series of non-repetitive statements, or invariant constituents.
For this step, I took the Word document containing the “horizons” of the experience and studied them, one by one, to identify thoughts or experiences that were repetitious or unable to be labeled. Because each transcript resulted in between 75 and 150 horizons, I had to read through the list of statements numerous times. When I found statements that appeared to overlap, I cut and pasted them next to one another and created a single statement that I felt captured the participant’s statements. This process resulted in a series of individual, non-repetitive statements. For example, the following horizons were part of Jordan’s experience working with other students:
11. It helps you learn if someone helps you along the way.         
12. I’m better from the things I learned from him.
13. He just had a very, very good sense of problem solving.
14. He was really quick and had really good way to fix it and he was always calm.
15. He always knew what to do at the right time, and how to say it and he basically did it perfect.
In my process of completing step three, the five horizons listed above became the following invariant constituents: 
· Other students teach me knowledge/skills (describes Horizon #11)
· I am grateful for the time that older students spent teaching me knowledge/skills (describes Horizon #12)
· I admire the knowledge/skills of older students (incorporates Horizons 13, 14, & 15)
The resulting series of significant, relevant statements for each participant led to the clustering and thematizing that took place in step three. 
Step Three: Clustering and Thematizing the Invariant Constituents

In this step the researcher takes the invariant constituents that result from the process of reduction and elimination and groups them into similar themes. These themes are the result of careful scrutiny of the invariant constituents. They are the core themes of the experience.  The following are examples of three of the themes I identified from one participant’s interviews with the invariant constituents grouped underneath:
Responsibility for Learning of Knowledge/Skills
· I take opportunities to improve my own knowledge/skills
· I practice on my own
· I observe the work of other students
· I ask questions to increase my knowledge/skills
· Responsibility increased with the gain of knowledge/skills
Obligation to Continuation of Legacy (Continuum)
· I teach knowledge/skills to other students
· Other students express interest in my mastery/followed up
· I am responsible for passing on knowledge/skills to other students
· I encourage others to improve their knowledge/skills
Emulation/Admiration/Gratitude for Older Students
· I admire the knowledge/skills of older students
· Older students demonstrate leadership
· I model my leadership style on that of other students
· I modeled my balance of fun/work on other students
· I was proud of my social relationships with older students
These themes formed lay the groundwork for the descriptive writing that followed in the remainder of Moustakas’ (1994) method. While the themes above were derived from just one interview with one participant, each of these themes were reflected in the composite description of the three participants as a group. 
Step Four: Final Identification of the Invariant Constituents and Themes by Application: Validation

In this phase the researcher checks the invariant constituents and themes against the original participant transcript. This process ensures that the resulting themes are explicitly expressed in the transcript or, if they are not explicitly expressed, are compatible with the transcript. The researcher should delete any constituents and themes that are neither expressed nor compatible (Moustakas, 1994). 
Moustakas describes the task of phenomenological reduction as “describing in textual language just what one sees” (1994, p. 90). He goes on to state that the process requires one to “look and describe; look and describe; look again and describe; always with reference to textural qualities”. The process of looking at the participants’ experiences from a variety of angles and approaches results in descriptions of things that are “just as they appear” (Moustakas, 1994, p.90).  
This step required me to take each individual theme and cluster of invariant constituents and check it against the original transcript. Because this step is several steps removed from the original conversation with each participant, this process was valuable in making sure my themes were consistent with the experiences and descriptions of each participant. I had a tendency to “pull over” themes from one participant to the other, and this process of validation alerted me to subtle differences between the participants’’ experiences as individuals. For example, the theme of “comparing oneself to other students” emerged from each of the three participants’ descriptions. Checking this theme against the original interview transcripts helped me to see that these comparisons with other students resulted in different reactions for each participant. While one participant viewed apathy in other students as troubling or frustrating, another viewed that same apathy as inferior or pathetic. This process also alerted me to themes or invariant constituents that were not as pronounced or were, in fact, nonexistent for some participants that were prominent in the descriptions of other participants. 
Step Five: Construction of an Individual Textural Description of the Experience for Each Participant


In this stage, the researcher constructs an individual textual description of the experience that includes a number of verbatim examples from the transcript. The resulting description combines the researcher’s own paraphrasing of the participant’s experience along with excerpts from the transcript to support those descriptions. The researcher repeats this step for each of the participants. This description essentially describes “what” happened in the participant’s experience of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). For this step, I started with the themes I developed in step four, and wrote descriptive passages that captured the experiences of the participants within that theme. I then went back to the original horizons to find textural examples to support each of my descriptions. This ensured that my descriptions reflected the experiences of each participant. The following is an example of an individual textural description from the oldest student in this study, Isaac:

Isaac identifies himself as someone who is “heavily involved” in the fine arts department. He accepts the responsibility of his age and level of experience stating that his job “is making sure everyone does their job” and that he is “responsible for everything”.  There are occasions, however, when he is responsible to other students to help them complete their responsibilities. When another student asks him to complete a task, Isaac goes to the student individually to clarify what the student wants and to assure him that it will be done. Isaac seems comfortable with being asked to do things by other students. He has more trouble asking other students to do things saying, “sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t”. When roles are clear and responsibilities are outlined, Isaac meets with little resistance when assigning tasks to his fellow classmates. A classmate will acquiesce when “she is a nice person and understands that it’s her responsibility”. However, he still struggles with asking people to do things because he recognizes “I’m a student and so are these kids”. It is especially difficult for him to navigate the line between social interaction with students in the class, and the professional interactions. He states, “It’s professional, it’s not personal, and it’s hard to make that separation.” Isaac is uncomfortable with engaging in “disputes” with students who will not respect his authority. He asks students to “cooperate with me” and will back down once he has done “everything in (his) power to makes sure he follows the rules.”  Isaac is in charge of organizing student meetings and checking up on student progress and is appreciative when students cooperate with him. 



Isaac derives a good deal of his identity from his association with the fine arts program. He draws a sharp distinction between his group, the “production kids”, and students that aren’t in the fine arts program. He is friends with the students outside the program, and even dates a girl who is not in production. He acknowledges the use of the phrase “production kids”, but does not like to use it himself—mainly because the phrase lumps him in with students who “aren’t necessarily as involved or as dedicated or as passionate about the department” as he is. He suggests that the generalizations about “production kids” remain after older students have graduated and moved on. 



Isaac describes the differences between himself and students who are “using the class…as an excuse to hang out” and improve their grade point averages. Those students “leave right after school or leave after hanging out for thirty minutes or an hour…their day is much shorter than (Isaac’s).” In Isaac’s description of his day, he sees himself as “accomplishing something every day, every minute that I’m working.” 


Isaac’s descriptions of his experiences supervising students and relating to other students in his department contain two core textural themes that suggest how he works in a community of practice: 1) Descriptions of his experiences working with and supervising other students 2) Descriptions of his feelings of identity within the organization

This development of the Individual Textural Description for each participant began to reveal the most central aspects of each participant’s experience. This part of the process also required me to refer back to the original transcripts numerous times to identify the sources of my perceptions of each student’s experiences. This became more and more crucial after I had spoken with all three students. The process of creating the Individual Textural Descriptions helped me to remember that despite the thematic similarities among the students, each participant’s experience was unique and deserving of individual attention.  
Step Six: Construction of an Individual Structural Description of the Experience for Each Participant


The next step involves the creation of an individual structural description of the experience. The structural description “provides a vivid account of the underlying dynamics of the experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 135). While the textural description describes “what” happened, the structural description describes “how” the participant experiences the phenomenon. The development of the structural description is accomplished through “imaginative variation”. Moustakas (1994) describes imaginative variation as the use of varying perspectives and frames of reference to derive structural themes. This involves using the individual textural description as a starting point and applying the researcher’s own imagination and intuition to look more deeply at the participant’s structural experience. The researcher then uses this process to develop structural themes. I have included an example of a structural description of one participant’s experience supervising other students:

One of structures that define Isaac’s experience working in the fine arts department is his relations with his self. In his relationship with himself, Isaac accepts his responsibility as a leader in the community, but bears the responsibility heavily. He is sensitive to the ways other students regard him, and reflects on his relationships often. He is grateful for the structures that allow for clear delimitation of responsibilities because they allow him to serve more as a gatekeeper of information rather than one who is exercising his authority. Isaac feels that the way others see him in a particular situation dictate how they respond to him. If other students feel he is merely doing what he is expected to do, the students will generally respond favorably, or at least with understanding. However, Isaac is acutely aware when students feel that he is overstepping his bounds as a leader. Isaac’s lack of comfort with his own role in the department and his insecurity as an authority figure cause for inner conflict and turmoil that frustrates him both as an leader in the community, but as a member of the greater social community of which he is a part.  
The development of the Individual Structural Description for each participant required the most intense concentration of any step of Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological analysis method as it requires the researcher to move beyond description and into analysis. This step represented the first conscious effort on my part to include my own perceptions of the participant’s descriptions. It also required me to continually question whether those perceptions were grounded in the participant’s experiences or in my own. The structural themes that result from this step add depth to the textural themes that were previously developed. 
Step Seven: Construction of a Textural-Structural Description of the Experience for Each Participant


In this phase of Moustakas’ (1994) approach to phenomenological data analysis, the researcher must incorporate the individual textural and structural descriptions into a combined textural-structural description. This description includes both the “what” of the textural description with the “how” of the structural description. This description incorporates the invariant constituents and themes of the earlier phases of the data analysis. This description provides the richest, most complete description of each participant’s experience of the phenomenon. 


The following example is an excerpt from one participant, Jordan’s, experience of the “what” and “how” of his experiences relating to the theme of balance as well as the theme of gratitude for older students in the program:

Jordan dwells on the structure of self in relation to the older members of the department and those who have already graduated. Jordan repeatedly describes older students who were “nice” to him when he was trying to learn new skills and knowledge in the department. This description is almost always used to describe the way in which the student taught him things. This idea is best summed up when Jordan describes a relationship by saying, “He’s always really fun to be with and you always learned a lot when you worked with him.” This balance of fun and work is a theme that runs throughout his interviews. In turn, he feels an obligation to be “nice” to the students who are younger than he. This structural continuum of the fine arts department informs most of his social interactions with the younger students. Jordan would prefer that his working relationships with others would focus on work and a minimum of social discussion, but he acknowledges the necessity of maintaining effective social relationships. For Jordan, positive social relationships lead to better communication which leads to more creative and productive work. The work dictates the necessity for Jordan to cultivate relationships that are, at the very least, civil. His work with other students does occasionally lead to closer social relationships outside for work, but those relationships are a byproduct of the work and not a goal of it for Jordan. 
The Individual Textural-Structural Description provides a portrait of all of the data collected for each participant. It is a description that should reflect both the experiences of the participant as well as the imagination and intuition of the researcher. The finalization of this set of descriptions was very rewarding as it created a clear profile for each individual participant. 
Step Eight: Construction of a composite description of the experiences of all participants that represents the group as a whole


The final step of Moustakas’ (1994) approach to phenomenological data analysis is the construction of a composite description of the experiences of all of the research participants. In this case study I have considered the experiences of the three student participants as one bounded “case”. As such, Moustakas’ (1994) eighth and final step pulls together the individual Textural/Structural Experiences of the three participants into one, composite representation of the shared experiences of the group. This final description includes only the themes that all three participants in the case study had in common and focuses on the essences and meanings of the participants’ shared, lived experiences of the phenomenon. 

The development of the Composite Description allowed me to represent the experiences and themes that each participant shared in their descriptions of their lived experiences working with other students in a high school fine arts department. To develop the Composite Description I analyzed the Individual Textural, Structural, and Textural/Structural descriptions of each participant and made note of the themes that all three participants’ descriptions had in common. I then represented these themes in two different ways. First, using intuition and imaginative variation, I created a composite first-person narrative that synthesized the shared themes and experiences of all three participants. Second, I took the five common themes that emerged from the data and developed a conceptual metaphor comparing the students in the fine arts department to mountain climbers working their way to the top of a peak. My goal in the completion of the final step of Moustakas’ (1994) approach to data analysis was to accurately represent the experiences of the three participants as one case while remaining true to the experiences of the individual participants. 


In applying Moustakas’ (1994) method of analysis, I followed the first seven steps of the process with each participant individually before synthesizing the results into a composite description of the shared experiences of the group. In the preceding description of my data analysis approach, I have included only one example of each type of process or description in the interest of clarity and brevity. For each step I chose examples that I felt captured the substance of that step for the reader. I also intentionally chose examples with experiences that were shared by the three participants and, as such, are reflected in the composite description for all participants which follows in Chapter Four. 
Representation


I see the audience of this research as educational administrators who are interested in improving learning outcomes for all students. In addition, I believe this study will be of interest to any researcher examining legitimate peripheral participation as a conceptual framework for evaluating student learning. It was important to me that I represent the experiences of the three participants in my study both as individuals and as three people representing one case. As such, I have presented the findings of my study in three different ways. First, I will present the Individual Textural and Structural Descriptions for each of the three participants. Following those descriptions, I will present a composite first person narrative that represents the experiences of the three students as one composite case. Finally, I will present and discuss the themes that emerged from my application of Moustakas (1994) phenomenological data analysis. The themes are presented through the use of a unifying metaphor that compares student relationships to those of a group of mountain climbers making their way up a mountain. In Chapter Five I discuss the implications of the research and make suggestions as to how educators can create experiences in which legitimate peripheral participation is fostered. 

Chapter Summary


In this chapter I situated this research as a qualitative, phenomenological case study of three students in a high school fine arts program. I noted some of the key scholars who have utilized the phenomenological and case study approaches. I described my use of the interview process to gather data from the participants, and discussed my approach to the interviews themselves. I discussed my choice of Moustakas’ (1994) approach to phenomenological data analysis and described how I would analyze my own data using his approach.  Finally, I explained how I have chosen to present my data and draw implications from my conclusions. 

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS


In this chapter I present the findings of my collaborative research with three members of a high school fine arts department. The department in which my participants are members functions as a community of practice as defined by Lave and Wenger (1991). The questions that I set out to answer in this study are as follows:

1) How do students describe their relationships with each other in the program?

2) To what extent do relationships with each other foster learning?

3) In what ways will students report that their relationships with other students enhance their learning?

I used Moustakas’ (1994) approach to phenomenological data analysis to develop a series of descriptions of each participants experience based on data collected from long for interviews, e-mail communication, and my own reflective writing. I will represent my findings in two ways. First, I will present the Individual Textural Description and the Individual Structural Description for each of the three participants in my study. I believe these descriptions will allow the reader to make distinctions between the participants as individuals each having unique experiences. Following the individual descriptions, I will present the five themes that capture the essences of all three participants’ experiences working with other students in a high school fine arts department. 

Austin – 1st Semester Junior



 Austin was the youngest of the participants in this study and was in the first semester of his junior year at the time of our interviews. He had become involved in the fine arts department very early in his high school career, and was enrolled in the fine arts production class for the second year. His approach to the interviews was very relaxed and he seemed to enjoy talking about his experiences although he did not chose to respond to requests for written elaboration.

Austin’s Individual Textural Description

There are a number of themes that emerged from Austin’ descriptions of his experiences working with other students in a community of practice. One of the themes was his perception that most of his learning experiences in the fine arts department were “fun”. Austin says a number of times that even when he is working hard, he finds a way to “have fun along the way while we’re doing it”. Austin enjoys having the other members of the program around him, even when they are working. He spent a lot of time discussing the balance of fun and work that is necessary in the department saying, “we can play around, but when it’s time to do business, it’s time to do business”. He does not enjoy being around students who have “24/7 obnoxious fun time”, but instead likes “laughing along the way” while he is getting his work done. 


Another related theme is the tendency of older, more experienced students to hold Austin accountable for his behavior and performance in the class. Older students ask Austin for updates to make sure that he has done his work. Austin understands that this is part of the older students’ jobs, and he does not resent their following up or “calling me out” in front of the teachers if he has not fulfilled his responsibilities. He is initially upset when this happens, but it does not have a lasting impact on his social relationships. Austin says his older “friends” also hold him accountable for his behavior saying, “I like to have fun. Sometimes I do it when I’m not supposed to, but that’s when my older friends come into play.”  He says his work ethic comes from the older, more experienced students who sat him down and told him, “If you are in this, you have to be in it for real. You can’t just say you are in it and then not do your work.” The same students also warn him if they feel like he is in danger of getting “in trouble” with the teachers due to his behavior or a lack of work. 

Austin feels a deep sense of responsibility to the other students in the class and to the students who came before him. Besides the direct intervention of his older friends, it is this sense of responsibility that has the most impact on his performance. He often thinks, “I have this job to do and they gave it to me for a reason, so I have to do it.” He says he does not want the other students to get upset with him for not doing his work, and that motivates him. He also realizes that in becoming a senior next year, his level or responsibility will increase dramatically. Finally, he feels obligated to the students who taught him his knowledge and skills saying, “They would be the ones that taught me and so I would have to show that they taught me what I was suppose to do.” In turn, he recognizes that the younger students will be eyeing him to see what kind of example he sets for them saying, “I am going to have to buckle down so I could set an example for the younger class.”  For Austin, dropping out of the program is not really an option and, though it is a lot of hard work, “it is all going to be worth it in the end.” 

Another theme of Austin’ interviews is the impact of his participation in the class on his social relationships. He has a number of friends in the class and he feels like those friendships would be threatened if he did not “pull his weight” in the class in terms of his responsibilities. While he likes to have fun, he has noticed students who “try to become the class clown” and has also noticed that those students tend to be ostracized socially. 

Another textural theme for Austin was the challenges of working with younger students in the community of practice. He is frustrated by and embarrassed for younger students who do not do what they are asked to do and who speak out of turn. When this happens, it usually hampers the development of social relationships with those younger students. He acknowledges that he is more courteous toward the students with whom he has good working relationships even though that “sort of makes me sound like a prick…”. This is not always because the student does not do work, however. He speaks of one student who “does a lot of work in the class, but he is just silly.” Despite these challenges, Austin states without reservation that “it’s going to be their job next year, so they need to know how to do it well and I am the one to teach them.” 

The final theme of Austin’ interviews is his admiration of older students in the class. The students he admires most are those who best model the balance of fun and work that he strives to achieve. One of these students he describes as “very on top of it” and “very on her game”. Austin states that she will make time for both work and fun in her day, and “that’s what I like and I do too”. Austin admires an older student who is “strictly business” and not “joking around or anything”, but he does not have a social relationship with that student. Nonetheless, Austin says the student is “a cool guy”. 
Austin’s Individual Structural Description

There are a number of structures which define Austin’ descriptions of working with other students in a community of practice. One such structure is Austin’ relationship with the work he is asked to do in the department. Unlike the other two participants, Austin almost always views the work as “fun” and has the ability to make any task into one that is fun. He intentionally surrounds himself with students who will not “goof off” too much and who will help keep him in line if he gets off task. As a result, he has been able, thus far, to successfully “laugh along the way” while accomplishing the things he needs to accomplish. He is very aware that his preference is to have a good time, and because of this he does not take it too seriously when another student micromanages his work or even criticizes his work in front of his peers. He knows that these are the same students that allow him to enjoy increasing levels of responsibility and the maintenance of his social relationships that go along with that. He has begun to see himself as others might see him next year, but there is still a good deal of ambiguity in terms of what role he might play in the department, so he does not spend too much time or energy worrying about what it will be like. 


Another structure that imbues Austin’ descriptions is his relationship with others. Austin depends on the help of others and does not see much distinction between his “friends” and his co-workers in the class. He views the relationships as friendly, although there are a number of students with whom he does not socialize. These seem to be the students who do not have the same balance of fun and work that he does, although some of this disregard for others does appear to be very basic adolescent dislike. There is one student who works hard, but always makes silly comments at inappropriate times. Austin has very little tolerance for this student and one reason seems to be that he feels the student should not be making comments out loud in class because he is not old enough. For those that are his friends, Austin is very aware of the relationship between his esteem as a productive member of the class and his esteem as an acceptable social friend in the class. He is grateful that his friends help keep him on the right path and keep him in line. 


Austin experiences the structure of the hierarchical system of the class through his sense of responsibility both to the students who came before him and to the students who will follow. He does not want to let either group down, and this has an impact on his social relationships. He is closest to those who will keep him in line and help him navigate through his responsibilities. He does not hold a grudge if an older student brings negative attention to him, and those same students usually do whatever they can to keep him out of trouble. He does not seem to go out of his way or take it personally when younger students do not do the work that they are asked to do, although it does make his relationships with those students awkward. His response to this situation is typically to avoid contact with those students unless he is forced to interact for business reasons. When that does happen, the exchanges are usually very brief and not very courteous. 

Jordan - 1st Semester Senior


When I spoke with Jordan, he was at the beginning of his senior year, both looking ahead and looking back at the years that came before. He was in his third year in the theatre and television production class and had many significant responsibilities in the class. He took his interviews seriously and appeared to take his role in this research as an important one. He also took his work in the fine arts department the most seriously of the three participants. 

Jordan’s Individual Textural Description

Jordan’s descriptions of his experiences learning within a high school community of practice fall into several major themes. One of the themes is Jordan’s admiration for the older students in the fine arts department. His favorite student mentor “was always fun to be with” and “taught me stuff and was nice to me”. He hopes to be the same way his mentor was. Some of the things Jordan admired in this older student were that he “had a very, very good sense of problem solving”, he was “quick” and he was “always calm”. Jordan says the older student “knew what to do at the right time, and how to say it, and he basically did it perfect”. Jordan was extremely impressed by some older members of the department and was even “scared” and “nervous” to be around the students who were “doing all this cool work”. He was intimidated because the older students did tasks so easily, but he remembers them as being “nice about it” when he got the nerve to ask them questions. He now sees that younger students are afraid of him and he thinks, “That’s where I was four years ago.” Jordan observed students the previous year in order to learn his job responsibilities. He noticed that they “make sure everyone’s on top of everything”. This alone does not answer all of his questions, so he asks older students who did the job previously. He will ask a teacher for help, but only “if it’s a last resort”.
 Not all of the older students were generous with their time when Jordan was younger. Some students were “really rude” and would “blow you off”. In those cases he would find other, nicer students to help. They usually gave the younger students a job and then checked their work and gave notes. Jordan says, “We fixed those things and now we’re going in their footsteps.” He is grateful for the seniors that came before him because they “dealt with us and laughed and we had a good time” even though “we fooled around and probably annoyed them beyond belief”. He stays in touch with one student who has graduated but still offers help via e-mail.


Another theme is Jordan’s awareness of his own responsibilities to teach younger students in the department and continue/contribute to the legacy of the fine arts department. Jordan recognizes that younger students “follow your lead”. He takes responsibility for this and notes, “if they have questions, then you have to teach them.” Jordan is aware of his obligation to teach skills to younger students and refers to those students “knowing what to do in the future years.” He not only teaches those students technical skills, but he also teaches them how to manage their time and figure out the best time to eat in a busy schedule.


Jordan starts by teaching younger students “step by step” and then pulls back and let’s the students “resolve them himself”. He gets satisfaction from this process and notes proudly, “I taught him that. That’s kind of cool.” He is also aware that his participation in this process is part of a chain that is “passed down through the generations.” One of the things Jordan has learned about working with less experienced students is that they bring “creative ideas” and “different perspective” than the older students. He accepts the burden of teaching younger students, but says it is “a little bit harder than when you work with a senior who already knows this stuff”.


Jordan expresses concern for the future of the department while acknowledging that much of that future is beyond his control. Jordan worries that there aren’t enough younger students interested in learning the jobs that he does now despite the fact that “It shouldn’t concern me because I’m not going to be at school then.” Jordan gets annoyed and dismayed by students who don’t “want to seem to learn anything.” He will still try to teach those students, but acknowledges, “It’s not my life. I can’t do anything about it” if the student doesn’t care about the work”. He worries that the student “won’t have much to do” and “won’t have very many friends” if he drops out of the department. He says, “It’s probably going to be hard on him.” Jordan and his friends care about “where the class is going and how you make it better”. If other students do not do their part, “there’s no point in having them” in the class. He is not friends with students who do not do their part. He has counseled students who he believes are not working up to their potential. He spoke to one such student and said, “We know you have talent, but if you don’t use it, then it’s not going to get anywhere.” A teacher had a similar conversation with Jordan when he was younger and “That pushed me to do my best.” 

Jordan also described the methods of learning from other students in the fine arts department. He says, “learning hands-on is the best way for me to learn.” He says he cannot learn if he is not interested, but he also cannot learn if he does not have “a good person teaching”. He likes to learn the best when someone can “teach you in a fun way and you could be more relaxed.” Jordan prefers to work alone if the directions are straightforward because he can work more quickly that way. He enjoys working with others when the project calls for creativity because “you’re going to have more ideas and it will be something that you won’t think of yourself.” He says learning skills from other students is like “a melting pot” in which different styles of working “blend into one and then if you see enough people and inquire how they do all their stuff then you can be insanely good at it.” 

Jordan describes the role that his teachers play in his learning, although he states that it is not nearly as significant as the role his fellow students play. Jordan got his new responsibilities when a teacher asked him to do it and then trained him. The teacher trained him for a couple of weeks, and then Jordan took over the job himself. He believes that it is good when the teachers assign him to work with other students because it “spreads your knowledge up to others.” Jordan also does not enjoy getting “called out” in class by the teachers because it’s embarrassing for him. This happened to him recently and he thought primarily of the teacher “telling you what you did wrong in front of all your friends and all the people that look up to you.” He says this makes him “want to do it better next time”. Jordan is motivated by making his projects “look cool” and enjoys the recognition of his teachers and peers when his projects are successful. 
Jordan only socializes with a small number of students after school, but there are a greater number of students whom he would say he “works well with”. In situations in which he is teaching the student, Jordan says he would prefer not to have too much social talk, but he understands that it is part of maintaining a constructive working relationship with his peers. “You want to be social because if the work environment is positive you can get more work done.” He goes on to say, “if you are constantly getting mad at someone, they’re not going to want to work with you.” These relationships affect communication as well which he says is a key to productivity and creativity. He says working with other students helps create and build upon social relationships because “It gives you something to talk about.” He says that, generally, students who do not care about the class are saying “I don’t care about school, I don’t care about like having any kind of relations with you.” Jordan does not really take steps to “punish” students who work under him, but he will turn their names in to the teachers who will adjust the students’ academic grades. 

Jordan also discussed his perceptions of himself in relation to other students in the department. Jordan remembers himself as a freshman as being “crazy”, “ignorant”, and “insanely hyper” and “annoying”. He can’t believe he was like that when he sees younger students acting the same way now. He says, “that’s just growing up, I guess.” Jordan was not very motivated as a sophomore because he “didn’t know what the class was about”. As a junior he was “really motivated” and looking forward to his senior year he is motivated so he can graduate. He is also noticing now that he is more mature and has different interests than the “younger kids” in the class. Jordan says students are mindful of a social hierarchy in which certain behaviors aren’t acceptable. For instance, a sophomore should never tell him what to do or get angry with him.  He believes that younger students should be quiet and should “sit back and watch”.

Jordan’s Individual Structural Description

One of the primary structures that shape Jordan’s experiences working with other students in a high school community of practice is his self in relation to the younger students in the class. Jordan feels a heavy sense of obligation to the students themselves and to the perpetuity of the fine arts department at his school. Jordan feels that it is a burden to teach younger students and knows that working with other students slows down the completion of his work. However, just as older students took time with him, he is obligated to take time with younger students. These teaching moments can add “five or six hours” to his day, but he meets the demands with a sense of moral responsibility. He states, “The younger kids don’t know as much and if they have questions then you have to teach them.” The “have to” of this statement is telling because of the sense of obligation it illuminates. 

He is left with a sense of helplessness sometimes, as he realizes he can only do so much and that eventually the students will have to inherit the mantle that he and his classmates leave behind when they graduate. He states, “I know it shouldn’t really concern me because I’m not going to be at school then but it concerns me that no one really has an interest in learning it.” This thought is troubling to Jordan, but he does his best to disregard his pessimism for the future of the class. In describing another teaching situation with a student he says, “He just didn’t like want to seem to learn anything. It was hard for me.”

Jordan also dwells on the structure of self in relation to the older members of the department and those who have already graduated. Jordan repeatedly describes older students who were “nice” to him when he was trying to learn new skills and knowledge in the department. This description is almost always used to describe the way in which the student taught him things. This idea is best summed up when Jordan describes a relationship by saying, “He’s always really fun to be with and you always learned a lot when you worked with him.” This balance of fun and work is a theme that runs throughout his interviews. In turn, he feels an obligation to be “nice” to the students who are younger than he. This structural continuum of the fine arts department informs most of his social interactions with the younger students. Jordan would prefer that his working relationships with others would focus on work and a minimum of social discussion, but he acknowledges the necessity of maintaining effective social relationships. The work dictates the necessity for Jordan to cultivate relationships that are, at the very least, civil. His work with other students does occasionally lead to closer social relationships outside for work, but those relationships are a byproduct of the work and not a goal of it for Jordan. 


Another structural theme is the organizational structure of the class which gives him the opportunity to work with many different groups of students. Jordan is often assigned to work with other students by his teachers in the class. While this is sometimes a burden on his time and effort, he realizes that this structural consideration can lead to additional creativity and a better final outcome. He says the outcome largely depends on the person with whom he is working. He claims he can work with anyone and get the job done and, even when he feels frustrated or angry at a high level of socializing, he will usually refrain from treating others in a way that would have a negative impact on social relationships because he does not want that to impact his work. The relationship with his teachers also plays a part in Jordan’s social relationships. He only asks teachers for help “as a last resort” if there is not a student who can help him. 

Isaac – 2nd Semester Senior


Isaac was, by far, the most involved and reflective participant in this research. He was extremely candid, thoughtful, and generous in his responses both verbally and electronically. He was also the student who was nearest the end of his experience in the fine arts department, and his sense of reflection offered great insight into the experiences of all of the students. 

Isaac’s Individual Textural Description

Isaac’s descriptions of his experiences learning in a high school community of practice fall into several major themes.   One of the major themes that emerge in Isaac’s descriptions of his experiences is his gratitude, emulation, and admiration for the students who went before him in the fine arts department. Isaac recalls that as a 9th grader he had an “outsider’s point of view” and perceived himself as being surrounded by “experts”. He wanted “so bad” to learn the meanings of the new class-specific words he heard older students use. When he first came to the studio he compared himself to the 25-30 kids who were “busy” and “having fun” and “doing work and accomplishing something.” He determined that he wanted to be like those students he saw working hard and having fun that first day. 

He also appreciated the sense of responsibility the older students had for the younger students like himself. The older students in the department would decide to teach jobs to younger students if they felt there are not enough students who knew how to do the task. One of these older students asked Isaac to assist him on a job.  Isaac “just kept asking questions” and the older student “kept making sure that I was at least getting some training out of the situation”. As a younger student, Isaac did not “think of older students as peers” but remembers that he “respected those guys a lot” and would have done “anything they’d ask me to.” The older students also modeled behavior and expectations for the younger students. Isaac remembers learning from the seniors that he “better cooperate with what they say” when he was a sophomore. 
He also learned where the line was between having fun and taking things seriously. When he was required to be at the school for long hours during the musical, he began to “get to know these (older) kids” and “developed friendships” by sitting with much older students in rehearsals. He initially took rehearsals “pretty seriously” because he thought others were taking it seriously. Once he observed the older students “cutting up” he began to observe “the limit between when you need to start singing and when you can have fun and laugh and not pay attention at all.” He then became friends with the other students in the department. Isaac “modeled myself” after an older student who took himself “more seriously outside of rehearsal than when he was surrounded by his friends.” 


Another theme that emerged from Isaac’s descriptions is that of the methods of learning new knowledge and skills in the fine arts department. Isaac’s first experiences in the fine arts department involved learning from another student. The student was friendly and willing to help when instructed to do so by a teacher. The student engaged in “showing by doing” to teach Isaac the skill. He then said, “Here, you do it.” And observed Isaac performing the task. The student confirmed Isaac’s understanding saying, “You understand that? You going to be able to do that for the show?” After that Isaac practiced on his own and is “pretty good” at the task now. 


While Isaac learns a lot by himself “just doing”, he estimates that “80 percent of the time it’s a student teaching” when he learns something in the department. Typically, an older student who previously had the same responsibility will show Isaac how to perform the task and will then make sure he does it correctly. When he has the opportunity to observe a student doing an unfamiliar task, he watches and learns. If he feels like he may soon be asked to perform the task himself, begins asking questions about it. The older student usually will say, “Let’s sit down and let’s go over this kind of stuff.” Sometimes teachers anticipate that students will not know how to do a job and assign another student to teach them. 


A major theme of Isaac’s textural description is the challenges and paradoxes of leadership over students with whom he has social relationships. Isaac identifies himself as someone who is “heavily involved” in the fine arts department. He accepts the responsibility of his age and level of experience stating that his job “is making sure everyone does their job” and that he is “responsible for everything”.  There are occasions, however, when he is responsible to other students to help them complete their responsibilities. Isaac is very comfortable with being asked to do things by other students. He has more trouble asking other students to do things saying, “sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t”. When roles are clear and responsibilities are outlined, Isaac meets with little resistance when assigning tasks to his fellow classmates. A classmate will acquiesce when “she is a nice person and understands that it’s her responsibility”. However, he still struggles with asking people to do things because he recognizes “I’m a student and so are these kids”. It is especially difficult for him to navigate the line between social interaction with students in the class, and the professional interactions. He states, “It’s professional, it’s not personal, and it’s hard to make that separation.” Isaac is uncomfortable with engaging in “disputes” with students who will not respect his authority. He asks students to “cooperate with me” and will back down once he has done “everything in (his) power to makes sure he follows the rules.” He can be stern in enforcing studio rules and regulations, but it makes him feel “uncomfortable” and “awkward” when he has to do so. 


Isaac usually tries to separate his “business” and “personal” relationships while he’s at school, but admits there are other times when he does not adhere to that delineation at all and he is “just looking to have fun.” Isaac says the ultimate test of whether studio behavior is appropriate or inappropriate is whether or not the behavior “hurts your work, which is really something that you can’t find out until it’s too late.” He says authority often comes with a particular title, but that he will exercise authority over other students even when he does not have title authority. He states that is “just being responsible.”


Isaac acknowledges that he does occasionally “encourage talking and being cheery” even though he knows the teacher “hates that when I do that because I’m bothering (the other students).” He also says it’s possible to both get the job done and have fun and describes times when he is working with other students and talking and laughing. While he sometimes indulges in this type of behavior, he states that he sometimes “specifically steers away from it” and says he “couldn’t stand it” when a former student was always trying to have a good time when he should be working. On the other hand, he also describes a former student that he admired as someone who occasionally was “sometimes just having fun up there screwing with other people.”


Isaac learned how to point out the mistakes of his peers without hurting their social relationships. Usually it was through joking about the quality of that student’s work or the technical mistakes another student made. He describes this as “checking” or “trying to humiliate others in a loving sense.” He describes an older student he admires as using this same “jokingly condescending” approach to point out Isaac’s errors and teach him the job. 


Isaac’s descriptions of his experiences also contain frequent references to his perceptions of other students in the department. Isaac derives a good deal of his identity from his association with the fine arts program. He draws a sharp distinction between himself and the students who “aren’t necessarily as involved or as dedicated or as passionate about the department” as he is. In Isaac’s description of his day, he sees himself as “accomplishing something every day, every minute that I’m working.”  


Isaac was “worn out” by his senior year, but maintained his leadership positions in the interest of the other students and posterity. He “didn’t care about the work. I did care about the people.” He contrasts this with his feeling as a freshman that the work was “fun, entertaining, and engaging.” He describes himself as a senior as at “the apex of excellence” and himself as a freshman as “an intrepid young explorer at the base of the mountain.” 

Isaac’s Individual Structural Description

One of structures that define Isaac’s experience working in the fine arts department is his relations with his self. In his relationship with himself, Isaac accepts his responsibility as a leader in the community, but bears the responsibility heavily. He is sensitive to the ways other students regard him, and reflects on his relationships often. He is grateful for the structures that allow for clear delimitation of responsibilities because they allow him to serve more as a gatekeeper of information rather than one who is exercising his authority. Isaac feels that the way others see him in a particular situation dictate how they respond to him. If other students feel he is merely doing what he is expected to do, the students will generally respond favorably, or at least with understanding. However, Isaac is acutely aware when students feel that he is overstepping his bounds as a leader. Isaac’s lack of comfort with his own role in the department and his insecurity as an authority figure cause for inner conflict and turmoil that frustrates him both as an leader in the community, but also as a member of the greater social community of which he is a part.  

The structure of rewards and recognition in the community of practice also influence Isaac’s relationships with other students in the fine arts department. Isaac is driven by a need for acceptance by both his peers and his teachers. This need motivates him to succeed in the projects he is assigned. Recognition of that success pushes him even harder to succeed in additional ventures. Discussing one particular success, he notes, “It made me want to do it better. I wanted to get recognized more.” He also describes a situation in which he was motivated by a peer’s praise of his performance saying, “I was accepted and if I pursued this, I’d get more of the same, so I did.” Isaac was also motivated by praise from his teachers saying, “When the teacher gave me compliments I thought that was great and I wanted to get another compliment so I worked harder.” He is very conscious of the relationship between the recognition he receives and his desire to work hard. This structural factor greatly influences his relationships and the learning that results from those relationships. 

The hierarchy of students and student responsibilities in the community of practice also affect Isaac’s relationships with other students and the learning that takes place. Isaac learns to act as an authority without jeopardizing his social relationships with others or his social standing within the fine arts department. Isaac describes situations in which he feels responsible for training a student who is doing “a terrible job” at his assigned task. Isaac is conscious of his communication with students in situations like this and uses his place in the student hierarchy to approach the student and offer help. He approaches the student by saying, “When do we need to sit down and when do we need to get you to where you need to be?” After training the student, Isaac reflected saying, “He did a great job (on the show) and I was very proud.” Isaac also has learned to “call out” his peers that make mistakes without offending them or threatening social relationships. He modeled this behavior after that of an older student who was “jokingly condescending” when Isaac made a mistake or did not perform adequately. He said he has learned that “you try to humiliate others in a loving sense, I guess.” He describes one situation in which he “checked” his friend’s work “because I knew he was my peer and that I knew he wouldn’t respond negatively, too. “ There is a great deal of tension for Isaac when it comes to correcting his peers as such interactions are fraught with social implications. 

The social structures of the department also contributed to Isaac’s relationships with others and the learning that took place. Isaac struggles with the duality between his desire to be productive and his desire to “have fun” while he is involved with the work of the department. He learned the nature of this duality by observing the older students in the department and modeling his behavior after theirs. He describes a series of play rehearsals in which he “learned where the limit was between when you need to start singing and learning your notes and when you can have fun and laugh and not pay attention at all.” He struggles with finding a balance between having fun while he is working on one hand, and being a good leader and role model for other students on the other. Again, he describes an older student who “had a dual ‘This is when we need to work, this is when we can loosen up a little bit’”. He admires that student and the accompanying structural balance of work and fun that resulted from that student’s leadership, but Isaac also describes another older student who always tried to incorporate a “good time” into work situations. Isaac says, “There are some times when I couldn’t stand that, so there are some times when I specifically steer away from that.” Of course, one of the most important structural determinants as to whether a good time will be had is “if there’s a teacher around, that’s the obvious (factor determining) what you can get away with and what you can’t.” In this case, Isaac’s desires to have a good time are balanced by his desire for positive recognition from both teachers and peers. The teacher is the ultimate trump card over fun because the negative recognition of the teacher damages Isaac personally as well as hurting his status in the department. In Isaac’s mind, the damage of that status hurts his social reputation as well and this fear keeps him from being loose when a teacher is around. 

Isaac sees his social relationships as a potential minefield in his work with the fine arts department. He craves the recognition and status that accompanies earned responsibilities, but he is very sensitive to the awkward social situations that come along with carrying out those responsibilities. He has learned tricks or methods to deal with potentially awkward situations including the use of “checking” or being “jokingly condescending” to other students in a way that brings attention to the student’s mistake without confronting them or making them feel bad about it. In general, he tries to keep personal and business conversations totally separate. This separation works in his mind, but he is acutely aware that “business” conversations that cast him as authoritative or scolding can affect his social relationships. 

Another structure that looms large in Isaac’s experience is the system of mentoring through which he learns the majority of his television and theatre content. Isaac participates in an understood structure through which students learn from one another. He feels the responsibility to teach younger students the knowledge and skills that he has acquired. There is a social component of this that can arise, but he also has experience working with students whom he does not like. He says, “I’ve learned to work in an environment with other people regardless of whether you like them or they like you.” In this sense, the improvement of social relationships with other students when learning from other students is a desirable outcome of the learning process, but it is not a requirement of situations in which students learn from one another. Isaac will work with a student for one of several reasons: a teacher assigns him to work with the student, the student needs a more experienced student to help, Isaac needs the knowledge that the older student has. Isaac is most comfortable when the working relationship includes time for fun, social interaction, but this is not an expectation of his interaction. He is most concerned in the perpetuity of the department and the positive recognition that comes with successful completion of projects. It behooves Isaac to get along with others regardless of his affection for them because it is a responsibility of a leader. 
Composite Narrative of All Three Participants’ Experiences

The synthesis narrative represents the shared experiences of all three participants in this phenomenological case study of student experiences working together in a high school fine arts department. The narrative includes only descriptions of experiences that were either expressed or implied by all three students during their interviews with me. Many times, I have used the actual words of the participants in the narrative, but I have taken a liberal amount of license in order to represent the shared experiences of the group. While some of the specific descriptions of events draw predominantly from one particular participant, I have only included descriptions of events that represent shared themes or descriptions. 

From the Base to the Peak
It didn’t occur to me how much time I was wasting at home playing video games and watching TV until I saw those other kids working. I was in the 9th grade and taking an Introduction to Television class, and my teacher had encouraged me to help out on one of the television productions at our high school TV studio. I didn’t really know what I would be doing. My teacher just told me where to be and when to be there, and that I would be “doing one of the easy cameras”. When I got to the studio, most of the kids were already there. I don’t think I had ever seen such a swarm of activity. Every student had a purpose and were busy working hard, but I could also tell they were having a great time. If there were teachers, there I don’t remember noticing them. Looking back, it also reminded me of standing at the base of a mountain, and looking up at all of the mountain climbers who were making their way to the top. They were all helping each other along. They depended on each other, and knew they could not reach the top of the mountain if they did not work together. They had a purpose, they had relationships, and they felt good about what they were doing. 
Seeing those students made me see myself clearly for the first time. I was embarrassed on one hand, for having been so lazy. The stronger feeling was wanting to be a part of what they were doing. They were using words I had never heard, they were using equipment I didn’t recognize, and they all seemed to get along so well! I had an outsider’s point of view, and everyone that I saw were the experts. I wanted to find out what those words meant so bad. 
A part of me was really intimidated by the students because they were doing so much work and knew so much! Most of them were older, but there were several that were not that much older than me. I could see myself doing some of those jobs that were helping the older students get their work done, but I didn’t know how to get started. And I was scared to ask for help. I didn’t know how to take the first step. What should I do? Who should I ask? What if the older students reject me or make me feel bad about myself? Getting started would be hard and full of potential social pitfalls, but the payoff seemed like it would be well worth the risks. I began to imagine other students seeing me the way I saw those students in the studio, and I liked the way it made me feel. I could also picture myself laughing with the other students and feeling like I belonged. 

Fortunately, my teacher saw me standing at the door of the studio, gave me an assignment, and asked one of the older students to show me what to do. “I’m Jason.” The older student said. “Have you ever done a boom shot?” The term was familiar, like I had heard it in my Introduction to Television class, but I was not very familiar with the camera or what that phrase meant to the show. Plus, I was so scared. I told him, “No, not really, ” and tried not to seem too nervous, or too eager. He showed me how to perform the boom shot for the show. He was very efficient in his demonstration, but also very friendly. He seemed interested in whether or not I understood. He kept saying things like, “You got that?” and “Do you think you can handle that?” I was instantly overwhelmed with gratitude that he was showing me such kindness and giving me some of his time. I was sure he had other responsibilities he needed to be handling. He even made me show him how to perform the boom shot a few times to make sure I understood. In just a couple of minutes, I felt more comfortable using the camera than I did when my teacher spent an hour in class showing us how it works. When Jason left, he told me to practice my shot and said that he would check back with me later. He had a lot of other things to do before the show. I practiced and then finally, the show time neared. Jason stopped back by. “So are you ready?” I told him, “I think I’ve got it.” 

Once the show started, I was nervous, but I did the camera the best I could. My camera wasn’t used very often in the show, but the director used my boom shot once during the opening segment. At the end of the show, Jason came out of the studio and announced, “Isaac stole my boom! Thanks a lot Isaac.” He had a sarcastic tone to his voice, pretending to be upset that I was doing his job, but he was almost smiling and everyone laughed. I felt accepted by Jason, like I had proven myself, and it made me feel accepted by the other students too. He had acknowledged that I was a good worker and a good learner, and that opened up new possibilities for me. I had also learned a new term, “boom shot”, that it was obvious the other students already knew. It was as if we shared a common language that let me further into their world. Suddenly I felt that I might be able to ask the other students for help learning other positions. They had seen me perform to help the show, and I hadn’t totally screwed it up. Jason had acknowledged me, and indicated his acceptance to some of the other students. It was like I had been given a gift.
From that point on, I volunteered for after school and weekend productions in the studio. I learned that the older students who spent the most time in the studio were all part of a theatre and television production class that met during the school day. They each had responsibilities and job titles in the studio, and they worked together to make sure their individual projects were completed. The more time I spent at the studio, the more I grew to admire the older students who were in charge. There was one student, Michael, who always seemed to have the right answers for the teachers. He always knew what to do at the right time, and how to say it and he basically did it perfect. I wanted to be like that when I was an older student. The teachers respected him, and the other kids respected him too. Most of the time he was pretty serious about his work, but there were other times when he would be goofy and would even check the other students in the studio. If someone showed him a project that he didn’t think was up to the studio’s standards, he would kind of make fun of it in a way that made the other student laugh, but also gave the other student some ideas on how to correct it or improve it. It was very friendly, very fun. This was different than when the teachers gave corrections which sometimes seemed like they were mad at you. Michael was just having fun while he was doing the work, which is what I wanted to do. When he helped me out with something, I was extremely thankful that he had been nice to me and given me some time. The seniors were surprisingly nice. Even though we fooled around and probably annoyed them beyond belief they still dealt with us and laughed and we had a good time.

I got to know which students would be helpful to the younger students, and which ones would blow us off or be rude to us. When the teachers would assign me a project, sometimes they would tell an older student to teach me how to do it, but sometimes it would be up to me to find someone to help. I remember going up to one of the older students and asking how to fill out a form that I had been assigned to complete. He said he didn’t have time to help me, and wasn’t very nice about it. Fortunately, there were older students who would help us and were very nice about it. I kind of found myself helping the seniors a little bit but kind of staying back and watching. I avoided the ones who weren’t nice to me. Usually, they didn’t have the same positions of leadership as the nicer students. It seemed like the nicer students who worked well with other people got more opportunities and leadership positions. I think the teachers knew who got along with other people, and that was one of the things that they rewarded with better jobs and assignments. I never really felt like that was why the older students were so helpful, though. It seemed like they felt obligated to help, like it was part of their job. 

During my sophomore year, I signed up for the Production class that met during the school day. I was in a class with juniors and seniors who had varying levels of experience. At some point during that year, I actually started thinking of a few of the older students as my friends. I had been watching them to try to figure out how I was supposed to act during rehearsals for theatre and TV productions. I was being very serious, because I thought they were taking things seriously. I started to notice, though, that were times during the rehearsal when they would goof off and make jokes and laugh. They were careful about it so they didn’t get in trouble with the teachers, but they had a good time while we were working. I really became good friends with one of the older students, Diane. She was really talented and was a theatre person and that’s really what I am. Besides being a good friend, she kept me in line. She always knew where the line was between having fun, and getting work done. Sometimes, we would be having a conversation, just having a good time, and she would stop in the middle of it and say, “Wait. I have to go do something.” Then she would come back when she was done doing her assignment and finish the conversation. Every time we made a plan to do work together, she always included time for us to have fun. “Let’s work for two hours and then we’ll go eat dinner.” The social aspect of the job kept me motivated to do well. 
I began to notice that there are some kids in production that aren’t necessarily as involved or as dedicated or passionate about their work as I am. And I don’t want to be generalized in the same category as they are. Those were the students who were not responsible, did not get their work done, or could not be trusted. Usually those were the students who were trying to have happy fun time 24/7. Other students didn’t want to work with them, because they would up dragging down the project. My desire to distance myself from those kinds of students motivated me to work hard. Besides, I had more fun with the people that I really liked because they knew I could be trusted to work hard when it mattered. It would be too big a risk to slack off. I think even my best friends in the department would have turned their backs on me if I had done that. I found that what was most valued to the other students was the ability to balance the work and the fun. I spent a lot of time observing the students who had the balance right, and tried to do what they did. 

My junior year in the class, I got a lot of leadership opportunities and I ran with them. Every time I did a good job with a project, the teachers would assign me more responsibilities. I could also sense that the other students in the class were giving me more respect as the year went on. They recognized that I could be trusted with responsibility, and get the job done. I felt like I was superior to the other students who could not be trusted. When I look back on it, I really was being kind of a prick in that I was looking down on other students. I felt very proud of my leadership positions. This did lead to some problems, though. Some of my new responsibilities involved the supervision of other students. That meant if they didn’t do their jobs, I was going to get in trouble with the teachers. Usually, that involved having the teachers yell at us in the class meeting in front of all of our friends. Even though the other students were generally pretty understanding, I still was embarrassed when a teacher called me out. You feel like crap because there’s someone yelling at you and telling you what you did wrong in front of all your friends and all the people that look up to you. Then it also makes you want to do it better next time so you have a lot of feelings going on. In order to avoid being embarrassed, I would have to supervise the other students, some of whom were my friends, very closely. I also had to ask them to do things. Asking people to do things is one of the weirdest, hardest things to do because I’m a student and so are these kids. I go to a party with them on the weekend and turn around and ask them to do something they don’t want to do. It’s professional it’s not personal, and it’s hard to make that separation. It’s hard exercising my own authority. It’s even harder when they don’t respect my authority. I really struggled with this situation and spent a lot of time trying to figure out the best way to handle these relationships. There was always this tension…this person is my friend, but this person is also under my supervision. I had some experiences when I had to confront other students about their behavior, like when they were breaking studio or theatre rules. When the student ignored me, I had no choice but to let the teacher know. Telling the teacher was not something I wanted to do, but it was just being responsible. Still, it really felt terrible. It made me value and appreciate the students who responded positively if I had to correct them or give them assignments. 

Of course, there was also tension between me and the other students even when I really didn’t care about them at all or what they thought of me. Sometimes the teachers would assign me to work with a student who I didn’t respect. When I worked with those students, my objective was very clear in my mind: get the project done as quickly and efficiently as possible, so I can move on to projects with people I enjoy. A lot of times, I felt like I had to do all of the work in the project, but I also had to listen to what the other student had to say. I had to wrestle with the part of me that wanted to just get mad at the person and start yelling at them. When they tried to make a suggestion or correct something I was doing, I wanted to scream, “Why don’t you just shut up and let me finish this! Everyone knows that you don’t work hard and you don’t care about your work!” I didn’t do that though, and there was a very good reason. Because we’re in high school, everyone talks about everyone else. If I lost my cool and was rude to someone, even someone who didn’t get a lot of respect from the other students in the class, I would get a reputation of being difficult to work with. That would mean the teachers and the other students in the class may start looking at me differently and may not want to work on projects with me. Because just about all of my friends are in the department, that would be the end of my social life. That possibility kept me acting nice to just about everyone. While I would not be friendly, or laugh with a student I did not like, I could be civil and businesslike. 

There was even a tension between me and my best friend, Diane. I loved spending time with her, and we always had a great time when we were together. However, I felt like if I didn’t get my work done or if I got a bad reputation in the department, we probably wouldn’t be friends anymore. Not that she was a snob or anything, but she wanted her friends to be the students who did the best work in the department. This affected the kinds of assignments she got from her teachers, and so on. So even though Diane was my best friend in the world at the time, the thought that I might lose her if I got a reputation as a slacker made me work harder in the class. I didn’t have to worry too much, though, because if I ever showed signs of slacking, Diane would corner me and let me have it. 

I definitely learn more when I’m working with students who are fun to learn from. They can teach you in a fun way and you could be more relaxed. We can also be more creative. Either one of us will throw out ideas and we can decide if they will work or not. It’s really fun working with other experienced students because our knowledge becomes like a melting pot and everyone’s style blends together into one great project or a new style of doing something. Sometimes the less experienced students are helpful too because they don’t have a sense of what can and cannot be done. They make suggestions that push me to figure out how to make it happen. Of course, you’ve got to be interested in what you’re learning and you have to enjoy the person who’s teaching you. 

Now that I’m a senior, I’m probably more motivated by trying to make sure the younger students know how to do the things they need to know for the class. I’m a little bit burned out as I’ve been working so hard for so long, but I’ve definitely learned a lot about myself, about how to get along with other people, and about how to manage my time. I spend a lot more time than I’d like to helping the younger students with their projects and teaching them how to do things. This makes my work time seem to go much slower in terms of how it feels, and it slows me down, but I know that they have to learn how to do these things, and I’m the one to teach them how. It feels good when one of the younger students does a good job with a skill that I taught him. I think, “I taught him that. Cool.” I want the class to continue to be good next year after I’m gone, although I worry quite a bit that it won’t be. A lot of these younger students don’t seem to be as dedicated as I am, and they’re not even close to the older students who taught me. I owe it to the older, nice students who taught me how to do things to pass that along to the younger students. This program has been great for so long, and I don’t want the older students to look back and think that I didn’t teach the younger ones, since they’re the ones that taught me. Those students helped me, so it’s my job to help the younger ones. 

As a senior, nearing the end of my experience in this fine arts department, I see myself as someone who has mastered the mountain. I am standing at the peak, looking down at the younger students circling the base below or trying to work their way up. I am grateful to those who struck a path before me, and anxious for those who will come after to continue my legacy. I am proud of my accomplishments and those of the students who learned from me. I’m tired, burned out, and ready to move on, but feel that I am better off for the experiences I have had and the friends I have made. I’m better prepared for the journey ahead. 
Composite Description as Conceptual Metaphor
The Individual Textural and Structural Descriptions of each of the participants led me to construct a conceptual metaphor to describe the experiences of the three students as a group. In this metaphor the students are represented as mountain climbers. This metaphor was taken from Isaac’s description of himself at the end of his three-year experience in the fine arts department. The following is an excerpt from an e-mail Isaac sent to me when I asked him to elaborate on his initial use of the mountain climber metaphor:

I see the fine arts department as a challenge: a metaphorical mountain. Depending on your dedication and desire, you can reach any point on that mountain, or simply pass it by to tackle other challenges. I see my freshman self as a young, intrepid climber at the base of the mountain, gazing at the peak and imagining my own future greatness. 

This initial suggestion, combined with my own data analysis of the multiple interviews with the three students, led me to elaborate on Isaac’s metaphor in an attempt to further analyze these students’ experiences building relationships in the fine arts department. The presentation of the metaphor is broken into themes that emerged from my conversations with the three students. 
Theme One: Students Feel Gratitude Toward Students Who Went Before and Offered Guidance and Help 
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These students’ experiences learning and building relationships in a suburban high school fine arts department is unlike their experiences in any other academic class or program. Like the mountain climber Isaac described in his e-mail, younger students who are new to the department are at the base, gazing at the peak and imagining their own future greatness. The view from the base is an intriguing one for these students who all reported watching older, more experienced students who were further up the mountain. The experience of watching these older students at work is initially intimidating, fascinating, mysterious, and frustrating. The older students use unfamiliar words, tools, and approaches that might as well be a foreign language. 

Being at the base of the mountain is a struggle to find direction and a foothold to begin the journey. It is a time of confusion and a search for an identity within the context of the fine arts department. It is clear that there is more than one way up the mountain, but it is equally clear that no one can make it up the mountain alone. Climbers will need specialized tools and they will need to be able to communicate with each other. Therefore, the acquisition of specialized language is important. Climbers must learn which types of behavior are most appropriate and will engender goodwill among the fellow travelers on whom survival is dependent. The climbers quickly learn that the best way to learn the necessary skills and knowledge necessary to climb the mountain is to find older students who model successful behaviors and skills. This is a critical component of the climbers’ preparation and journey. 


The experience of choosing an acceptable role model has to do with availability, compatibility, and the goals of the individual student. Young climbers assess older ones in both classroom situations and social situations. The students in my study looked for examples who were doing the things they saw themselves doing in the future. This is, to paraphrase Isaac, the young climbers imagining their own future greatness. The students all described cases of “following in the footsteps” of other more experienced students who have come before. Austin imagines himself taking on some of the responsibilities of the older students next year, when he has moved further up the mountain.

The initial steps are awkward and fraught with opportunity for social embarrassment and rejection. New climbers are not familiar with the individual personalities of older students, and may be forced to ask for help indiscriminately. Jordan remembers the rejection he felt when he asked older students to teach him new skills in the department. The students’ response to this rejection was to find more accessible, “nice” kids who were wiling to teach. Those are the students in whose footsteps the intrepid young climbers would follow. The presence of a trusted, experienced mentor is an exhilarating rush of self-confidence, pride, and bonding that shapes the nature of one’s own work. The appreciation for that individual or individuals is heightened by the presence of other students who have expressed indifference toward one’s attempt to have new experiences. The contrast adds significantly to the level of gratitude one feels with the more caring mentor(s). Looking back, the students realize how tolerant their older mentors had been.

All three participants spoke in grateful, admiring tones of the students who lay the foundation for their own participation in the department and who taught them the things they needed to know to be successful. Older students taught the participants specific knowledge and skills that were necessary to contribute to the class. Examples of these skills include how to use specialized vocabulary words and how to use specific pieces of television equipment, but the older students modeled the appropriate times to be serious and to be more loose. The experience of working with older students included learning the appropriate ways to gain new knowledge and skills. 

“The Young, Intrepid Climber Gazing at the Peak”

The students’ gratitude for the older students in the class reflects the initial search for identity that is central to these students’ experiences as they take the first steps toward membership in the community of practice. Each participant remembered a desire for acceptance by the students they saw working, as well as a desire for understanding of the information that those students possessed. Looking back on their introductions to the fine arts department, the students remembered contrasting themselves at that time with the students that they saw working hard and working together. The moment was one of reconstitution of identity and the development of new possibilities for themselves as both learners and as social beings. Imbued in the moment of initial exposure to the community of practice and its participants was the feeling that a choice needed to be made. The participants’ awareness of the social risks of putting themselves forward in a community of experts was weighed against the potential advantages of reaching out to the current members of the community.


For these participants, the students’ desires for social relationships are an impetus for learning and encourage them to take the social risks that will grant them access to the more experienced members of the community. The participants realized early on that knowledge was a prerequisite for the development of the more meaningful, productive relationships that they observed as outsiders to the community of practice. They realized that they would have to take the risky first steps in order to have access to that knowledge. This perspective on learning is different than that in a traditional classroom setting in which access to knowledge does not require the social risks encountered by the participants in this study. In the traditional classroom, relationships develop independent of the “content” that is traditionally being shared by the classroom teacher. In that sense, the individual identities of the students have less impact on their access to knowledge or information. 


Perhaps more importantly, the students taking their first steps into the community of practice described an immediate awareness of older, more experienced role models with which they began to identify. The students even sought the approval of the older students through demonstration of skills and use of learned language and behaviors. The potentiality of relationships made an impact on these students’ decisions to pursue new knowledge and skills in the interest of furthering their social relationships.  

Theme Two: Social relationships are filled with a necessary tension that allows students to make progress toward goals.
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The relationships that bind these students together in this community of practice are like a rope with climbers on each end. In my metaphor, the climbers are on opposite sides of the mountain that represents success or ascendancy in the program. The rope is a single piece that runs through a pulley at the zenith of the mountain. The rope represents the relationship between the two students, each of whom has both feet planted on the side of the mountain. Progress is made up the mountain by putting one foot in front of the other, and pulling one’s own weight up by using one’s hands, arms, and feet. If one climber lets go of the rope, both climbers will fall. The tension in the rope is necessary for both climbers to pull themselves up the mountain. 


The three participant students in this study each described the tension that exists between themselves and their fellow students in the class. Students want to please their teachers and earn the esteem of their peers in the class, most importantly their older peers. They are acutely aware that the earlier generations of students in the class are keeping up with their activities. Their desire to earn recognition, leadership opportunities, and a good grade in the class is tempered with students’ desires to have friends and maintain a stress free working/learning environment. Even when working, participants are aware of the need to maintain positive social relationships or, at the very least, to avoid making classmates think they are, in Austin’s words, “a prick”. Students are aware of the social standing of the other students in the class, and this determines the nature of the students’ working relationships with each other. Students observe each other in the classroom meeting setting and make mental notes on students’ working relationships with others. 

Students recognize that it is neither socially acceptable nor desirable to have a reputation of being rude or difficult to work with. Therefore, each of these participants has learned to work with people they do not “like”. These working relationships are fraught with the most tension because the students will suppress their own feelings or impulses to ensure that the working relationship is a civil one. These relationships are characterized by a lack of “fun” or purely social communication, and tend to have a heavier emphasis on “business” communication. 

The assessment of other students is conscious and constantly evolving based on student performance and shifting work needs. Relationships do not exist on a continuum between positive and negative. Instead, they exist on a continuum between positive and merely civil. The social and academic drawbacks of being actively rude to another student keep most relationships friendly enough to accomplish work together. Class relationships are tempered by the lingering understanding that at any time, circumstances or teacher design may lead to any two students working together on a project. This constantly shifting nature of the working relationships keeps students in check in terms of their treatment of each other. Working relationships with someone one does not “like” must still accomplish the assigned task or duty. These relationships are fraught with tension, but remain civil. These students grind the work out and tolerate both creative disagreements and the lack of knowledge that places the burden more on one student than on another. Finishing the project is a relief and frees each student up for more “fun” assignments with students they do enjoy.

The assessment of relationships is more complex inside the department than it is on the outside. While one can remain friends with a classmate based on a previously existing relationship or history together, that friendship will be tested and potentially strained if one of the students is not committed or underperforms in the class. That lack of commitment on the part of one’s friends speaks volumes about a student’s judgment, work ethic, and leadership in the eyes of classmates and students must choose their friends carefully. 


Even students who consider themselves friends with each other experience this same tension in their relationships. In the hierarchical structure of the production class, students are assigned supervisory roles in different areas. In this arrangement, some students actually supervise their peers, and are held accountable by the classroom teachers for effectively supervising the students in their charge. The experience of asking another student to do a job is “awkward” and “uncomfortable”. Students struggle with making “business” requests of their friends. Sometimes, classmates take these requests “personally” and resent their classmates for telling them what to do. Students learn to navigate this tension in a way that allows for the accomplishment of class goals without compromising social relationships. The tension that results dictates the development of relationships and has an effect on the learning that takes place in the class. Additionally, it impacts the progress that students make up the mountain toward the zenith. 

Learning the Ropes and Keeping Them Tight

The tension that all students described between themselves and other students in the fine arts department demonstrates another impact that the students’ relationships have on their learning. While for one student the tension that his supervisory relationship created in his social relationships was described as stifling and filled with pressure, most of the tension that developed between students working together in the fine arts department seemed to enhance the learning experience. The importance of identity formation and development again runs through this theme as students struggle to maintain civil and productive working relationships with all students in the department. 


On one hand, the students yield to the organizational culture of the department which the fine arts teachers have cultivated. The system of recognition and rewards for students who demonstrate effective interpersonal skills impacts student decisions on how to relate to their peers in the class. Ironically, it is the students’ desire to function as individuals and to maximize the levels of authorship over their own learning that cause them to fall into line in terms of acceptable behavior. When students are assigned to work with someone they do not like or respect, they collaborate respectfully and collaboratively in the hope that their subjugation of their personal feelings and impulses will result in opportunities to choose collaborators with whom they can be themselves and work more comfortably. The interpersonal tension that and potential for conflict that exists between students as individuals leads to an intrapersonal tension that leads to the development of at least two social selves. One of these interacts with the hope of minimizing conflict, the other in the hopes of establishing oneself as an individual who can have fun, laugh, and relate to others with whom he feels comfortable.  
Theme Three: Students must achieve a balance between their “Social/Fun Selves” and their “Business/Learner Selves” in order to be successful.
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The metaphor of the mountain climber has the climber holding onto a rope on the side of a mountain and shifting weight from one leg to the other while using both hands and arms to pull himself up the mountain. The students in this study all described the importance of balance between what I call their “social” or “fun” selves, and their “business” or “learner” selves. The students relate to one another as social selves during the interactions that most resemble student relationships outside of the fine arts department. Conversation is fun, relaxed, random, funny, and not driven by the need to accomplish anything in particular. In purely social conversations, students may make fun of one another in a practice called “checking”, or they may make jokes about themselves or others. These social conversations are filled with laughter. This “social self” is represented by one leg of the mountain climber. 


The demanding requirements of the fine arts department require conversation in which students interact as their “business” selves. This style of conversation is task-oriented, assignment-driven, and necessary for students to receive credit and recognition in the fine arts production class. This style of relating is necessary for students to learn the skills and knowledge from one another that are necessary to move further up the mountain of accomplishment. Students who have responsibilities must employ this style frequently because they are accountable to their teachers and to their classmates for making sure work is accomplished. 


The students make progress up the mountain by learning to use both legs to move up. They learn to balance their desire to have fun, social relationships that can lead to lasting friendships with their desire for both teacher and peer recognition that leads to additional responsibilities, duties, and assignments. The balance is critical because lack of esteem from teachers and colleagues can actually damage social relationships. Conversely, a demonstrated inability to effectively work with other students can have a negative impact on teacher perception which affects work assignments. 


The experience of building relationships with other high school students is a wrestling match with oneself and a constant awareness of the pressures to both perform assigned tasks in a way that is impressive to teachers and to peers, but in a way that does not makes oneself look foolish, “like a prick”, like a kiss-up, or like someone who is “no fun”. The experience involves constantly shifting weight from one leg to the other. An awareness of the social standing of others dictates the kind and intensity of relationship that one builds with other students in the program.


Learning from students with whom the participants have a positive, fun social relationship greases the rails and makes the learning and time slide by faster. This style of learning is comfortable because it is balanced. It is enjoyable because the social interaction feels appropriate for one’s age, grade-level, and level of social experience. There is no sense of guilt that time is being wasted, because the assigned task or learning experience is still occurring despite the high levels of “fun” that are taking place. Students can “laugh along the way” at each other, themselves, or other students…much in the same way they would if they were eating out at a restaurant or socializing at someone’s house. The learning is neither a byproduct nor an afterthought. The learning eases the social interaction because the time is being spent productively and the students can feel good about the work they are doing. The students in this study learned the appropriate balance in the department from observing older students.

Achieving this sense of balance allows the students to learn more knowledge and skills than they do in situations where the balance is skewed too far to one side or another. Time passes quickly, confidence builds, and friendships are developed. These friendships have the added benefit of creating a larger pool of students who have good working relationships with each other. There are more climbers available to offer advice or direct instruction. When climbers on both side of the rope are balancing correctly to pull themselves up the mountain, the tension in the rope is maximized and dead weight on the other side is minimized. Business is taken care of which pleases teachers, student supervisors, and the students themselves. Social situations are fostered which makes students feel good about themselves, their work, and their decision to commit so much time and effort to one particular class. The balance keeps the students from falling down or placing too much strain on themselves. 

Shifting Your Weight and Achieving Balance

The participants’ descriptions of the importance of balance between their “business selves” and their “social selves” demonstrates their awareness of their own responsibility for their learning. This balance is necessary for them to succeed both in the eyes of their teachers and in the esteem of their peers. These students were aware that they learn more and learn better when they are working with other students who they enjoy socially. They are aware that their peers will judge them based on the level of balance that they manage to achieve. 


Students view the quest for balance as another opportunity to define themselves as individuals. They must take ownership over their learning which, in this fine arts department, is almost always equated with work. All three participants described students who erred on one side or another of the balance between work and fun. It is interesting to note that the balance is not between the desires of the community (business selves) versus the desires of the individual (social selves). The participants describe a situation in which the community and individual desires complement one another and lead to increased levels of learning as well as improves or at least maintained social relationships. None of the participants in this study described an oppression of the mores of the community at the expense of themselves as individuals, although I can imagine that does affect some students. Instead, the students seemed to describe that the balance of business selves and social selves led to the most harmony and satisfaction with a “third” self, the individual or “selfish” self. 


All three students had different reasons for choosing to strive for balance in their interactions with others. Austin was motivated primarily by social relationships. Jordan was driven to learn. Isaac truly wanted both social relationships and the increased responsibility and recognition that accompany learning. In all three cases, the students’ work to achieve balance satisfied their most basic, selfish needs. Though the organizational structure and culture of the community recognized and rewarded more “balanced” relationships, the students did not feel that they were compromising their own desires in the interest of the community. 

Theme Four: Students feel responsible to students who came before and those who are following behind.
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One of the main forces that keep these students moving up the metaphorical mountain is actually a burden that could be slowing them down. All three students expressed a responsibility to the other students in the program as well as to the students who came before them. For these students, participation in the class is not optional from year to year. They are indebted to the students who taught them skills and knowledge, and to let go of the rope at this point in their high school careers would be morally unacceptable as well as socially difficult due to the loss of esteem from classmates and teachers it would engender. This idea is true even when the climb is treacherous or monotonous, as Isaac described it to be by the end of his senior year: 

Senior Isaac has reached that peak. He took the fast track up the mountain, and now he's where he wanted to be. The problem is, the view isn't as great as he thought it would be. And he's at the peak, but now he must stay here for an entire semester. Do I feel accomplished? Yes, very. I'm proud of the work I did, and I feel that I've had an experience incomparable to most other HS students anywhere. But the climbing was so monotonous, and so constant that I got burnt out.

The weight includes an obligation to carry on what these students view as a legacy of excellence in the class. In terms of their relationships with each other, this weight causes the participants to consider the learning needs of their fellow students when managing their time or projects. Each of these students felt a sense of obligation to teach the younger students or to help along the students who do not have the same amounts of experience or knowledge. While the experience of teaching another student is filled with the kind of social tension described previously, the experience can be rewarding and filled with a sincere pride in having passed on knowledge that may add to the perpetuity of the class. Teaching other students slows the participants down, can be frustrating when the younger students are not committed, and places additional responsibility on the student doing the teaching.  However, each participant acknowledged that, at some point, older students took responsibility for them and showed them the ropes both in terms of how to do the work technically, as well as how to function successfully in the class. Each of these participants was grateful for those who came before, and those who took the time to keep them up to speed in terms of skills. Interestingly, the two oldest participants were grateful that the older students tolerated their youthful, inappropriate behavior. 

In the mountain climber metaphor, taking the time to teach other students on the other side of the rope is an act of sacrifice on the part of the older, more experienced student. All three students acknowledged that it takes longer to complete a task when you are trying to teach another student at the same time. This situation is similar to the climber on one side of the rope leaning back and pulling the rope so that the other climber moves closer to the top of the mountain without having to exert as much effort of his own. The older climber does not make progress up the mountain at that time in terms of accomplishing his own goals. However, he does move another climber closer to his own position which ensures continuity in the department and puts the younger climber in a better position to help other students through pulling his weight in the future. Perhaps most importantly to the students, the older climber is returning the favor for the older students who, at some point, put their own progress on hold in order to help them further up the mountain. 

“Pulling Your Weight” Up the Mountain


Theme four focuses on the sense of moral obligation to other students that was described by each of the participants in the study. Their intense feelings of responsibility to other students and to the historical community as a whole are unlike the “every man for himself” ethos that is found in most traditional classrooms. Interestingly, this sense of responsibility did not seem to have ulterior motives or opportunities for personal gain as described by the students. Instead, the students felt that passing on their learned knowledge as it was passed down to them was simply the right thing to do. All three participants expressed this sentiment, and expressed frustration with the amount of extra time and effort it took to teach younger students. 


The sense of obligation to students who came before is enhanced by the personal relationships these participants shared with the older students who have already graduated. Their feelings of inclusion and acceptance in the community of practice are enhanced by the sense of continuity that comes from knowing the people who held the responsibilities that one now holds. These students were all keenly aware, however, of the previous generations of students who came through the fine arts department and the importance of not letting them down. While many of the other aspects of the students’ behaviors were motivated by what could ultimately be called selfish desires, their dedication to the other students in the production class and their resulting dedication to their learning was described in selfish ways. 
Theme Five: Navigating relationships can be treacherous and awkward, and fraught with social pitfalls.


The climbers have an interest in helping one another up the mountain, and they have the footsteps of previous generations in which to follow. However, the way up the mountain remains treacherous and students realize that they must tread carefully. The experience of learning from other students presents many social pitfalls and both potentially awkward and truly awkward situations.  The hierarchical structure of the class puts students in the position of being responsible for the work of their classmates who are, many times, their friends. The experience of correcting or “calling out” one of their friends is one that none of these participants enjoyed, but each accepted as being part of their responsibility as leaders. 

Conversely, these participants understood when one of their classmates was forced to call them out for not having completed a task or assignment. This sometimes created anger or resentment, but this was usually only a short-term response to the situation. Two of the participants expressed that they were less understanding when a teacher called them out in front of their peers than they were if a peer called them out. One expressed specifically that the peers were more forgiving and understanding than the teachers because the students usually had a deeper understanding of the circumstances than the teachers did. Contributing to the understanding of their peers was a feeling of self-preservation that suggested that it was in the interest of classmates to make teachers and others aware that their colleagues were not doing their work. Otherwise, the teachers would blame the supervisor solely for the lack of task completion. 


The participants have greater respect for those students who had learned to correct their colleagues in a way that was friendly or nice, and they tended to model their own behaviors on those students. Isaac learned to “check” his classmates when the work was not done properly or done at all. He modeled this after an older student who would make sarcastic comments when Isaac was behind on his work. Isaac greatly appreciated this method of supervision because it was not socially awkward, and yet met the older student’s objective of having reminded Isaac to do the work. All of the students struggled with the best approach of correcting other students, and two avoided the situation whenever possible. The participant who most often had to correct other students was the most conflicted about it and felt the most awkward about his situation. 

Another treacherous potential pitfall is that of letting a failure to meet class responsibilities impact social relationships. Each of the participants described the correlation between respect from classmates and teachers and the ability to maintain a pleasant or fun working environment at school. The two older students were less concerned with this, perhaps because they were more confident in their places and more balanced in their approaches to their relationships and their learning. Austin’s descriptions of his experiences revealed the most often that classmates will view students in light of their behavior and performance on class objectives. Students want to please their teachers and earn the esteem of their peers in the class, most importantly their older peers. 

Watch Your Step Along the Way


Students in the fine arts department learned coping mechanisms to deal with the fact that their responsibilities in the class required them to correct both the work and behavior of other students. These “lessons” occurred both privately and publicly in the production meetings that took place every day. Students went to great lengths to avoid conflict and maintain a harmonious working environment. Their ability to handle these class responsibilities correctly creates stress conflicting feelings toward other students. It contributes to the tension that students feel between one another. 


Students’ attempts to navigate the potential social pitfalls are grasping with construction of identity within the class. Their behaviors toward other students are constantly negotiated based on relationship, prior experience with the student, and context. Students learned to meet both their social and “business” objectives by correcting students in a playful or mocking manner. In at least one case, however, the student’s conflicted feelings over the perceptions of those he had corrected caused great deals of stress, frustration, and self-doubt. The importance of reflection as part of the students’ experiences is revealed in this theme as students act, reflect, and adjust their approaches to their social relationships in light of the overt and implied feedback that is provided to them by their peers. This constant reflection and adjustment impacts both social relationships and the learning process through the expansion and limiting of access to other students and the learning opportunities they provide. The feeling that “everybody’s watching” the way each student handles their supervisory responsibilities has broad implications on student behavior and learning. 

Summary


In this chapter I introduced the findings from my data collection. I presented the findings though the presentation of Individual Textural and Structural Descriptions, through a composite first-person narrative, and through the use of a unifying metaphor as a conceptual framework for a discussion of the five themes that emerged from this research. The five themes capture the essences of the participants’ experiences forming relationships in a high school fine arts department. 


In Chapter Five I will discuss the substantive findings that are suggested by the development and analysis of the five themes captured by the conceptual framework of the mountain climber. I will note how those findings compare with the existing literature and discuss some of the implications for educational practice that these findings suggest. 

CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS/IMPLICATIONS


My motivation for this study was to understand more deeply the experiences of students working in a fine arts program similar to one in which I studied and later taught. Toward this goal I chose to explore three high school students’ understandings of themselves, their peers, and the relationships that affect their learning. My initial identification of this program as a community of practice as defined by Lave and Wenger (1991) led me to explore how the relationships between students in a high school community of practice impact learning of skills and knowledge. The specific research questions that guided this study included the following:


1) How do students describe their relationships with each other in the program?

2) To what extent do relationships with each other foster learning?

3) In what ways will students report that their relationships with other students enhance their learning?

My approach to this study was as a phenomenological case study which allowed me the opportunity to have more in-depth conversations with a limited number of participants. Through the use of member checks and peer debriefing I attempted to establish the trustworthiness that is necessary for substantial qualitative work. I invited feedback from all three of the participants and maintained both verbal, personal, and electronic correspondence with them throughout the research process. This approach allowed them to meaningfully participate in the research and co-author their own descriptions of their experiences as they relate to the study as a whole. I also engaged in meaningful dialogue with other researchers to give others the opportunity to evaluate and critique my analysis and findings. 

By carefully following Moustakas’ (1994) model of phenomenological data analysis, I gathered, transcribed, analyzed, and categorized the participants’ descriptions of their experiences working with other students in a high school fine arts department that functions as a community of practice as defined by Lave and Wenger (1991). This analysis resulted in Individual Textural-Structural Descriptions that captured the essences of each of the three participants’ experiences in the fine arts department. I then analyzed those descriptions to identify common themes and experiences that would represent the shared experiences of the three students as one “case”. This analysis resulted in the development of a composite first-person narrative as well as the development of five themes that captured the essences of the participants’ experiences as they related to my initial research questions. The essential themes that resulted are as follows:

1) Students feel gratitude toward students who went before and offered guidance and help.

2) Social relationships are filled with a necessary tension that allows students to make progress toward goals.

3) Students must achieve a balance between their “Social/Fun Selves” and their “Business/Learner Selves” in order to be successful.

4) Students feel responsible to students who came before and those who are following behind.

5) Navigating relationships can be treacherous and awkward, and fraught with social pitfalls.

The themes were presented in the context of a conceptual metaphor comparing the students’ experiences to those of mountain climbers whose journey is dependent on the experiences of other climbers on the mountain and on the shared equipment and approaches used by the mountain climbers to climb the mountain. This new conceptual framework allowed me to view the experience through the visual images suggested by the participants who tended to describe their experiences in the class as working their way “up” rather than toward the “center” as implied by Lave and Wenger’s (1994) communities of practice framework. In this chapter I will present my conclusions based on my data analysis and discuss the possible implications of this research on educational practice. I will also compare these findings and implications to the existing literature and suggest directions for further study for other researchers. 
Conclusions


My conversations with student participants in a high school fine arts program have led me to several observations which may explain why these students, who all got involved with their own fine arts department for different reasons, had similar things to say about their journey from the base of the mountain toward the peak of achievement in the class. The insight gleaned from these students may point the way toward educational approaches that are not only more engaging for students, but lead to improvements in student levels of motivation to succeed, ability to work well with others, and interest in making a commitment to their own educations. 

A Model of Social Learning Suggested by This Study


According to the participants in this study, the journey from the base of the mountain toward the peak involved several common steps. Through careful analysis of the themes that emerged form my data, I identified a consistent set of behavioral phases in which each of the participants engaged. Many of these aspects of working within a community of practice overlap with observations made by Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) in their work on communities of practice, but I have attempted to draw my conclusions based solely on the descriptions of the participants’ experiences that were produced in this study. The students in this study experienced the following phases in their movement from the base of the mountain (uninvolved in the process of learning from/teaching of other students) to the peak of the mountain (full involvement/leadership in the process of learning from/teaching of other students):

1) Observation of other students

2) Interaction with other students as both “social self” and as “learner self”
3) Identification of older/more experienced student role models

4) Imitation of student role models 

5) Comparison of self to other students in community

6) Behavioral adjustments based on comparisons with others
7) Investment in the traditions/expectations of the group

8) Communication / Demonstration of shared expectations, values, behaviors, skills and knowledge to younger students

* Navigation of challenging, tension-filled social relationships with other students (this happened throughout all phases of the learning process)
It is important to note that the model of student learning outlined above is not meant to include every aspect of the participants’ experiences learning from one another, but it captures the essence of the students’ journey’s from noninvolvement to full involvement in their own learning. While this is not the only way that students learn from one another, this is the process by which three successful learners of fine arts skills and knowledge described the process of their own learning. Perhaps the most important thing for educational leaders to note is that in this model, the students are making the behavioral changes that they feel will make them more successful as learners and as social members of the group. As the students describe their journeys, their classroom teachers are present, available, and influential. However, the individuals who have the most impact on student behavior and, ultimately, student learning are the classroom peers. In the next section, I will discuss my ideas of how the findings of this study along with the model for learning outlined above could impact curricular design and classroom practice in away that might improve learning outcomes for students in a variety of subject areas. 
Implications


When combined with the existing literature on communities of practice, this research has implications for educators who are exploring the concept of school re-design or reform. While this case study focused on students working within a high school fine arts department, the thematic findings and model of learning that emerged from this research are not specific to fine arts content or to any content area at all. As Lave and Wenger (1991) noted in their original work on communities of practice, learning is taking place in communities of practice regardless of design or intention. This research indicates, most importantly, that perhaps educational leaders should consider designing for communities of practice more consciously. The major implication of this study is that the positive behavioral changes, investment in the learning community, ability to navigate social relationships, and sense of responsibility to other community members that three participants described in one fine arts department may be possible to achieve in a variety of content areas. Following a discussion of this major implication and it’s relationship to the existing literature on communities of practice, I will discuss the challenges and questions raised by these implications and how researchers may address those questions in future studies. 

From Classes to Communities of Practice

The participants in this research identified closely with their fine arts department as a community of individuals or what Lave and Wenger identified as a “community of practice” (1991). This study supports the existing literature that states that active participation in communities of practice is driven by either the desire for personal advancement or an interest in community well-being and moral obligation (Coackes & Clarke, 2006b). Each of the participants described themselves as feeling a sense of responsibility to the students who had laid the foundation for their own involvement and to those students who were following behind. Even Isaac who described himself at the end of his journey as tired, burned out, frustrated, and bored still maintained that his concern for the well-being of others motivated him to stay involved until graduation, the end of his period of obligation. These feelings of obligation to the greater community resulted in the students’ decisions to continue working in the fine arts department even when the benefits to them personally were seen as less valued. This investment manifests itself in behaviors that make a positive impact on the community as a whole. Some of the behaviors described by the participants include teaching younger students skills, values and expectations, and consciously maintaining peaceful interpersonal relationships with others. These outcomes of learners in a community setting are consistent with Lave and Wenger’s original observations on communities of practice that note the enculturation that leads one member to take responsibility for another member’s learning (1991). This research adds depth to Coackes & Clarke’s (2006b) findings by suggesting the stages through which community members pass before the sense of moral obligation (or investment) begins driving active participation. 


The sense of responsibility for others that the participants in this study described led to positive attitudes about the experience of learning in the fine arts department, and resulted in higher levels of commitment to the goals of the department and the tasks assigned. This supports the existing research that found that willingness to work, caring relationships, and positive attitudes about learning result when communities of practice are fostered (Kelehar and Heid, 2002; Reiman, 1999; Noddings; 1996). This research suggests that one of the major advantages of the community of practice in a high school setting may be the sense that students are part of an ongoing mission or community that they have an interest in perpetuating. This finding builds upon Lesser’s (2001) research that the “organizational memory” of communities of practice provide more efficiency and increased productivity. 


This research states that the student participants in this study benefitted from their involvement in a community of practice. But what does a community of practice look like in a high school, and what are the elements that constitute a successful community? In the following sections I will delineate some of the ways in which this research suggests communities of practice may be fostered in schools and contrast them with current school designs. I will also relate the findings of this research to the existing literature. 

Provide Opportunities for Students to Observe Older, More Experienced Students


The participants in this study, without exception, described older students who set high standards for behavior and performance, who modeled appropriate interactions with others, and who took precious time and attention away from their own activities to offer advice, guidance, or instruction to their younger counterparts. This early selection of student role models, or climbers who were further up the mountain, was a key aspect of what motivated the younger students to stick with the program for several years and to live up to the expectations of their mentors. One of the participants, Isaac, described the relative importance of his teachers and his mentors and peers by saying, “The teachers are always there as a last resort.” Clearly, Isaac viewed his learning in the fine arts department as a situation in which his relationships with other students mattered. 


As educational leaders, these student observations are filled with implications about how we can, in Lave and Wenger’s words, “facilitate for” communities of practice in our schools (1991). Students must have an opportunity to see older students at work, applying their own skills and knowledge in practical, real situations that make an impact on the school or community. The students in this study were producing television shows and theatre productions that would have audiences and generate feedback and discussion. These participants noted that a failure to adequately perform would result in embarrassment. Younger students watched the older students to see who would handle the responsibilities in a way that resulted in professional productions that were praised by teachers and admired by community members. Students made note of the social statuses and friendships that were enjoyed by older students who performed well. As noted in my learning model, the students compared themselves with those other students and made adjustments to their behavior based on their observations. 


Our current educational system is based on an industrial model of information transmission from teacher directly to student The most significant relationship in most classrooms is between the teacher, as disseminator of information, and the student, as information recipient (Roth, 2007). Educational configurations that facilitate for communities of practice take the “group work” concept to a more comprehensive conclusion that allows students to take more responsibility for their own learning experiences. As this research suggests, a large part of that experience is the opportunity to select older, more experienced role models in the educational setting. 

In order to give the students the opportunity to self-select older role models, two things must happen. First, students must be placed in educational situations where they have an opportunity to observe older students at work. Second, we must facilitate educational situations in which older students have the opportunity to interact with older role models in educational contexts. This research suggests that access to older students who are further along in their studies may impact a number of educational outcomes that could include student retention, social enculturation, and student achievement. To allow this to happen, educational leaders must acknowledge once and for all that separating students by age and/or ability level may rob students of the opportunity to define themselves as both learners and as community members who are accountable for the quality of their skills and knowledge in a public setting.   

Encourage Student Interaction That Leads to Healthy “Social Tension”

 
My interviews with the three student participants in this study highlighted the social tension that existed between students in the fine arts department. This tension stemmed from the awareness that each student had for the reputations of other students as both “learner/business” selves and “social/fun” selves. Students carefully chose friends, project partners, and class associates based on a keen awareness of which students were successfully balancing the “business” demands of the class, and the “fun” interactions that made the hard work of the class tolerable and even enjoyable. The participants actually worried that others would judge them based on their class performances, and they were concerned that even best friends might turn their backs on them if work was not up to the standards of the class. In turn, each of the participants described ways in which they judged other students in their department and contrasted themselves with those who they felt were not behaving, contributing, or learning, in a way that was appropriate. 


Adolescents are keenly aware of the social status of their friends and acquaintances in any educational setting. What stood out in my data was the mature way that these students interacted with peers who they did not respect or even like.  While a tension certainly existed between students who did not have respect for one another, the prevailing awareness of student reputation had an influence on the way those students interacted. Ideal working relationships were filled with fun, laughter, and light-hearted banter. More tension-filled relationships, at worst, were described as boring, tedious, or awkward. They were not, however, described as full of conflict, angst, or disrespectful language. This is in spite of the fact that most of these projects were carried out in situations of minimal supervision by teachers. 


Many educational organizational structures minimize the amount of student interaction lest student conflict or playfulness arise. This forced attempt to subjugate the unique personalities of the students may be having adverse outcomes for the students as learners. The experiences of the participants suggest that the opportunities to interact with peers in a variety of contexts leads to more mature social development as well as more deeply impactful learning experiences. The students in this study described that they learned best when their learning experiences were balanced between “business” (or learning) and “fun” (or social interaction). Instead of limiting the opportunities for social interaction in learning experiences, educational leaders should look for opportunities to allow students the freedom to form, evaluate, modify, and manage their relationships with other students in academic settings. The navigation of awkward, tension-filled social relationships that is a part of adolescent life appears to play an important role in adolescent learning. This study suggests that if students see the relationships between their academic work and their social relationships, they will strive to strike a balance between work and fun. As Austin stated, students will do the work and “laugh along the way”. 

This study contributes to the existing literature by supporting research suggesting that the social benefits of participation in a community of practice lead to positive behavioral changes that impact business performance (Lesser, 2001). This study adds to the literature by suggesting that one of those behavioral changes may be an improved ability and willingness to control behaviors that others might perceive as rude, difficult, mean, or disrespectful. The participants in this study described a willingness to work peaceably with those they did not like so as not to negate the positive social benefits of their community of practice.  
Isaac, Jordan, and Austin all described the experience of working with someone who they did not like. All three students stated that while it was possible to both teach and to learn under constricting social circumstances, the experience of learning was less fun, more tedious, and more fraught with tension. The motivator for making sure that the learning occurred through the completion of the project was the desire to maintain a reputation for being able to work with anyone under any circumstances. The promise of future social experiences that were more positive and fun serve as a motivator to suppress negative social impulses in learning situations that are strained and not fun. Students developed strategies for correcting and receiving corrections from students who they do not like. These strategies were less desirable than the more socially stimulating processes of checking, joking, or laughing at the mistakes of others that is more common between students who do get along well. The students in this study made behavioral choices based on their self-perception and their perceptions of others. In academic settings where social interaction and self-discovery are not permitted, those behavioral choices may be made in a vacuum and without the social experience that leads students to behaviors that create acceptance and success. 

Design Schools That De-emphasize “Beginnings” and “Endings” to Learning


The students in this study were aware of their places in the history of the fine arts department at their school. They talked with ease about those who came before them and those who would come after them. They expressed interest in what the class would be like the next years, and in whether their younger peers would handle their responsibilities exceptionally. One of the most important findings of this study is that the student participants in this community of practice related closely to their places in the legacy of their program. 


This finding suggests that educational leaders must train teachers and students in a way that celebrates the traditions of the school, the teacher, and the subject area in which the students are learning. Most high school basketball players can tell describe the last time their school won a state championship or beat the cross-town rival. Not many students know the percentage of students the previous year who scored advanced or proficient on their state assessments. 

If we as educators expect students to rise to or exceed the bar that has been set by previous students, we must do a better job of making sure students are aware of the accomplishments of their predecessors. While an awareness of previously earned test scores may be a part of that formula, I believe students identify even more closely with physical artifacts that demonstrate the mastery of older or former students. In this study, participants were familiar with previous theatre and television productions. This familiarity laid the groundwork for conversations with older students and students who had already graduated from high school! These conversations and acquaintances not only served as valuable informational resources, but as sources of institutional knowledge that helped maintain a continuity of behavioral and performance expectations. 

The existence of the predominant educational calendar which involves set terms with a beginning, middle, and end does not encourage students to see themselves within the context of a greater community of learners or leaders. For students to become familiar with the challenges, benefits, traditions, and expectations of a particular academic discipline, educational leaders must explore ways to make content part of a greater school-wide mission of which each content area plays a particular role. Educators must facilitate experiences in which graduates and older students share insight and stories of their own time as learners and how it has influenced their lives. An exploration of alternative educational structures should include opportunities to make “units of study” less pronounced and independent of one another. 

The “investment” phase of the learning model that emerged from this study may have profound implications for student learning, achievement, and completion of high school. Our current academic calendar puts great emphasis on milestones like interim reports, midterm exams, chapter and unit tests, and other quantitative, linear ways to gauge the value of a student and his or her learning in the class. The development of organizational approaches that allow students to see themselves and their contributions as having value to the greater organization helps minimize the impact that a series of “failing” grades currently has on many underachieving students. Investment in at least one part of the student’s overall academic life may have benefits for all content areas. However, as long as school assessments are organized around a “one and done” system that attempts to measure student knowledge of a particular skill only once without considering the broader learning that is taking place, students will continue to feel discouraged and alienated.

A shift away from traditional schedule alignments would involve an overhaul of the currently accepted models of instructional design, and more research is necessary to determine the best way to accommodate such a model. One suggestion educators might consider is the implementation of the multi-age “production meeting” that I experienced as a high school student in my own fine arts department and that existed in the department from which my participants were selected. These meetings allowed younger students to watch older students being held accountable for their learning or work, or for their lack of learning or work. This was the setting in which the participants described how older students handled themselves, answered questions, and interacted with adults. Students then broke off to work on projects that typically involved groups with a mix of ages and experience levels. Younger, less experienced students were not expected to perform at the same levels as the older students, but the younger students were expected to assist in the completion of the project in ways that were appropriate for their skill level. 

This multi-age learning tends to happen in elective classes like yearbook, school newspaper, JROTC programs, band, and literary journal. It happens in clubs, sports, and other extracurricular activities. What these experiences have in common is that students are working together toward the creation or completion of specific goals or projects that allow them to put all of their skills together. Content is not taught in “units” in these educational experiences. Students must attain certain knowledge and skills in order to complete the tasks at hand. Students may learn these skills or knowledge in entirely different orders or through different means according to their levels of commitment, willingness to learn independently, and levels of exposure to older students who are further along. Contrast this with a typical English, math, science, social studies, or foreign language class in which content is taught, learning is assessed, and the class moves on regardless of the individual levels of mastery. Students may not be held accountable for a particular unit until the semester exam if at all. Students in the more interactive production meetings have the opportunity to model appropriate behaviors and skills to younger students. 


A significant aspect of eliminating the current “time frames” of educational thinking is allowing students of different age and experience levels to work together more consistently. These interactions add to the sense of continuity that the participants in this research described. In addition, it also produces the kind of social benefits previously discussed. Both Haneda (1997) and Vygotsky (1978) discussed the benefits of allowing students to interact in cooperation with their peers. Haneda observed that a student’s learning progress within a community of practice was influenced heavily by the skills and attributes of the learning partners with whom that student interacts (1997). His observation is supported by this research which suggests that students depend on the expertise and generosity of older, more experienced students to teach skills and knowledge. 


Lesser (2001) noted the positive behavioral changes that resulted from participation in communities of practice. This research contributed to the literature by suggesting that such behavioral changes may result from the tension that accompanies navigation of challenging social relationships in an environment in which effective interpersonal skills are valued by community members and facilitators. The increased access to leadership roles, responsibilities, and social status that participants in this study describe also supports Schoen’s (2001) research that describes the “social capital” that community members may accrue when they develop and maintain positive relationships with others. Schoen found that individuals with social capital demonstrate higher levels of performance and satisfaction.
Suggestions for Future Study


This phenomenological case study allowed me to explore deeply the experiences of a limited number of students working in a specific academic environment. While my findings indicate that these students passed through similar phases in their movement from non-involvement in their own learning to full participation, the study brings up a number of questions that could be addressed by researchers looking to expand the knowledge base on how the social relationships of students impact student learning. In this section I will suggest how other researchers might expand upon or build upon this study. 


This study contributed to the literature by heeding Nardi’s (1996) call for research that considered the perspectives of individual participant members of communities of practices so as not to oversimplify the experiences of all participants. While this research added the authentic voices of high school participants to the dialogue on communities of practice, there is still a dearth of literature describing the lived experiences of high school students working in educational organizations in general and in communities of practice specifically. There is an opportunity for research to continue to utilize the authentic voices of students to find out what kinds of lessons, experiences, and projects are of interest to students. The challenge to educators from that point forward is to determine how to integrate essential skills and knowledge into these educational experiences.


One of the most critical questions that this research evokes concerns the transferability of the community of practice model into other classroom settings. The participants in this study described enhanced learning and social outcomes resulting from their experience in a fine arts department that is project based. Research work is needed to determine whether exclusively project-based learning is beneficial to students in traditionally “core” academic areas like math, English, science, or social studies. 


Researchers should also explore the experiences of students in mixed skill and mixed age school communities to determine if the experiences of the students in this study are similar to those in other contexts, content areas, or arrangements. This research would speak to the questions, “What does the optimal community look like?” and, “What kind of students need to be in the community?”

Researchers should attempt to learn more about the teachers who are currently facilitating communities of practice in their educational experiences. In this regard, I echo Graven’s (2004) call for additional work to be done on the role of the teacher in formal educational settings in which communities of practice are facilitated. Hogan (2002) found that high school participation in community-based practitioner groups is challenging and difficult to realize, but there is little research about the challenges of facilitating communities of practice within existing educational designs. Are there teachers who have taken this model and applied it to more traditional “core” academic classes? How do teachers who have implemented more opportunities for students to interact socially describe their experiences making the changes? Do their observations about student relationships mirror the descriptions of the students regarding their own interactions? 


Quantitative and qualitative researchers should attempt to find relationships between student participation in communities of practice and indicators of student success including attendance, graduation rates, and academic achievement. While the three participants in this study could all be described as “successful” learners who benefitted from their involvement in the fine arts department, each of those students described other students who they felt were not “pulling their weight” or learning successfully. It is important that researchers expand the scope of this study to include as many different perspectives as possible so the conclusions do not reflect the experiences of students who are successful only. 


One question that emerged from this study concerns the academic achievements of the students in the case study. In my conversations with the three participants, learning was indicated by each student’s ability to engage in the often-complicated work of the theatre and television department. My discussions did not include any conversations about the student’s academic abilities as reflected by grades, standardized test scores, or other more traditional academic assessments. It would be helpful for researchers to compare the academic performance of students who work in educational environments in which communities of practice are facilitated and nurtured by educational leaders. The important question in studies that include data about academic achievement is this: Do students of all academic abilities demonstrate the same levels of commitment, learning, and concern for the maintenance of peaceful social relationships that these students expressed? It would be useful to find out if students who were involved in high school communities of practice were more likely to graduate than those whose curricular structures were more traditional. 


More research is needed on the types of organizational designs that students prefer. In what types of classes do students feel that their relationships are most important? In what types of classes do students feel most responsible for other students in the class? In what types of classes do students feel that they have the most input into their learning? Both qualitative and quantitative studies are needed in order to make sure educational leaders are considering the voices of the students when making decisions about school re-design or organizational changes. 

Summary


The educational experiences of students are as varied as the personalities as the students themselves. And yet, the three students with whom I spoke described the phases of their relationships in similar ways. Each student experienced the processes of observation, interaction, identification, imitation, comparison, behavioral adjustments, investment, and communication/demonstration while navigating challenging, tension-filled relationships with their peers. The students expressed that the aforementioned processes relied on interaction with classmates that allowed them to move from the periphery of the community toward full participation in the learning community. None of the experiences or processes suggested by this learning model was dependent on the linear, traditional style of knowledge dissemination by an instructor in a teacher-centered classroom. 


For students to take full ownership of their learning, educators must determine better ways to facilitate for communities of practice that lead to true investment of students in their educations. We must begin to view student relationships as an essential component of and not a distraction from student learning. The findings of this phenomenological case study add to the literature that suggests that allowing students to interact in meaningful ways may lead to behavioral changes which benefit both the student and the learning environment. It would seem that students’ desires for meaningful relationships with their peers and educator desires for more meaningful learning experiences are not mutually exclusive. As educators, our challenge is to create educational designs that allow both outcomes to occur without letting ourselves get in the way. 
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Timeline for Completion of Research

	Time (in days, weeks, months)
	Duration of activity
	Description of activity
	Participant’s role

	Week 1, Day 1
	1) One Week

2) Entirety of study

3) Entirety of study


	1) Consult with teacher about possible participant

2) Bracketing interviews

3) Reflective journaling
	None

	Week 2, Day 1


	One Week
	Contact participant who meet criteria via e-mail—follow up with phone call
	Evaluate offer of participation and respond 

	Week 3, Day 1


	One hour
	1) Meet with participant informally to discuss project and build rapport

2) Get participant’s recommendation of other students to contact
	1) Meet with researcher and ask questions if desired

2) Offer suggestions of other qualified participants

	Week 3, Day 2


	One hour
	First formal interview with participant #1
	Respond to open-ended questions 

	Week 3, Day 4
	1) Four hours

2) Thirty minutes
	1) Transcribe interview

2) Contact recommended participants via e-mail
	1) None

2) Evaluate offers of participation and respond



	Week 3, Day 5


	One hour
	Member check with participant #1 
	Respond to transcription

	Week 4, Day 1


	One hour
	First formal interview with participant #2
	Respond to open-ended questions 

	Week 4, Day 2
	Four hours


	Transcribe interview
	None

	Week 4, Day 3
	One hour
	Member check with participant #2
	Respond to transcription 

	Week 4, Day 4


	One hour
	First formal interview with participant #3
	Respond to open-ended questions

	Week 4, Day 5


	Four hours


	Transcribe interview
	None

	Week 5, Day 1


	One hour
	Member check with participant #3
	Respond to transcription 

	Week 5, Days 2-5


	Ten hours
	Analyze data from first round of interviews
	None 

	Week 6, Day 1
	One hour
	Second formal interview with participant #1
	Respond to open-ended questions 

	Week 6, Day 2
	Four hours
	Transcribe interview
	None

	Week 6, Day 3


	One hour
	Member check with participant #1 
	Respond to transcription

	Week 6, Day 4
	One hour
	Second formal interview with participant #2
	Respond to open-ended questions 

	Week 6, Day 5
	Four hours


	Transcribe interview
	None

	Week 7, Day 1


	One hour
	Member check with participant #2
	Respond to transcription 

	Week 7, Day 2


	Two Hours
	Second formal interview with participant #3
	Respond to open-ended questions

	Week 7, Day 3


	Four hours


	Transcribe interview
	None

	Week 7, Day 4
	One hour
	Member check with participant #3
	Respond to transcription 

	Week 8


	Ten hours
	Analyze data from first round of interviews
	None 

	Week 9, Day 1


	One hour
	Third formal interview with participant #1
	Respond to open-ended questions 

	Week 9, Day 2
	Four hours


	Transcribe interview


	None



	Week 9, Day 3
	One hour
	Member check with participant #1 
	Respond to transcription

	Week 9, Day 4


	One hour
	Third formal interview with participant #2
	Respond to open-ended questions 

	Week 9, Day 5


	Four hours


	Transcribe interview
	None

	Week 10, Day 1


	One hour
	Member check with participant #2
	Respond to transcription 

	Week 10, Day 2


	Two Hours
	Third formal interview with participant #3
	Respond to open-ended questions

	Week 10, Day 3


	Four hours


	Transcribe interview
	None

	Week 10, Day 4


	One hour
	Member check with participant #3
	Respond to transcription 

	Week 11


	Ten hours
	Analyze data from third round of interviews
	None 

	Week 12
	Three weeks


	Begin synthesis of data into composite descriptions
	None



	Week 15
	One week
	Member checks with all participants 
	Respond to composite descriptions

	Week 16
	One week
	Peer debriefings
	None 

	Week 17
	Six weeks


	Finalize write-up of data
	None


Appendix C: Parental Permission Form
Parental Permission Form for Participation of a Child in a Research Study

The University of Memphis

Communities of Practice in a Southeastern Suburban High School Fine Arts Department

Description of the research and your child’s participation

Your child has been invited to participate in a research study conducted by Ted Horrell, a doctoral student in Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at the University of Memphis. The purpose of this research is to explore the experiences of three high school students working in a fine arts program in a Mid-Southern high school

Your child’s participation will involve participating in three interviews of approximately one-hour in length with the researcher to discuss your child’s experiences working with other students in the school’s fine arts program. The researcher will record the interviews and transcribe them himself. 

The amount of time required for your child’s participation will be approximately three hours. 

Risks and discomforts

I believe the primary risk for the participants in this study is the risk of their confidentiality being violated. Because I will ask students about their working relationships with other students in the program, they may worry that their responses will not be kept private or that other students will find out how the participants have described their working relationships with those students. These social and psychological risks could cause anxiety in the participants. I feel that the probability of the students experiencing these risks is minimal and that assurances by the researcher would likely set the participants’ minds at ease.

Potential benefits

While there are no known benefits to participating in this research, the participants could possibly benefit psychologically and/or emotionally from the focused interest in their work and relationships with other students. 

Protection of confidentiality

We will do everything we can to protect your child’s privacy. First, I would make sure I did not share the identity of the participants with any other member of the school staff or students at the school. Second, I will be certain that my notes, transcripts, and other documentation use a pseudonym when referring to the students in the study. In addition, I would remove any identifying characteristics of the school, faculty, students, or community from the transcripts of my interviews. I would also take steps to protect my electronic documentation such as making sure my computers were password protected and that electronic information was “locked” at all times. Your child’s identity will not be revealed in any publication that might result from this study.)

In rare cases, a research study will be evaluated by an oversight agency, such as the University of Memphis Institutional Review Board or the federal Office for Human Research Protections, that would require that we share the information we collect from your child. If this happens, the information would only be used to determine if we conducted this study properly and adequately protected your child’s rights as a participant.

Voluntary participation

Participation in this research study is voluntary. You may refuse to allow your child to participate or withdraw your child form the study at any time.   Your child will not be penalized in any way should you decide not to allow your child to participate or withdraw your child from this study.

Contact information

If you have any questions or concerns about this study or if any problems arise, please contact Ted Horrell at (901) 569-0485. If you have any questions or concerns about your child’s rights as a research participant, please contact the University of Memphis Institutional Review Board at (901) 678-5071. 

Consent

I have read this parental permission form and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I give my permission for my child to participate in this study.

Parent’s signature: 
   Date: 


Child’s Name: _________________________________________

A copy of this parental permission form should be given to you.
Appendix C: Interview Guide

1. Can you tell me about a time when you learned something from another student? 

2. Can you think of a time when you taught something to another student? 

3. Tell me about the experience of learning something new in the fine arts department.

4. Can you tell me about the first time you learned something from another student?

5. Can you think of a time when you enjoyed working with another student?

6. Tell me about a time when you decided to learn a new skill. How did you go about learning it?

Appendix D: Data Inventory

Transcribed Interviews: 



198 Pages

Subjectivity Stories / Reflective Writing:

  30 Pages

E-mail Correspondence (Isaac Only):


    6 Pages

Total Pages of Data:




 234 Pages
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Figure 2. Relationships become closer as participation moves from Peripheral Participation toward Full Participation.





Figure 3. Young, Intrepid Climbers Gazing the Peak





Figure 4. Learning the Ropes and Keeping Them Tight





Figure 5. Shifting Your Weight and Achieving Balance
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