TRIINU SOOMERE

Doctoral students’ perspectives
on learning about teaching
in the higher education context

DISSERTATIONES
PEDAGOGICAE
UNIVERSITATIS
TARTUENSIS

46




DISSERTATIONES PEDAGOGICAE UNIVERSITATIS TARTUENSIS
46



DISSERTATIONES PEDAGOGICAE UNIVERSITATIS TARTUENSIS
46

TRIINU SOOMERE

Doctoral students’ perspectives
on learning about teaching
in the higher education context

b

UNIVERSITY oF TARTU
Press

—
e —
O E—
—
—



Institute of Education, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tartu, Estonia

Dissertation is accepted for the commencement of the Degree of Doctor of
Philosophy in Education on May 3™, 2024, by the joint Doctoral Committee of
the Institute of Education and Institute of Ecology and Earth Sciences for
awarding doctoral degrees in education, University of Tartu.

Supervisors: Associate Professor Mari Karm, PhD
Institute of Education, University of Tartu, Estonia
Associate Professor Torgny Roxa, PhD
Academic Development Unit, Lund University, Sweden

Opponent: Professor Mari Murtonen, PhD
University of Turku, Finland

Commencement:  Institute of Education, room B148, University of Tartu,
Jakobi 5, Tartu, on June 18th, 2024, at 1.00 p.m.

This study has been supported by “Extending and reinforcing good practice in
teacher development” co-funded by European Union ERASMUS+ Programme,
number 2016-1-SK01-KA203-022551.

Co-funded by the R
Erasmus+ Programme | *  *

of the European Union

ISSN 1406-1317 (print)

ISBN 978-9916-27-542-9 (print)
ISSN 2806-2434 (pdf)

ISBN 978-9916-27-543-6 (pdf)

Copyright: Triinu Soomere, 2024

University of Tartu Press
www.tyk.ee



CONTENTS

LIST OF ORIGINAL PUBLICATIONS .....oooiiieieeeieee et 7
1. INTRODUCTION.......ctiiiieeiiteeite ettt ettt ettt et eeee s s 8
1.1. Research problem..........cccocviiiiiiiiiieeie e 8
1.2. Aim and research qUESTIONS .........ccceeecuieeriieniieeie e 11
2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ......ccoociiiiiiiiiieeieeeeeeeeeeeee 13
2.1. ReSearch COMLEXL ......coeriiriiriiriiniiniieieieeee et 13
2.1.1. Doctoral education ...........ccecueriernieenieenieenienieneeeee e 13
2.1.2. Pedagogical COUTSE.......cceovirrieriieiieiieriiesie e ere e 14

2.1.3. The relationship between research and teaching
in higher education............cccoiviiiiiniiiiiii e 15
2.2. Learning and learning-centredness ..........occveevveeeeieeeneeenveesnee e 18
2.3. University teachers’ learning about teaching.............cccceveverevrecieennnns 24

2.3.1. Learning about teaching — formal learning
for changing conceptions and approach to teaching towards

1learning-Centredness .........c.veveereereeriescreereereeseeseeseesneeneens 26
2.3.2. Learning about teaching — informal learning through

CONVETSALIONS. ....veeutieneeeiteeieeeteesteesteesteeenteenbeebeenbeesbeesseesaneenneens 27
2.3.3. Learning about teaching in an academic community................ 28
2.3.4. Learning about teaching — individual transformative learning. 31
2.4. Summary of the Theoretical Framework ...........ccccoociniiniiiiniiinnenns 34
3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ....uooiiiiieieieeiteieeieeee et 37
3.1, Research deSigN ......cccvveviereiiiiieiieieerieesee e sre e eereesraesreesraeseneseneens 37
3.2. Research method........c.oociiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 38
3.3. Selection of partiCiPants.........ccceeeeveeeeieerieeriieeieeerveeereeeseeeeereeeeeees 39
3.4. Data COICLION ..ot 40
3.5. Data ANalySiS ...ccecveevieiieiieriie ettt ettt ettt e snneenneens 42
3.6. Trustworthiness of the StUAY ........cccoceerierienieniiereeeee e, 46
3.7. Ethical considerations ...........cocueevueereeneenienienieeieeieeieesee e 49
3.8. Researcher’s role and bias..........cccoeveeveninieniinieienceiecceeeene 50
4. RESULTS ettt sttt sttt se e seeneeneas 52

4.1. PhD students’ conversations that lead to learning about teaching:
the interplay of formal and informal learning (Article I).................... 52

4.2. PhD students’ acceptance of the university teaching community’s
cultural norms and their own acceptance by the teaching community:

a phenomenographic study (Article II) .......ccocevvevcvercinciiecieeeeeen, 54

4.3. PhD students’ transformative change in teaching: a comparative
case study (Article TIT) .....ccooiieieieieeeee e, 59
4.4. Summary of main findings........c.cceccveererieeiireniiieeee e 63
5. DISCUSSION ....oiiiiiiiiniiiiicicieteteeete ettt sttt 67
5.1. Discussion of the key findings .........ccccceeveeriieiiiniieieieeee e 67



5.1.1. Interplay of informal, formal and transformative learning ....... 67

5.1.2. Learning in @ COMMUINILY .....eevvverererreereerieesieeseesnesseeseesseesens 70

5.1.3. Supervisors and learning about teaching ...........cccceeevveevveneeennen. 72

5.1.4. Transformative learning..........ccoecueevieereeneeneenienie e 75

5.1.5. Conclusion of discussion of key findings ...........ccceeevveerveennnenn. 77

5.2. Methodological diSCUSSION..........cceevveerieerierierieereeriereeseeesaeaneeseens 78
5.3. Limitations and further research ..........ccccccoeeevieiiiiiniiiiiececeeeee, 81
5.4. Conclusions and implications of the study ........ccccoeevevvvveeiieencieeenen. 82
APPENDICES ... .ottt 88
Appendix 1. INterview gUIde........ccocvevieviiiriiieiiieeeieeeeeeee e 88
Appendix 2. Research diary ........ccooeeveeniiiiiieiieeeeeeeeeee e 90
REFERENCES ...ttt ettt 93
SUMMARY IN ESTONIAN ..ottt 106
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...ttt 112
PUBLICATIONS ...ttt ettt eas 115
CURRICULUM VITAE ..ottt 156
ELULOOKIRJELDUS. ..ottt sttt 158



LIST OF ORIGINAL PUBLICATIONS

The dissertation is based on the following original publications, which are re-
ferred to in the text by their Roman numbers.

L.

1L

III.

Soomere, T., & Karm, M. (2021). PhD students’ conversations that lead to
learning about teaching: the interplay of formal and informal learning.
International Journal for Academic Development, 26(3).
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360144X.2021.1951738

Soomere, T., Karm, M., & Roxa, T. (under submission). PhD Students’
Acceptance of the University Teaching Community’s Cultural Norms and
by the Teaching Community: a Phenomenographic Study. Journal of Further
and Higher Education.

Soomere, T., & Karm, M. Rox4, T. (2024). PhD students’ transformative
change in teaching: a comparative case study. Journal of Transformative
Education. https://doi.org/10.1177/15413446241234214

Author’s contribution to the publications

The author contributed to the publications as follows:
Article I:  formulating the research questions, participating in data collection,

carrying out data analysis in cooperation with the supervisor, writing
the paper as the main author in cooperation with one of the super-
visors (Mari Karm).

Article II: developing the research design, formulating the research questions,

designing the interview guide, participating in data collection, carrying
out data analysis in cooperation with the supervisor, writing the paper
as the main author in cooperation with supervisors.

Article III: developing the research design, formulating the research questions,

designing the interview guide, participating in data collection,
carrying out data analysis in cooperation with the supervisors, writing
the paper as the main author in cooperation with supervisors.

Related conference papers

Karm, M., & Soomere, T. (2019). Shaping PhD students' teaching conceptions

through the interplay of formal and informal learning. Single paper presen-
tation. 18" biennial EARLI conference “Thinking Tomorrow’s Education:
Learning from the past, in the present and for the future”, Aachen, Germany.

Soomere, T., Karm, M., & Roxa, T. (2023). PhD Sudents' Acceptance of the

Teaching Culture and by the Teaching Community: a Phenomenographic
Sudy. 20th Biennial EARLI Conference “Education as a Hope in Uncertain
Times”, Thessaloniki, Greece.



1. INTRODUCTION

The following sections provide an overview of the research problem, as well as
the aim of the dissertation and research questions.

1.1. Research problem

The Council of Europe (2021) has in its resolution stated that European citizens’
education and training are crucial for their individual, civic and professional
growth; central to this are educators and educational leaders at all levels.
Throughout their careers, educators need support and the provision of learning
opportunities to be proficient in their jobs and to feel inspired to excel (Council
of Europe, 2021).

Over the last decades, there has been a shift in higher education policy towards a
greater emphasis on teaching. A visible trend can be observed due to the large-
scale growth of tertiary education, and due to policymakers’ expectations that
higher education will aid in the attainment of economic objectives and enhance
the employability of graduates (Colet, 2016; Magnusson & Ryztzler, 2022, Sin,
2015). An example of this policy change towards an emphasis on teaching was
the U-Multirank project funded by the European Commission, first carried out in
2010/11, where university rankings included a teaching and learning dimension,
which was a deviation from the earlier Academic Ranking of World Universities,
and from the Leiden Ranking where research was central (Gunn, 2018).

While policy documents suggest that quality of teaching is seen as being signi-
ficant for driving innovation and transformation of society, there seems to be less
interest from the higher education institutions to drive and support teaching skills
development (MacPhail, et al., 2019). Even though it is generally accepted that
Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) studies are aimed primarily at research, and much of
the efforts during doctoral studies are focused on promoting the necessary skills,
a need for learning about teaching and the development of teaching skills is
becoming increasingly apparent for PhD students, regardless of whether they
wish to have a successful career in academia or beyond. Earlier research indicates
that PhD graduates will continue their careers both within and outside universities
(Byrne, et al., 2013; Kindsiko et al., 2017). It is likely that some PhD students
will continue their careers in non-PhD awarding educational establishments
where the teaching quality is emphasised more than research output (Bergner et
al., 2015). For example, in a study about career choices of Estonian PhD degree
holders, alongside working in a university, employment as consultants and/or
adult educators was prevalent in several domains such as humanities and the arts,
social sciences, agricultural and veterinary science, as well as engineering and
technology (Kindsiko & Vadi, 2017). Similar outcomes, in terms of working as
a consultant after obtaining a PhD were indicated in a study of PhD graduates
from Catalan universities (Access to..., 2017). Working as consultants, the ability



to explain complex domain-specific information to non-specialists requires skills
akin to teaching. Adult educators also need teaching skills to function effectively
in their roles. Therefore, the development of teaching skills can be seen as a
transferrable skill necessary to many PhD students and degree holders, regardless
of whether they work within or outside the academic environment. Overall,
teaching skills are seen as a contributing factor to doctoral students’ future career
success (Edwards et al., 2014). As today’s PhD students are likely to become
tomorrow’s professors and lecturers in universities, or to work in the capacity of
consultants and adult educators outside academia (which requires skills akin to
teaching), their approach to teaching and learning therefore has a role to play in
facilitating student learning, in effectively communicating the complex scientific
ideas of their domain to parties outside of academia, and in meeting the high
demands of society for higher education.

In several studies, a lack of systematic preparation of doctoral students entering
the ranks of academia in terms of teaching has been identified (Barney, 2019;
Bergner et al., 2015; Jepsen et al., 2012; McGoldrick et al., 2010; Mycock, 2007;
Rao et al., 2021). In a study of doctoral students with teaching responsibilities
and junior academics employed by university, 40% of new faculty felt they were
unprepared for their role as university teachers in almost every aspect of the job,
and the results of the study indicated that there is not enough teacher training
during PhD studies or when junior faculty start their employment in a university
(Allgood et al., 2018). Looking at the bigger picture, Jepsen and colleagues (2012)
point to problems associated with the lack of preparation for teaching. Namely,
job dissatisfaction of junior faculty, among them PhD students, negative student
feedback about their teaching and, most importantly, lack of student learning.
These are all undesirable outcomes for universities.

A likely contributor to doctoral students being ill-prepared for the role of
teaching is the lack of perceived value of teaching compared to research in higher
education. This is due to research in universities being both valued more highly
and recognised more than teaching (Chen, 2015; Kahn, 2020; Marsh & Hattie,
2002; Norton et al., 2010). Additionally, an interest in learning about teaching or
developing one’s teaching skills may depend on identity. Some academics iden-
tify solely as researchers and not as teachers (Brownell & Tanner, 2012) and
changing that perception might be quite challenging (Vermunt et al., 2017). In a
study conducted by Jepsen and colleagues (2012), 65% of PhD students’ super-
visors were reported to support the idea that their supervisees needed to concent-
rate on their research rather than attend teaching-related courses. At the same
time, teaching has been reported to improve research skills (Feldon, et al., 2011).
Similarly, in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM)
education there is reported to be a “pervasive notion of antagonism between
research and teaching” (Shortlidge & Eddy, 2018, p. 3). For novice university
teachers, lack of formal training and guidance, as well as time pressure are likely
to lead to simply copying the style in which they themselves were taught (Knight,
2002). Therefore, the likely scenario for PhD students is the adoption of a content-
centred (also known as teacher-centred) teaching approach, where teaching is



considered to be the transmission of knowledge from the more knowledgeable
expert to passive students, as experienced in the student’s own past. Furthermore,
it might mean taking on the researcher-only identity, if this is prevalent in the
university community, or role-modelled in the behaviour and attitudes of
influential members of the PhD students’ university community.

Based on the existing research in the area regarding preparation of PhD students
for teaching, the conclusions seem to be unanimous: there is a need for preparing
doctoral students to teach (Barney, 2019). Allgood and colleagues (2018) find
that “just as success in research requires appropriate training, so does success in
the classroom” (p. 209). The benefits of preparing doctoral students for teaching
are plentiful. Brightman (2009) points to some of them: more effective teaching
is likely to better support student learning, which in turn may lead to higher
student retention rates. As in their teacher training, participants are likely to read
literature pertaining to teaching and learning, doctoral students and junior faculty
may thereby be more open to innovation in the classroom. By having preparatory
courses and other teacher training opportunities, the beginner “survival” phase in
teaching can be avoided or mitigated. For example, PhD students in marketing
who had teacher training as part of their doctoral studies reported not only feeling
more prepared for the job but also received higher student ratings (Johnston et al.,
2014). As at least some PhD students are future colleagues of their supervisors,
PhD students’ better preparation for teaching could also benefit their supervisors
if and when they teach a course together, or when the supervisor eventually passes
the torch on to the next generation. Finally, if junior faculty struggle less with
their teaching, they will have more time to dedicate to research (Brightman, 2009;
Feldon et al., 2011).

Despite the recognition that doctoral students need preparation not only in how
to do research but also in how to teach, the topic of teaching doctoral students how
to teach has not received much attention in scientific literature (Barney, 2019;
Bergner et al., 2015; Jepsen et al., 2012; McGoldrick et al., 2010; Mycock, 2007,
Rao et al. 2021). A comprehensive overview of 995 research articles concerning
doctoral studies over the last 40 years indicated that only 3% were dedicated to
teaching (Jones, 2013). The scarce previous research (for example, Ayala, 2013;
Mimirinis & Ahlberg, 2020; Remmik, 2013) which has focused on PhD students’
teaching has demonstrated that their teaching conceptions range from content-
centred (viewing teaching as focusing on what the teacher does to transmit
information to students) to learning-centred (viewing teaching as supporting
students as active agents in the learning process) (Postareff & Lindblom-Ylinne,
2008). However, little is known about how PhD students learn about teaching in
higher education context. Earlier research has called for a deeper exploration of
the teaching context and its influence on the conceptions of teaching of PhD
students (Ayala, 2013). Additionally, calls have been made for further inquiry
into the process of students’ construction of knowledge and how various social,
developmental and instructional factors may shape it (Schunk, 2016). Therefore,
this doctoral thesis aims to contribute to this body of literature, with a particular
focus on the interplay between formal and informal learning, how learning about
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teaching is shaped by the university community and culture, and how approach
to teaching could be transformed towards the learning-centred one.

1.2. Aim and research questions

The overall aim of the study presented in this doctoral thesis was to find out PhD
students’ perspectives on how different ways of learning shape their own learning
about teaching. More specifically, how informal conversations about teaching,
acceptance of the norms of the university teaching culture, acceptance of the PhD
student by the community at university, and transformation of the PhD students’
conceptions and approach towards learning-centredness shape their learning
about teaching in the higher education context. Additionally, this study aims to
provide an empirical basis for discussions concerning the development of teaching
skills during doctoral studies, to develop recommendations for doctoral
curriculum development in Estonia, and to make suggestions for the further
enhancement of teaching at universities.

The following research questions were posed in the higher education context:

1. How does the formal pedagogical course support the informal conversations
that facilitate learning about teaching from the PhD students’ perspective?
(addressed in article I)

2. How does the experience of acceptance in an academic community shape
learning about teaching from the PhD students’ perspective? (addressed in
article II)

3. How does the process of transformative learning and its context shape learning
about teaching and the transformation of conceptions and approach towards
learning-centredness from the PhD students’ perspective? (addressed in article
110)

To answer these research questions, an empirical study adopting a qualitative
approach based on qualitative semi-structured interviews was designed and con-
ducted. The study employed qualitative research method, including a research
design thematic analysis, phenomenograpy and comparative multi-case design to
explore PhD students’ learning about teaching. The results of the study relating
to the first research question, which examined PhD students’ informal learning
about teaching in the form of conversations, were presented in the following
original publication:

Soomere, T., & Karm, M. (2021). PhD students’ conversations that lead to
learning about teaching: the interplay of formal and informal learning.
International Journal for Academic Development, 26(3).

11



The results of the study relating to the second research question, i.e. exploring
learning in a community and the experiences of acceptance by PhD students of
the teaching culture norms and of PhD students by the community, were pre-
sented the in the following original publication:

Soomere, T., Karm, M., & Rox&, T. (under submission). PhD students’
acceptance of the university teaching community’s cultural norms and by
the teaching community: a phenomenographic study. Journal of Further
and Higher Education.

The third research question focused on how PhD students describe the transfor-
mation towards learning-centredness and how their teaching-learning environ-
ment enables them to implement their transformed teaching conception/
approach. The results were disseminated in the following publication:

Soomere, T., Karm, M. & Rox4, T. (2024). PhD students’ transformative
change in teaching: a comparative case study. Journal of Transformative
Education.

The thesis is organised into five parts. After the introduction, in Chapter 2, a theo-
retical framework of the dissertation is provided. This provides the research
context, gives an overview of doctoral education, background of the pedagogical
course completed by all participants, and outlines the relationship between
research and teaching in higher education. Additionally, the key concepts of
learning and learning-centeredness, university teachers’ learning about teaching
and different ways of learning about teaching are introduced, including formal,
informal, community-based, and transformative learning. Chapter 3 outlines the
research design, method, participants, data collection and analysis, trustworthi-
ness of the study, ethical considerations and the researcher’s role and bias. Chap-
ter 4 gives an overview of the results. Chapter 5 includes a discussion of the most
important findings and notes limitations of the study and suggestions for further
research as well as conclusions and implications.
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The central thematic axes of the thesis are learning and doctoral students’ learning
about teaching in the higher education context. To this end, the following sections
provide a theoretical overview of learning and of different ways of learning about
teaching. To provide a wider context for the discussion of doctoral students’
learning about teaching, an overview of doctoral education is provided first,
followed by a description of the pedagogical course completed by all participants
of the study and an overview of the relationship between research and teaching
in universities. Next, theoretical perspectives on learning, learning-centredness
and learning about teaching are introduced. This is followed by a short historical
overview of university teacher’s learning about teaching. The focus then turns
more specifically to the different elements of learning about teaching, namely,
formal learning, informal learning through conversations scaffolded by a
pedagogical course, the context where learning takes place, socialisation and
acceptance by the university community, and acceptance of the university
community’s cultural norms. Finally, the depth of learning, from the perspective
of individual transformative learning, with learning-centredness at its core, is
examined.

2.1. Research context

2.1.1. Doctoral education

The following section describes Estonian doctoral education within the European
context to provide a background for the study and to help to judge if and how the
research findings are the transferable. The outcomes of doctoral education are
defined as “contribution to society through knowledge, competences and skills
learnt by undertaking research, as well as awareness and openness towards other
disciplines” (European University Association Council for Doctoral Education,
2010, p. 5). The aim of structured doctoral education is the provision of support
and training for doctoral students while acknowledging that different nations,
disciplines, universities and students may need different skillsets (Hasgall &
Peneoasu, 2022). Research and research methodology are at the core of the skills
developed; however, teaching transversal skills, including teaching, has increased
to support the career progression of PhD candidates (Hasgall et al., 2019).

In Estonia, the aims and basic requirements of doctoral education are stipu-
lated in the Higher Education Act § 8 (Riigikogu, 2019). During their doctoral
studies, students are required to develop sufficient knowledge, skills and attitudes
to undertake further independent research, development or creative work.
Doctoral studies take between three to four academic years to complete with
extended study periods granted for taking care of a child up to three years of age,
undergoing conscription or alternative service, and other exceptions outlined in
the study programme. During their studies, students are regularly assessed on the
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progress of their studies and research. The procedures for these evaluations are
established by each university. Once the studies are completed, a doctoral degree
is awarded.

Expectations for doctoral studies are also determined according to the eight-
level Estonian Qualifications Framework (EstQF), which was established in 2008
by the Professions Act. The learning outcomes for all qualifications are described
in levels, with the doctoral qualifications belonging to the highest (eighth) level
as depicted in Table 1:

Table 1. Doctoral level qualifications. Estonian Qualifications Framework (Kutsekoda,
2008)

Knowledge Skills (described as cognitive: Scope of responsibility
(described as involving the use of logical, and autonomy
theoretical and/or |intuitive and creative thinking,

factual) and practical: involving manual

dexterity and the use of
methods, materials, tools and

instruments)
Knowledge at the The most advanced and Demonstrate substantial
most advanced specialised skills and techniques, |authority, innovation,
frontier in the field | including synthesis and autonomy, scholarly and
of work or study and | evaluation, required to solve professional integrity and
at the interface critical problems in research sustained commitment to
between fields and/or innovation and to extend | the development of new

and redefine existing knowledge |ideas or processes at the

or professional practice forefront of work or study

contexts including research

In Estonia, all doctoral programs in the academic year 2022/23 included either a
compulsory or an elective course dedicated to teaching; some programs included
teaching practice and other teaching-related courses (Tallinn Technical Univer-
sity, n.d.; Estonian Business School, n.d.; Tallinn University, n.d.; Estonian Uni-
versity of Life Sciences, n.d.; University of Tartu, n.d.; Estonian Academy of
Arts, n.d.; Estonian Academy of Music and Theatre, n.d.).

2.1.2. Pedagogical course

As noted above, there are several possibilities for Estonian PhD students to par-
ticipate in pedagogical courses. In the current dissertation, all study participants
had completed a pedagogical course offered by the University of Tartu either in
the Estonian language or the English language group. It was a six-credit point
(ECTS) course lasting one semester, 52 academic hours of which were conducted
face-to-face. These were organised over eight days as six-hour sessions. The aim
of the course was not only to hone teaching skills but to develop students’ deeper
understanding of the learning-centred approach and to foster reflection about
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teaching. The pedagogical course had three main objectives. Firstly, it aimed to
enhance students’ comprehension of the learning-centred approach and equip
them with strategies for actively engaging students in the learning process.
Secondly, it sought to elevate the perceived importance of teaching. Finally, it
aimed to encourage students to talk and reflect about teaching. Throughout the
course, students undertook various tasks, such as developing a syllabus,
delivering a 15-minute lesson to peers that incorporated student engagement
techniques, creating a workshop plan for adult learners, and compiling a learning
portfolio. The portfolio incorporated an essay on learning and teaching, a learning
log, and a compilation of reflective writings produced during the course.
Importantly, the course offered students the chance to critically evaluate their
teaching perspectives and experiences through a theoretical lens.

2.1.3. The relationship between research and teaching
in higher education

University teacher’s learning about teaching should be viewed in relation to its
context. The following sub-chapter aims to review both the global and the
Estonian context so as to better understand the relationship between teaching and
research in universities.

As stated above, previous research suggests that research in universities in
general tends to be valued more highly and recognised more than teaching (Chen,
2015; Geschwind & Brostrom, 2015; Marsh & Hattie, 2002; Norton et al., 2010).
The Mertonian norms, and later additions to his original idea, regarding the work
done in universities, indicate that it should not be this way. In 1942, Robert K.
Merton in his seminal work described the elements of scientific ethos known later
as Mertonian norms as follows: universalism, communism (communality), dis-
interestedness and organised scepticism (Merton, 1973 [1942]). A core principle
of the norms is that of collective collaboration, open communication and shared
knowledge. In the same vein, Science Europe, today, proclaims that “Collabo-
ration, balanced against competition, is necessary to support quality” (Science
Europe, 2023, p. 9). From a more critical viewpoint, Mitroff (1974) suggested
four “counter-norms”: solitariness, particularism, interestedness and organised
dogmatism (Mitroff, 1974). He claimed that to gain priority in publishing,
patenting or applications, scientists do not openly share their latest findings. This
principle is further exacerbated by the understanding that, on an individual level,
scientists compete with others for funding, recognition and career advancement
opportunities. In a qualitative study of scientists in research universities, which
explored subscription to the original and to the counter-norms, and determined
additional norms, another counter-norm was found: that of narrowness. Whereas
the norm for researchers is to be engaged in a broad range of activities — teaching,
research and service — the narrowness norm prioritises science in the allocation
of time and effort (Anderson et al., 2010).
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The norm of narrowness may have its roots in the Humboltian ideal of uni-
versities. Teaching in this tradition was considered to be based on, informed by
and inspired by research, and universities’ wider aim to was to develop indi-
viduals and to improve society (Freiberg, 2015). However, it might be question-
able whether researchers with these ideals had a positive impact on student
learning, or interacting with students led to the betterment of society or research
(Magnusson & Rytzler, 2022).

The relationship between teaching and research was also affected by the
changes in higher education at the end of the 20™ century. This period in uni-
versities was shaped by increased enrolment in higher education. Participation in
tertiary education grew globally from 68 million in 1991 to 164.5 million in 2009
(Crosier & Parvev, 2013). According to the OSCD (2020), between 1998 and
2018, the proportion of the population with university-level education increased
from approximately 23.8% to 44.5%; furthermore, during the period between
2009-2019, the proportion of younger adults with tertiary education across
OECD countries rose by approximately 10%. This massive growth in tertiary
education had an impact on education policy. Other consequences included a
considerably diversified student body, with correspondingly diverse expec-
tations, as well as a shift in how society viewed the role of universities in societal
improvement.

Changes in higher education led to a series of political decisions in Europe
where the value of teaching was brought more to the fore. The main reasons for
the change had to do with development of knowledge societies where universities
were seen as providers of the knowledge that would make economies more resilient
and competitive (Cosier & Parev, 2013). In the period following the two World
Wars, this was exemplified by the expectations on universities to contribute to
the advancement of science and technology (Williams, 2016). In the ministerial
conference in Bucharest in 2012, the need for universities to provide students
with sufficient skills and knowledge to guarantee their employability was
emphasised and a call for a stronger link between research, teaching and learning
was made (Bucharest Ministerial Communique, 2013). Some years later, the
Paris Communique (2018) stated:

As high quality teaching is essential in fostering high quality education, aca-
demic career progression should be built on successful research and quality
teaching. It should also take due account of the broader contribution to society.
We will promote and support institutional, national and European initiatives for
pedagogical training, continuous professional development of higher education
teachers and explore ways for better recognition of high quality and innovative
teaching in their career. (p. 4)

While teaching has received more attention in policy documents in recent
decades, there tends to be a divide between what is stated in policy documents
and how universities are funded and evaluated. On the university level, prioriti-
sation of research over teaching may have firstly to do with financial conside-
rations. For example, in Estonia, support from the state budget is divided into
two: activity support and targeted support. Activity support is aimed at the
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organisation and development of higher education level studies and towards
carrying out the institution’s mission. In general, Estonian universities’ revenue
base is divided into three (although there may be significant differences between
universities): 47% of financing comes from income generated from domestic and
foreign sources for educational, research, development and creative activities; 35%
comes from activity support and targeted support for higher education; 9% comes
from research grants and 8% comes from state baseline research funding (Kanep,
2021). Baseline research funding is only allocated to institutions that have received
aregular positive evaluation. One of the criteria for allocation of baseline funding
is “high level publications in internationally recognised journals, the number of
high-level research monographs and the number of registered patents” (§ 15' (3)
1). It follows that having high level research is essential for receiving the baseline
funding to carry out research. As salaries in higher education in Estonia remain
low, research-intensive universities can provide higher salaries by generating
more funding for research, which means that research duties are prioritised,
replacing teaching duties to some extent, as was the case in the Tallinn University
of Technology renewed career model (Kanep, 2021). It is therefore natural for
universities to emphasise research productivity over teaching quality, as the
former is easier to measure and can lead to concrete financial outcomes.

Furthermore, the prioritisation of research over teaching becomes evident
when publicising a university’s position in international rankings. All research-
intensive universities in Estonia report on their international ranking (e.g.,
Estonian University of Life Sciences, 2023; Tallinn University of Technology,
2019; University of Tartu, 2023b). Such rankings are based on research citations,
as well as global surveys of employers and academics. Student learning or appli-
cation of a learning-centred teaching approach is not included in the methodology
for ranking universities. There are, however, new initiatives that include in
university rankings teaching quality aspects such as the Teaching Excellence
Framework (TEF) in universities in the United Kingdom. In recent years some
countries, for example in Scandinavia, have created alternative teaching career
tracks and adopted academic titles such as “merited teacher” or “excellent
teacher” alongside research-track titles such as “reader” or “associate professor”
to support the value of teaching (Magnusson & Rytzler, 2022).

At the university academic staff level, when examining their hiring and pro-
motion criteria, the emphasis on research becomes even clearer. Academic staff
job descriptions remain considerably more nebulous on the evaluation and pro-
motion criteria in the area of teaching than on research. For example, looking
specifically at Estonian universities, in the University of Tartu faculty of Science
and Technology, positive evaluation and promotion criteria concerning teaching
involves “Effective supervision of at least two doctoral students” and “Compi-
lation of teaching aids and materials for institutions of higher education in the
past five years” (University of Tartu, 2023a, p. 8). In the faculty of Arts and
Humanities the list is longer, including alongside the same requirement for docto-
ral thesis supervision “teaching at all levels of higher education in the past five
years; the compilation of at least one peer-reviewed higher education textbook as
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the sole author or participation in the compilation of at least three such higher
education textbooks; participation in teaching training or other teaching-related
development activities in the past five years” (p. 8). Tallinn University of
Technology (2023) also lists performance evaluation criteria for professors in
relation to conducting studies at different levels of higher education, participating
or chairing defence committees, delivering guest lectures in other universities,
managing study programmes, participating in advisory boards, participation in
pedagogical courses (to the value of six ECTS) and mentoring colleagues. Where
the Tallinn University of Technology categories differ compared to those of the
University of Tartu is in the student feedback, where the average score must be
at least four points. Research effectiveness, which is described in considerably
more detail in the hiring and promotion criteria, therefore becomes more signi-
ficant in decision-making both when hiring and when promoting academic staff.
While universities are trying to pay more attention to teaching quality in the
assessment and promotion criteria of academic staff, the focus on learning-
centred teaching is not quite clear. Quantifying teaching outcomes (such as with
student feedback scores) might seem like a reliable means of assessing teaching
quality but basing judgements solely on student feedback has been shown to be
unreliable (Gibbs, 2013; Roxa et al., 2022). Attendance of pedagogical courses
has also been demonstrated to have varying outcomes (Gosling, 2008; Postareff
et al., 2008). However, given such tendencies in career progression and con-
sidering the financial constraints of universities, it is not difficult to understand
why research might be seen as more important in universities and prioritised over
teaching.

2.2. Learning and learning-centredness

As the central theme of the dissertation is learning, it is necessary to address
learning through the perspectives of learning-centredness and constructivism
which form the philosophical groundwork of the dissertation. The key terms used
in the studies that form the basis of the dissertation and are related to learning are
defined in the following subchapter.

There is no single, uncontested definition of learning (Schunk, 2016). Illeris
(2007, p. 3) has defined learning as “any process that in living organisms leads to
permanent capacity change and which is not solely due to biological maturation
or ageing.” He posited that there are three main dimensions of learning: content,
social and incentive. The content dimension involves knowledge, skills and
attitudes and leads to permanent capacity change; the social dimension involves
interaction with and within the learning environment, and the incentive
dimension involves emotions, motivation and volition (Illeris, 2002; 2007). The
learning perspective proposed by Selander et al. (2021) complements the three
dimensions proposed by Illeris: “...learning takes place in cultural and social
processes that aim at the development of individual human beings. The goal is
not only the acquisition of cognitive knowledge, but also the formation of
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emotions, senses, body, language, imagination, and democratic and social
behaviour” (Selander et al., 2021, p. 2). This doctoral dissertation aligns with
these definitions of learning and investigates PhD students’ learning about
teaching from the view of obtaining pedagogical knowledge, but also considering
the environmental, cultural and social processes of learning about teaching.

Numerous learning theories have been developed to explain how learning
occurs. The three most common ones are behaviourism, cognitivism and const-
ructivism (Eryaman & Genc, 2010). This doctoral dissertation adopts the theo-
retical perspective of learning of constructivism. At the centre of it is the focus
on the individual who constructs what and how they learn and understand
(O’Donnell, 2012). As constructivism has different strands, this doctoral thesis
aligns with dialectical constructivism referring to the idea that learning stems
from the interaction between individuals and their environment (Rogoff, 1990).
Moshman (1982) categorised the constructivist perspective into three main inter-
pretations, positioning them along a continuum. On one end there is exogenous
constructivism and on the other endogenous constructivism, with dialectical
constructivismin the middle. Examining the extremes, exogenous constructivism
underscores the external aspect of knowledge. It assumes that “reality” is
comprehensible, and effective teaching/learning occurs when a teacher assists a
learner in internalising an accurate representation of external reality. Conversely,
endogenous constructivism emphasises the internal aspect of knowledge. It posits
that knowledge is not derived solely from external experiences but is constructed
through the reorganisation and reconstruction of existing internal mental
frameworks in response to new experiences. Dialectical constructivism lies
between these extremes, accentuating the interactive nature of knowledge
development, considering it a dynamic interplay between the learner’s internal
knowledge and the external environment. Essentially, learning occurs through
constructing internal models of external structures brought about through
instruction, filtered through and influenced by prior experiences, beliefs, culture,
and language, and shaped by interactions with others. The focus of dialectical
constructivism is on deeply exploring the meaning of a phenomenon that is
refined through interactions, debating, comparing, sharing, as well as helping
others to find and refine the meaning. This approach was considered suitable to
deeply explore the experiences of PhD students’ learning about teaching in a
higher education context through their interactions with others during and after a
pedagogical course, as well as through their interactions with members of the
academic community. Even transformative learning that shifts meaning perspec-
tives (Mezirow 1994, 2009), and shifts towards learning-centredness (Kember &
Kwan, 2000; Postareff & Lindblom-Yldnne, 2008), and which may appear to be
highly individualistic, is, on closer inspection, socially constructed, shaped by the
teaching-learning environment and based on interactions with students, peers,
other university teachers and mentors.

Another key term used in the current dissertation is learning-centredness. The
term has variations and may also be referred to as “learner-centredness” or
“student-centeredness”. While it might be argued that consideration of the learner

19



(for example, taking into account their prior knowledge) and the learning process
(for example, selecting appropriate methods conducive to learning) are not the
same, it can nevertheless be argued that, in both cases, the focus has shifted from
what the teacher knows and does in a teaching-learning situation or from what
content a course or curriculum should contain to the facilitation of learning. This
is a departure from the teacher-centric content knowledge dissemination
approach that allows the student and their learning experiences to become the
focus of the thinking about and planning for learning (Colet, 2016). Learning-
centredness denotes a shift in thinking about learning and teaching such that
learning becomes the key output instead of teaching (Nygaard & Holtham, 2008).
For consistency, the term “learning-centeredness” is used throughout this disser-
tation to incorporate the various conceptualisations of learner- and student-
centeredness as described below.

The term learning-centredness has been reported to be a difficult one to define
(Schweisfurth, 2013). Learning-centred approach considers teaching as a
facilitating activity whereby the students are active participants in the process,
whereas the content-centred approach is focused on the provision of information
and the role of students is passive (Kember & Kwan, 2000; Postareff & Lind-
blom-Ylinne, 2008). Bremner (2021) in a meta-analysis of 326 articles that
focused on finding commonalities between “learner-centred” and “student-
centred” definitions found that six categories were mentioned the most often.
These were, in order of frequency:

» “Active participation” (learning by doing, learner in an active role in and
outside the classroom);

* “Interaction” (communication with other learners and the teacher, use of group
and pair work);

» “Adapting to needs” (consideration of learners’ previous knowledge, skills,
experiences, and needs);

*  “Autonomy” (learner takes responsibility for own learning);

* “Power sharing” (decision-making shared with peers and the teacher; power
distance between teacher and learner reduced);

» “Real-life skills” (meaningful and relevant to learner’s life);

» “Higher order skills” (not only memorising information); and

* “Metacognition” (learning to learn).

» The aspects that were mentioned less frequently were “Formative assessment”

and “Humanistic role” (Bremner, 2021).

Learning-centeredness builds on a number of theoretical perspectives. Firstly, on
Abraham Maslow’s humanistic learning theory (Maslow, 1970) which sees
learning as a natural part of existence with the motivation for self-actualisation.
Secondly, on Carl Rogers’ (1969; 1983) theory of experiential learning which
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also emphasises using one’s full potential to actualise oneself. Rogers claimed
that there are two types of learning: cognitive and experiential. He considered the
latter significant as it denoted a deeper change and personal growth. Rogers also
viewed teaching as a facilitating activity, empowering the learner and allowing
them to be in control of what and how is learnt, focusing the content of learning
towards what is relevant to the learner and eliminating any threats to self in the
process of learning. Reflection as a key aspect of learning came to the fore with
the concept of “reflective practitioner” by Schon (1983) and with the
development of the transformative learning theory by Mezirow (1991). Schén
(1983) argued that the implicit knowledge and learning from work experience
(reflection in action and reflection on action) are of greater importance than
textbook knowledge. Mezirow (1991) placed a great emphasis on reflection in
learning, claiming that critical reflection allows profound learning experiences
and shifts in perspectives.

Biggs and Tang (2011) define learner-centredness as combining teaching and
learning. They view effective teaching as supporting learners in activities that
help them to achieve their intended learning outcomes. Biggs and Tang (2011)
summarise three theories of teaching that differ in their focus:

» Level 1 focuses on differences between learners, including their ability, moti-
vation and cultural background, which explain differences in their learning. If
learners have difficulty learning, this is attributed to something they are
lacking for which the teacher cannot be held accountable nor expected to take
responsibility. The teacher’s focus is on being a knowledgeable expert and
transmitting information, which learners are expected to be able to report back.

* Level 2 focuses on teacher’s activities, classroom management (establishing
rules, use of visual aids etc.) and teaching competencies (how to use techno-
logy in teaching, how to debate etc.). Alongside information, this level also
focuses on the transmission of concepts and understandings. However, teaching
competence may not be directly related to teaching effectiveness when
learning is not the focus.

* Level 3 teaching focuses on learners’ activities and on facilitating learning to
obtain learning outcomes at specified levels, which is the essence of learning-
centredness (Biggs & Tang, 2011).

Nygaard and Holtham (2008) discuss the term “leaning-centredness” from a wider
perspective. They argue, similarly to Biggs and Tang (2011), that in the past, too
much emphasis in higher education has been placed on content rather than on the
learning process and on teaching as a key output rather than on learning. This is
particularly noticeable in Nygaard and Holtham’s (2008) opinion that higher
education curricula are built on the assumption that student learning takes place
if knowledge is imparted by teachers. This means that good teaching is equated
to effective delivery of content, not facilitation of learning. Nygaard and Holtham
(2008) claim that a shift towards learning-centredness can take place if there is
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due consideration of the university’s internal (students, teachers, administration,
faculties, departments) and external (politicians, the media, employers) stake-
holders, as well as the complexity of the context.

Learning-centredness has also received its share of criticism. For example, it
has been argued that it enforces the students’ right to disrespect teachers and
belittle their knowledge, and it functions as a tool of oppressing teachers, forcing
them to follow an ideology blindly (Ha, 2014). In the words of a university
teacher in Ha’s (2014) study: “Too little time is spent on teaching, and too much
on fruitless discussions and fiddling around with technology. [...] Student-
centred learning for us meant student rule. It was great fun. We just didn’t learn
much.” (p. 403). Furthermore, in a higher education context, academics have
expressed their concerns about the educational reforms, including the Bologna
process and introduction of outcomes-based curricula as well as the learning-
centred approach. For example, Riita Petkuté (2022) in a qualitative exploratory
case study explored the experiences of individual academics in their real-life
context in Lithuanian higher educational institutions, including their experiences
of European educational initiatives, such as the transitions into a learning-centred
approach and into an outcomes-based curricula. She reported that the reforms
were perceived by academic staff in her study as hierarchical, managerial, in-
fringing upon academic freedom, and market-driven, forcing academics to
abandon their academic values and lower their academic standards. Learning-
centeredness was seen by academics in the study as a marketing tool to attract
students as customers, unrelated to the quality of education. Moreover, according
to the results of Petkuté’s (2022) study, academics viewed rigidly defined learning
outcomes as restricting the free pursuit of knowledge and as unnecessarily
shifting students’ focus onto anticipated results instead of onto the “substance of
education” (Petkuté, 2022). Academic teachers have also voiced their concerns
about the challenges of adopting a learning-centred approach, including the
reduced amount of time available to dedicate to research which may lead to
reduced credibility as a researcher (Handelsman et al., 2004), and the feeling of
being overwhelmed by the expectation to use student-centred teaching methods
about which they may not have prior knowledge and which may take a con-
siderable time to learn (Geven & Attard, 2012).

Difficulties in defining what learning-centredness encompasses have led to
some confusion as to what it is. For example, the nature of the altered student-
teacher roles and relationships in the learning-centred approach remains unclear.
Jones (2007) states that, in a learning-centred classroom, the students do not make
all the decisions, but there is a democratic dialogue with the students which aims
to engage them in the learning process, and which considers the needs of both
individual students and students as a group so as to facilitate the learning process
(Jones, 2007).

As can be seen from the abovementioned criticism, it seems that all reforms
in higher education are equated with learning-centredness. Perhaps on the insti-
tutional level the reforms have not been carried out in the most constructive
manner nor even fully supporting the learning-centred approach. The criticism has
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also been aimed at treating the student as a consumer. As James Groccia (1997)
suggested, learning is not a service one can buy, instead, it is a consequence of
the student’s deliberate effort; a true learner is someone who generates knowl-
edge rather than simply consuming it. Hence, on closer inspection, none of the
points of criticism deal with the essence of learning-centredness that is aimed at
facilitating student learning. The criticism mostly tends to focus on teaching
methods; however, a constructivist approach goes beyond simply choosing the
right methods. Instead, it looks at the relationship between teaching and learning
and the nature of how learning is constructed. To make shifts in thinking
smoother, a reframing which involves an invitation to think differently and to
examine underlying assumptions closely could be employed; however, it must be
acknowledged that it may be challenging to have one’s beliefs contested (Ellis,
2018). Therefore, it is essential that academic teachers are aware of what the
learning-centred approach is or is not and examine their assumptions critically as
they approach their research.

When discussing learning-centredness, it is necessary to address conceptions
and approaches to teaching and learning. Conceptions of teaching and learning
are beliefs that influence perceptions and behaviours concerning teaching and
learning (Dejene & Song, 2020). Approaches to teaching, on the other hand, have
been defined as “strategies teachers adopt for their teaching” (Postareff &
Lindblom-Ylénne, 2008, p. 110) and these are divided into content-centred and
student-centred (Kember & Kwan, 2000). Conceptions of teachers are important
because there is a connection between teachers’ conceptions about teaching and
learning, and actual student learning (Rox& & Mértensson, 2009). Furthermore,
conceptions of teaching and learning have been connected to ways of behaving
(Marton & Booth, 1997). Hence, it could be argued that if a teacher holds
learning-centred conceptions about teaching and learning, they may also behave
in teaching situations in ways which support student learning. Prosser and
Trigwell (1999) claim that “university teachers who focus on their students and
their students’ learning tend to have students who focus on meaning and under-
standing in their studies, while university teachers who focus on themselves and
what they are doing tend to have students who focus on reproduction.” (p. 142).
Hence, teachers’ conceptions of teaching matter in terms of student learning.
However, it has been demonstrated that people do not always act according to
what they believe (Bueddefeld & Van Winkle, 2018). Furthermore, there might
be barriers to the intended behaviour, such as lack of control or emergence of
unexpected events (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005). It is therefore possible to have a
positive attitude towards learning-centred teaching but not adopt the behaviour to
support learning-centred teaching.

It has not been definitively established whether changes in conceptions should
take place before changes in the teaching approach or vice versa. Devlin (2006)
and Guskey (2002) argue that if the teaching approach is changed to become more
learning-centred, conceptions of teaching are likely to follow. However, the
majority of studies concerned with changing academics’ teaching approaches
report the opposite: the teaching approach changes after a change in teaching
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conceptions (Akerlind, 2004; Ho et al., 2001). Participation in pedagogical
courses could potentially help transform conceptions into learning-centred ones
(Andersson et al., 2013). However, earlier studies have indicated that while uni-
versity teachers who have undergone pedagogical training have reported in-
creased confidence in teaching (Odalen & Fogelgren, 2019), the connection
between formal training and change in conceptions of teaching and learning
remains tenuous (Gunn & Fisk, 2013).

It is known that Estonian academic teachers’ conceptions tend to be content-
centred. The head of the Estonian Quality Agency for Education has conceded
that, based on the accreditations of Estonian higher education institutions,
teaching has remained “traditional” and academic teachers still view teaching as
the transmission of information, despite some exceptions during the COVID19
pandemic which forced academic teachers to reevaluate teaching and give more
responsibility to students (Mattisen, 2021). What is known from previous studies
about PhD students’ teaching conceptions is that they vary from content- to
learning-centred (Ayala, 2013; Mimirinis & Ahlberg, 2020; Remmik, 2013).
However, very little is known about PhD students’ conceptions of teaching or
about how these could be transformed into learning-centred ones (Ayala, 2013).

In this dissertation, what comes first, the change in conceptions or in approach
is considered, with both possibilities remaining open. PhD students’ learning
about teaching was explored within the framework of a pedagogical course
serving as a source of possible conceptual change. The context of the academic
community and its significance for the intended behaviour was also considered,
as was the process of transformative learning which may have a significant effect
on both change in conceptions and teaching approach as well as on reported class-
room behaviour.

2.3. University teachers’ learning about teaching

Learning-centredness has not always been the focus in university teaching and it
is linked with preparing university teachers to teach. Learning about teaching in
universities has evolved over time. The following subchapter provides an over-
view of university teachers’ learning about teaching.

Preparing university teachers for teaching has historically been linked to
research, as universities did not require teachers to undergo pedagogical training
and the Humboldtian tradition saw teaching not as a separate area but as part of
research, and learning about teaching took place within the research community
(Murtonen & Lappalainen, 2013). Higher education teachers were seen as being
knowledgeable and fully equipped to teach as they were experts in conducting
research (Gillespie & Robertson, 2010). In the 1990s, Boyer (1990) introduced
the idea of scholarship of teaching, which meant keeping knowledge about
teaching current, reflecting on one’s own teaching through theory, and utilising
that knowledge in one’s teaching to support student learning. Boyer’s idea has
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since been developed into what is today known as scholarship of teaching and
learning.

Gibbs (2013) viewed university teachers’ learning about teaching from a wider
perspective and suggested three ways of developing university teaching and
learning. Firstly, by focusing on individual teachers (e.g. classroom teaching with
consultations, discussions of teaching philosophy and classroom practice linked
to teaching theory), secondly, by focusing on groups of teachers (e.g. department-
wide discussions about teaching, curriculum and program-wide teaching change)
and, thirdly, by focusing on the institution (e.g. changing promotion criteria to
emphasise the value of teaching, developing facilities to better support learning).
However, it has been highlighted that learning about teaching and making
permanent changes in teaching in a university context is not only an individual’s
activity, and is heavily influenced by the local culture, including the extent to
which teaching is valued in the respective institution or department and
leadership (Gibbs, 2013).

Over the past decades, a shift towards mandatory individual pedagogical
training for university teachers has occurred in several European countries, such
as Norway, the United Kingdom and Sweden (Chalmers & Gardiner, 2015). In
other countries, for example in Finland, participation is voluntary (Vilppu et al.,
2019). In Germany and Switzerland, medical faculties and universities of applied
sciences demand teaching qualifications from their academic teachers (Hughes
et al., 2023).

Similarly to the German and Swiss example, in Estonia, the Standard of
Higher Education (2019) deals with teaching. The document distinguishes
between four categories of academic teaching staff: professor, lecturer, teacher
and researcher. Compulsory pedagogical training is required only of “teacher”
level higher education academic staff, while professors and lectures are required
to have “pedagogical knowledge and skills” (Standard of Higher Education, 2019).

Although, historically, learning about teaching and developing teaching skills
may not have been required of academic teachers, today in the Paris Communique
the European ministers of education have called for the “full implementation of
student-centred learning” (Paris Communique, 2018, p. 3). Implementing a
learning-centred approach relies on competent teachers who are willing to actively
engage students (Gover et al., 2019). PhD students who pursue an academic
career have three main duties: original research, outreach activities and teaching.
Therefore, it is these students who are expected to fulfil the expectation of
adopting the learning-centred approach to teaching.

The following subchapters provide an overview of different ways of learning
about teaching. The first way of learning about teaching introduced is formal
learning.
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2.3.1. Learning about teaching - formal learning
for changing conceptions and approach to teaching
towards learning-centredness

The following subchapter provides on overview of learning about teaching in a
formal pedagogical course and its possible significance for changing conceptions
and approach to teaching.

Doyle (2023) has argued that while university teachers have not always re-
ceived formal education about teaching themselves, they can positively affect
student learning, given that they obtain knowledge and skills to support learning
in different ways and that they understand the teacher’s role in creating oppor-
tunities for an environment conducive to learning (Doyle, 2023). Learning about
teaching may indeed occur in different contexts and ways (see Figure 1). Knowl-
edge about teaching may be acquired in formal learning contexts or in informal
ones. The context itself does not determine the sophistication of the knowledge
gained (McCarthy & McNamara, 2022).

FORMAL
LEARNING

LEARNING
TRANS- ABOUT

FORMATIVE TEACHING IN INFORMAL

LEARNING

LEARNING HIGHER Conceptions

EDUCATION

LEARNING IN
A COMMU-
NITY

Figure 1. Learning about teaching in higher education.

Formal learning has most often been suggested as a way of learning about teaching.
One of the aims of formal pedagogical courses is to change academic teachers’
teaching conceptions and to help them to become more learning-centred in their
approach (Saroyan & Trigwell, 2015). Nevertheless, when university teachers
attend pedagogical courses, the outcomes may vary. Some authors claim that
formal pedagogical courses have a significant impact on conceptions of teaching
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and learning, and teaching skills (AScerc Veniger, 2016; Postareff et al., 2008)
while others claim that the link between pedagogical courses and improvement
of student learning is weak or even unproven (Gosling, 2008). What also needs
to be considered is that the effect of pedagogical courses may become apparent
over a longer term, not necessarily immediately upon completion (Olsson &
Roxa, 2013; Postareff et al., 2008). Additionally, it has been suggested that
instructional development interventions spanning a period of time tend to yield
more favourable behavioural outcomes than do one-time events (Stes et al.,
2010).

Furthermore, some studies indicate that the duration of formal pedagogical
courses matters and that longer courses (from six months to one year) are more
effective (Chalmers & Gardiner, 2015; Odalen & Fogelgren, 2019). On the other
hand, in a study investigating the participants’ interpretations of teaching/
learning situations, the results indicated that a shift in conceptions towards
learning-centredness may take place during a short online course (five weeks)
and that this shift was most noticeable in beginner teachers, especially PhD stu-
dents (Vilppu et al., 2019). The same authors call for formal pedagogical courses
to be offered at the very beginning of the university teaching career, i.e. during
doctoral studies. The same conclusion is reached by Mladenovici & Ilie (2023),
who add the need to focus on self-reflective methods during pedagogical courses.
Pedagogical courses may also scaffold conversations about teaching where some-
thing is learnt about teaching and subsequently discussed.

2.3.2. Learning about teaching - informal learning
through conversations

Both formal and informal learning provide opportunities for learning about
teaching. While different in their form, formal and informal learning should not
be seen as extremes on a spectrum (Kyndt et al., 2016). Instead, they should be
viewed as complementary in nature — formal learning on its own may stay too
theoretical and needs to be supported by informal learning, while informal learning
on its own may be insufficient for deep understanding (Ellstrom, 2001). Therefore,
there should be an interplay between these two forms of learning.

Informal learning may occur, for example, in the form of conversations in the
workplace (Thomson, 2015) and outside of it (Pydralad et al., 2015). Ley et al.
(2014) propose a model of informal learning in the workplace that incorporates
firstly task performance, reflection and sensemaking, secondly, help with seeking
guidance and support from the collective knowledge and, finally, the emergence
and maturing of collective knowledge. Informal conversations about teaching, as
a form of informal learning, also facilitate learning about teaching (Knight et al.,
2006). These conversations provide an opportunity to solve problems, seek advice
and deal with difficulties (Pyorilé et al., 2015; Thomson & Trigwell, 2018); they
are spontaneous in nature, honest and deal with urgent issues (Haigh, 2005). What
is learned from the conversations may encompass several areas — earlier studies
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have highlighted teaching content and improvement of teaching and learning in
general (Pataraia et al., 2015; Pyorélé et al., 2015; Thomson & Trigwell, 2018).

Pydréla et al. (2015) indicate that having pedagogical experts as conversation
partners is beneficial to teachers both in terms of pedagogical thinking and
practice (Pyoréla et al., 2015). In general, these conversations have been reported
to contribute to university teacher’s development of teaching (Askerc Veniger,
2016). Very few studies have addressed the conversations about teaching of PhD
students. Simona and Pleschova (2021) report that PhD students name their
dissertation supervisor most often as the most significant conversation partner;
however, the relationship between the supervisor and the PhD student may be
altered after the PhD student completes a pedagogical course and their con-
ceptions of teaching start to differ.

Learning from conversations, as a form of informal learning, has a number of
limitations. The circle of people with whom one has conversations shapes the
content of what is discussed and what is learnt about teaching. Generally, net-
works tend to develop between people who share similar conceptions of teaching
and learning, which may lead to an inherent bias in what is discussed (Poole et al.,
2019). Furthermore, not all conversations lead to learning (Roxa & Martensson,
2009) and not all academics engage in them (Thomson & Trigwell, 2018). To
distinguish between conversations which serve the purpose of learning and just
everyday talk, Peter Senge (1990) coined the term “learningful conversation”. He
explained that learningful conversations “balance inquiry and advocacy, where
people expose their own thinking effectively and make that thinking open to the
influence of others” (Senge, 1990, p. 9). He considered reflection to be the key
component of learningful conversations, as it helps to expose one’s mental models,
which are based on assumptions that influence how one sees the world and the
actions one takes.

This doctoral dissertation explored the interplay between a formal pedagogical
course and PhD students’ informal conversations which supported learning about
teaching in the higher education context. Accordingly, the following research
question was formulated: How does the formal pedagogical course support the
informal conversations that facilitate learning about teaching from the PhD stu-
dents’ perspective? This question was addressed in article 1.

2.3.3. Learning about teaching in an academic community

Academic communities in universities also offer opportunities for learning about
teaching. The next sub-chapter gives an overview of the role of communities in
learning about teaching through socialisation and acceptance.

Learning is a social process that is situated in contexts (Lave & Wenger, 1998),
therefore considering the context of belonging to networks and building relation-
ships with members of their academic community are crucial for PhD students to
learn about teaching. Success in a given context is related to fitting into and
learning to cope in the specific setting (Lave & Wenger, 1998). Socialisation that
occurs in the early stages of the academic career aims to fully engage newcomers
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in the academic community and to encourage their acceptance by its members
(Baker, 2020). Socialisation is “the processes through which [a person] develops
[a sense of] professional self, with its characteristic values, attitudes, knowledge,
and skills (...) which govern [their] behavior in a wide variety of professional
(and extraprofessional) situations” (Merton et al., 1957, p. 287). Gardner and
colleagues (2012) claim that academic faculty are key influencers in the socia-
lisation process, and that the absence of their support and guidance is detrimental
to the career prospects of PhD students. Lave and Wenger (1998) argue that
initially newcomers are at the periphery of the community and then move towards
becoming established members.

There are several theoretical perspectives that highlight socialisation as a key
aspect for newcomers. For example, Weidman et al. (2001) in their model of
socialisation in higher education consider socialisation to be a subconscious
process during which rules and norms of a particular culture are adopted, pro-
fessional identity is forged and commitment to the professional field is developed.
Ultimately, learning about teaching as one aspect of the academic role in the
university, should lead, through socialisation, to acceptance by and integration
into the university community. To manage and adapt to the new role, behavioural
changes take place during the socialisation process (Bogler & Kremer-Hayon,
1999). While the earlier approach to socialisation viewed it as a unidirectional
process where the newcomer had to learn and abide by the rules, a postmodern
view of socialisation sees socialisation as affecting both the newcomer and the
organisation (Tierney & Rhoads, 1993). Based on the human capital theory
(Becker, 1975/1964), Weidman et al. (2001; 2020) claim that those socialised may
choose to go against the established norms and not necessarily always conform
to them.

A significant aspect of socialisation is agency. Agency is “the capacity of
individuals to modify influences by reshaping social structures within normative
contexts” (Weidman & DeAngelo, 2020, p. 311). The culture of an organisation
is formed by members of the community and their relationships; hence new-
comers have agency to change it (Rhoads & Tierney, 1992). Giddens’ (1991)
structuration theory, on which Weidman et al. built their model, considered
agency in organisations to be linked to power dimensions and claimed that power
depends on relationships where individuals have relative autonomy. This means
that they may or may not be able to exercise agency and bring about change
(Giddens, 2004). Moreover, besides social relationships, agency is the result
of “the interplay of individual’s capabilities and environmental conditions”
(Priestley et al., 2015, p. 3). There are other factors that may influence obtaining
or maintaining agency such as effort, resources, culture and structure (Leijen
et al., 2020).

Socialisation that should lead to new academics’ acceptance of academic cul-
tural norms and to their own acceptance by the academic community, is in-
fluenced by both general organisational and specific teaching-learning culture.
Organisational culture “is more than the formal rules, codes, and regulations that
direct members’ behaviors: culture is also the traditions, beliefs, and practices
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passed on from one generation to the next” (Tierney & Rhoads, 1993, pp. 50-51).
Organisations incorporate a set of cultures, not a single monolithic one (Martin
& Siehl, 1983). For example, higher education institutions have a research culture
as well as a teaching culture, which may compete in terms of value and re-
cognition (Norton et al., 2010). A teaching and learning culture, or regime, as
Trowler and Cooper (2002) put it, “is a constellation of rules, assumptions, prac-
tices and relationships related to teaching and learning issues in higher education”
(Trowler & Cooper, 2002, p. 224). A teaching and learning culture is comprised
of the “beliefs, values and behaviors a person or a group of people have with
regards to their own teaching or learning in specific contexts” (Sagy et al., 2019,
p- 850). In a teaching culture, it is also possible to distinguish between community
members’ conceptions and approaches to teaching along a continuum of content-
to learning-centred. Differences between these may result in tensions between
community members.

Adapting to organisational culture is reportedly difficult for novice university
teachers (Englund et al., 2018) and new academic teachers report experiencing a
general lack of support when they start their work in academia, which contributes
to their poor teaching. It seems to be assumed that they will blend in naturally
and absorb the culture of the institutions organically (Jepsen et al., 2012). A lack
of a supportive organisational culture (Eglund et al., 2018) leads to limited
contact with colleagues and a lack of meaningful conversations about teaching
(O’Leary & Wood, 2019), as well as a limited number of trusted others with
whom teachers can openly exchange ideas about teaching and learning (Van Waes
et al., 2015). Yet having someone to talk to about teaching is of critical impor-
tance, just as discussions in research groups contribute to more critical and
balanced outcomes. Van Waes and colleagues’ (2015) study revealed that the
more successful university teachers attract a rather large and a diverse network
of people which helps them to minimise personal bias and make scientifically
sound decisions in their teaching, as well as to find innovative solutions for their
teaching. Therefore, the importance of personal networks in enhancing profes-
sional development and teaching practice cannot be underestimated (Pataraia et al.,
2015). A study of PhD students’ socialisation conducted by Russell (2015)
revealed that academic faculty members significantly influence the process,
either by aiding and facilitating or by impeding it due to conflicts among influential
members of the academic community. Unfortunately, the real dynamics in higher
educational institutions indeed tend to be rather individualistic and connecting to
people may not be easy (Barlow & Antoniou, 2007). This individualistic approach
also feeds into the perception that teaching in a university is a solitary activity
(Gizir & Simsek, 2005), which in turn leads to lack of exposure to good role
models of effective teaching (Marsh & Hattie, 2002). Furthermore, besides a lack
of collegial support, novice university teachers have been reported to experience
a lack of administrator’s support (McCormack & Kennelly, 2011).

While the academic culture might tend to be individualistic, Selander et al.
(2021) point out that learning is a social activity, and that academic communities
may offer opportunities for it. One such community is the Community of Practice
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(CoP) that is comprised of people belonging to a similar domain and united by a
shared “concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better
as they interact regularly” (Wenger-Trayner et al., 2022, p. 11). CoP is a platform
of mutual learning that may change the academic culture, work methods and
identities of community members (Wenger-Trayner et al., 2022). To reduce iso-
lation at the beginning of one’s academic career, participation in formal courses
is also recommended; this facilitates becoming part of a community of practice
and fosters discussions and reflection about teaching (Remmik et al., 2011).

This doctoral dissertation explored PhD students’ ways of experiencing accep-
tance of the norms, and their own acceptance by the university community.
Accordingly, the following research questions were formulated (sub-questions of
research question 2 — How does the experience of acceptance in an academic
community shape learning about teaching from the PhD students’ perspective?):
1) what are the qualitatively different ways in which PhD students experience
acceptance of the norms of teaching culture? 2) what are the qualitatively dif-
ferent ways in which PhD students experience acceptance by the teaching com-
munity? These questions were addressed in article 2.

2.3.4. Learning about teaching - individual transformative learning

Besides formal, informal and community-based learning, learning about teaching
may need to include transformative learning to change content-centred concep-
tions and approach into learning-centred one. Today’s academics are expected to
not only engage in research but to transform their teaching towards being
learning-centred (Kaasila et al., 2021). However, previous research points out that
this may not be an easy endeavour (Kember, 2009) and that not all learning efforts
lead to transformative learning (Greenbhill et al., 2018). The following sub-chapter
will provide an overview of what transformative learning is and how it is fostered.

Transformative learning is defined as “the process by which we transform
problematic frames of reference (mindsets, habits of mind, meaning perspectives) —
sets of assumptions and expectations — to make them more inclusive, discrimi-
nating, open, reflective and emotionally able to change” (Mezirow, 2009, p. 92). A
frame of reference is a way of knowing, it has an emotional, social and moral
dimension and it is comprised of habits of mind and points of view (Kegan, 2009).
Habits of mind are deep-seated patterns of thought, feeling and behaviour that are
embedded in one’s assumptions and they form a set of beliefs expressed through
points of view (Mezirow, 2009). It has been noted that openness to critical
reflection does not necessarily lead to changes in behaviour (Bueddefeld & Van
Winkle, 2018). Transformative learning, however, is characterised not only by
openness to critical reflection and to transforming one’s frame of reference, but
by subsequent deliberate actions, which may take place instantaneously or gra-
dually (Mezirow & Associates, 2000). As one transforms, one may encounter
various obstacles, such as situational, emotional, and informational challenges,
and one may need to engage in additional learning experiences.
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Transformative learning takes place in several ways and is distinctly different
from other forms of learning. Transformative learning may be either epochal —
happening as a result of life experiences or crises — or cumulative — happening
sequentially over a period of time (Mezirow, 2009). A clear distinction is made
between the “informative” and “transformational” kind of learning: the former
expands the existing frame of mind (what we know) and the latter reconstructs
the frame (how we know) (Kegan, 2009). In order for learning to be truly trans-
formative, it is not sufficient to change merely how much or what is known, or to
change one’s behaviour; an element of epistemological change is required
(Kegan, 2009). Transformative learning may take place as a result of objective or
subjective reframing: “objective reframing involves critical reflection on the
assumptions of others, (...) subjective reframing involves critical self-reflection
of one’s own assumptions” (Mezirow & Associates, 2000, p. 2).

In the theory of transformative learning eleven possible phases (Mezirow
1994, 2009) are described, as follows:

» “adisorienting dilemma;

» self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt or shame;

» acritical assessment of assumptions;

» recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared,
+ exploration of options for new roles, relationships and action;

» planning a course of action;

* acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans;

» provisional trying of new roles” (Mezirow, 1994, p. 94);

» “renegotiating relationships and negotiating new relationships” (Mezirow,
1994, p. 224);

*  “building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships;

* areintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new
perspective” (Mezirow, 2009, p. 94).

It is important to emphasise that progression through all phases is neither neces-
sary nor linear (Mezirow, 1991). Transformative learning is a highly individual
journey. It may take place in many different ways, and it is shaped by the context
(Cranton, 2016).

While openness to critical reflection is necessary for transformative learning,
it will not necessarily lead to changes in behaviour (Bueddefeld & Van Winkle,
2018). According to Mezirow (2000), it is essential to make a conscious decision
to take action even after undergoing a transformative shift in one’s thinking
perspective. This action can be either immediate or postponed, and it may arise
from careful deliberation, or from a habitual behavioural pattern. As one trans-
forms, one may encounter various obstacles, such as situational, emotional, and
informational challenges, and there may be a need to engage in additional learning

32



experiences. This is perhaps why transformative learning is a complex and
complicated process and not as straightforward as informative learning.

To transform one’s teaching conceptions and approach from content- to
learning-centred, pedagogical courses are recommended (Greer et al., 2016;
Postareff & Lindblom-Yldnne, 2008). However, varying results in terms of their
effectiveness have been reported, with some studies claiming that these are highly
effective in impacting conceptions of teaching and learning (Gibbs & Coffey,
2004), while others demonstrate more moderate results (McChesney & Aldridge,
2021). What is also known is that formal learning does not transform the con-
ceptions of all students (Greenhill et al., 2018). Furthermore, there are several
factors which may influence whether and how learning from pedagogical courses
reaches classroom practice, such as time, collegial support, rewards (Ginns et al.,
2010) and the “disposition of the learner” (Eraut, 2004). Taylor (2000) posits that
some people tend to have a greater tendency towards reflective thinking than
others. Those who have an inclination towards reflective thinking may be more
open to transformative learning.

Two further elements play an important role in the transformative learning
process: context (Mezirow & Associates, 2000) and critical reflection (Snyder,
2008). Contextual factors such as customs, written and unwritten rules, and prac-
tices shape transformations (Roxa & Martensson, 2015). Both literal and cogni-
tive contexts are significant as they affect life experiences from which meaning
perspectives are formed and later evaluated (Mezirow & Associates, 2000).
Context may influence individuals, perhaps even more deeply than Mezirow,
developing the theory, realised during his lifetime (Taylor & Cranton, 2012).
Critical reflection, on the other hand, may increase self-awareness about one’s
subjective meaning perspectives (Snyder, 2008), allow critical evaluation of
assumptions and allow the exploration of collective experiences (Mezirow,
1998). Biggs and Tang (2011) link critical reflection to effective outcomes-based
teaching. They maintain that theory enables the mere statement of what-is (just
reflection) to transform into what-might-be (critical reflection); theory is seen as
a way to illuminate and resolve problems in teaching. While university teachers
may have implicit theories of teaching, they often lack an explicit teaching theory
that could help them resolve their teaching dilemmas. An explicit theory could
guide them to reflect critically on elements of their teaching, beyond simply
finding faults with learners (Biggs & Tang, 2011).

Empirical studies regarding transformative learning have been conducted in
various fields. For example, in education (Gawlicz, 2022), sustainability (Gal &
Gan, 2020) and medicine (Greenhill et al., 2018) among others. The results of
Greenhill and colleagues’ (2018) study indicated that not all medical students
experienced transformative learning. However, those who did were characterised
by their initiative to find challenging learning opportunities and focused on
consciously fostering collaborative relationships with both peers and teachers.
These students had a clear vision of what kind of doctor they wanted to be, con-
sistent with their values and clinical practice. The students who experienced
transformative learning were aware of the shift in their perspective. The authors
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also emphasised that the learning context is significant in facilitating the trajec-
tory of transformative learning (Greenhill et al., 2018).

Fetherston and Kelly (2007) concluded in their study that creating a context
conducive to transformative learning is difficult, as is achieving a depth of trans-
formation in learners’ thinking. The study found that students’ experiences of
transformative learning were described in terms of the transformation of attitudes,
flexibility, increased awareness of self and others, and openness to other perspec-
tives (Fetherston & Kelly, 2007). In her 2004 article, Berger described the journey
of transformative learning, focusing on the threshold of transformation. The
results of her study indicated that the experience of being on the verge of trans-
formation varies. There are those who find the process painful and wish to return
to their safe zone and there are those who seek out and revel in the transformation
(Berger, 2004). From previous studies, it can be concluded that transformative
learning from the students’ perspective is a multifaceted, highly individual and
complex journey that is shaped by the characteristics of the learners and by their
respective context.

This doctoral dissertation explored how PhD students described the trans-
formation in their teaching conceptions and approach towards learning-centred-
ness, as well as the context surrounding this transformation. Consequently, the
following questions were formulated (sub-questions of research question 3 — How
does the process of transformative learning and its context shape learning about
teaching and the transformation of conceptions and approach towards learning-
centredness from the PhD students’ perspective?) 1. How did participants de-
scribe the change in conceptualising their teaching/ approaches to teaching?
2. How did participants describe the transformation toward learning-centredness?
3. According to participants in the study, how did their teaching-learning environ-
ment enable them to implement their transformed teaching concept/approach?
These research questions are addressed in Article I11.

2.4. Summary of the Theoretical Framework

To summarise, the definition of learning is a complex and contested concept.
Illeris (2002; 2007) proposed three dimensions of learning: content, social, and
incentive. Selander et al. (2021) further developed these dimensions by high-
lighting the importance of the cultural, social and emotional processes in learning.
This dissertation aligns with the constructivist perspective of learning, arguing
that individuals construct their knowledge and understanding. The term “learning-
centeredness” is a key concept in the thesis, used for consistency purposes to en-
compass “learner-centeredness” or “student-centeredness”. It emphasises active
student participation, interaction, adapting to learners’ needs, autonomy, power
sharing, and the development of real-life and higher-order skills. University
teachers’ learning about teaching is contextualized by a historical perspective,
illustrating the evolving priorities in university teacher professional development.
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There has been a shift towards valuing teaching alongside research, but challenges
remain in associating teaching quality with career progression.

Four ways of learning about teaching were presented. Firstly, formal pedagogi-
cal courses may be useful in learning about teaching, developing conceptions of
and approach to teaching towards becoming more learning-centred. Some studies
suggest that formal pedagogical courses can influence conceptions of teaching,
while others question their relevance and their impact on student learning. The
duration of pedagogical courses may affect their effectiveness; however, the
results of studies on this issue have been mixed. Transforming teaching concep-
tions and approach into learning-centred ones is crucial for enhancing student
learning, but how this transformation occurs has not yet been definitively estab-
lished.

Results of earlier studies indicate that both formal and informal learning may
provide opportunities to learn about teaching and that these are complementary
ways of learning. Informal learning, in the form of conversations, may assist with
resolving urgent issues in teaching. Pedagogical experts as conversations partners
may develop one’s pedagogical thinking and contribute to one’s development as
an academic teacher. However, the effectiveness of informal conversations for
the purpose of learning about teaching depends on the quality of conversations
and on the depth of reflection.

Another way of learning about teaching is by involvement in a community.
Previous research indicates that PhD students struggle at the start of their
academic career due to lack of support. It is necessary for PhD students to be part
of academic networks for effective socialisation, for acceptance by the university
community and to learn about teaching in the academic community. Socialisation
is a process that leads to acceptance of the norms of the community and culture
and fosters professional identity building. As newcomers have agency, they have
the potential to reshape the culture and the norms within a community. However,
if, how and with what results they exercise agency may depend on various factors.
Newcomers may accept the norms of the respective culture readily or reject them
completely. This may lead to different outcomes for both for the newcomer, the
culture and the community. Relations within the community are crucial for
newcomers and lead to their acceptance (or rejection) by the community; this also
affects their opportunities to learn about teaching. Additionally, different cultures
within an organisation may create difficulties for newcomers to navigate. For
example, in an academic culture, research may be considered to be more im-
portant than teaching. In the teaching culture, there may be a distinction between
content- and learning-centredness. Communities of practice offer learning
opportunities and help to combat the isolation of early career academics.

Lastly, learning about teaching might need not only informational but also
transformative learning to become learning-centred. Transformative learning is
complex, involving the reframing of assumptions and expectations to become
more inclusive, reflective, and adaptable; not all learning endeavours necessarily
lead to transformative learning. Pedagogical courses are often recommended to
facilitate this shift, but according to studies, their effectiveness varies. Context,
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critical reflection and willingness to act also play a crucial role in transformative
learning. Empirical studies have shown that transformative learning happens for
some learners and to a lesser degree, or not at all, for others. The studies highlight
the importance of considering the learning context, critical reflections and the
learners’ proactive approach for fostering transformative learning.

A common thread uniting the theoretical perspectives of different ways of
learning about teaching is reflection. Informal conversations as a form of in-
formal learning serve their purpose if they do not remain superficial but become
“learningful” through reflection (Senge, 1990). This requires one’s thinking and
conversations to be “open to the influence of others” (Senge, 1990, p. 9). This is
similar to Mezirow’s transformative learning theory (1998; 2000) where critical
reflection on one’s assumptions and consideration of collective experiences may
lead to more balanced outcomes and increased awareness. As communities offer
a collective perspective, reflecting about teaching in a community may offer inno-
vative solutions, and change the culture, methods of work and identities of people
(Wenger-Trayner et al.,, 2022). As not everyone experiences transformative
learning, it may depend on the characteristics of the learner (Eraut, 2004), such
as having an inclination for reflective thinking (Taylor, 2000). Formal learning
may provide opportunities for reflection about one’s teaching conceptions and
practice since gaining a theoretical perspective may facilitate critical reflection.

Another commonality is the consideration of context. In conversations as an
avenue for informal learning, the context may be the workplace or the personal
sphere where something is learned about teaching. However, not all contexts are
conducive to conversations about teaching as networks and relationships may be
formed with people with similar conceptions and thus lead to biased views and
personal theories instead of scientifically grounded ones (Poole et al., 2019). The
same applies to the process of socialisation and learning in a community. The
context of the community may be such that obtaining agency for newcomers is
either easy or difficult. Learning about teaching in a particular context may
depend on the cultural norms, attitudes and established rules of the community.
Context has an influence on life experiences and may shape the transformative
learning trajectory (Mezirow & Associates, 2000). Critical reflection should aid
the analysis of subjective meaning perspectives in a given context and expand
these perspectives.
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The following chapter presents an overview of the research design, method,
selection of participants, details of data collection and analysis, trustworthiness,
ethical considerations, researcher’s role and potential for bias.

3.1. Research design

Research is guided by a research paradigm, or world view, that explains how
knowledge is sought and used (Thomas, 2016). The worldview guiding this re-
search was interpretivism, also known as constructivism (Crotty, 1998; Mack,
2010). The constructivist paradigm maintains that knowledge is personally const-
ructed (Phillips, 1995). The underlying assumptions consist of several elements:
ontology (the view of reality), epistemology (acquisition of knowledge), axiology
(underlying values), and methodology (how research is done, including methods,
or what is done, employed in the process of research) (Creswell, 2003). The onto-
logical assumptions of this research consider reality to be subjective as people
mentally construct individual interpretations of events and they assign their own
meaning to the experience (Mack, 2010). Mack (2010) explains that epistemo-
logical assumptions of interpretivism are based on the notion of gaining knowl-
edge through personal experience, that knowledge is acquired inductively, and
that it becomes noticeable in particular situations. The methodology based on
these assumptions is explanatory, involving dialogic techniques and the explo-
ration of several knowers, their sense- and meaning-making. The axiology of the
constructivist research accepts the assumption that the values of the researcher,
the research participants and the context need to be transparent (Lincoln & Guba,
2013).

A constructivist approach was employed in this dissertation by accepting that
the reality reported by PhD students participating in the study is subjective, and
that it involves different interpretations of how and what is learnt about teaching
in the higher education context. Gaining knowledge about teaching though perso-
nal experiences was illustrated by participants’ descriptions of situations involving
conversations about teaching, their experiences of acceptance by the university
community and their own acceptance of the university culture norms, as well as
the transformation of their conceptions and approach towards learning-centred-
ness. The methodology choices were grounded on an exploration of 25 PhD
students’ experiences and data was gathered via an interview format. Descrip-
tions of the research context were provided above. The values of the researcher
will be provided in the subsequent section. The values of the participants are
visible in illustrative excerpts from their interviews presented in the original
publications that form the basis of this dissertation.

Based on the described assumption of interpretivism as a research paradigm,
this study focused on understanding PhD students’ lived experiences of learning
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about teaching in the higher education context. Semi-structured individual inter-
views and a variety of methods were employed (including inductive thematic
analysis, phenomenography and case study), allowing the exploration of the
different aspects which shape PhD students’ learning about teaching.

3.2. Research method

Based on the research problem and the aim of the doctoral thesis, the metho-
dology chosen for the studies which form the basis of the dissertation was quali-
tative. A qualitative method was considered appropriate as it provides new insights
and understandings about individuals (Saldafa, 2011). It was also considered
appropriate for an exploration and in-depth understanding of PhD students’
learning about teaching in higher education.

While quantitative research aims to count occurrences, explore numeric
patterns and find statistical relationships among the data (Creswell, 2003), quali-
tative research focuses on gaining insight into phenomena considering the context
(Bradley et al., 2007). Qualitative research allows the exploration of the human
experience in more depth than quantitative approaches (Pilarska, 2021). In
qualitative research, the underlying assumption is that reality is a comprehensive,
constantly changing, subjective and multifaceted phenomenon (Merriam &
Tisdel, 2015). In contrast, quantitative research is rooted in (post-)positivism, with
the underlying assumption that researchers must employ rigorous methods to be
objective and eradicate potential biases, all in the pursuit of revealing an objective
reality that exists independently (Hasan, 2016; Timans et al., 2019). A qualitative
approach was selected because it accepted the assumption that PhD students’
reality concerning learning about teaching in the higher education context is
subjective and it is therefore not possible to reveal an objective reality. Hence, to
gain a deeper understanding of PhD students’ experiences of learning about
teaching in this specific context, and to uncover new aspects of how PhD students
learn about teaching, a qualitative approach was considered appropriate.

Selection of the qualitative method was due to its better fit for the research
questions compared to a quantitative one. All of the research questions (How does
the formal pedagogical course support the informal conversations that facilitate
learning about teaching from the PhD students’ perspective? How does the
experience of acceptance in an academic community shape learning about
teaching from the PhD students’ perspective? How does the process of trans-
formative learning and its context shape learning about teaching and the transfor-
mation of conceptions and approach towards learning-centredness from the PhD
students’ perspective?) call for an exploration of unique experiences and for an
understanding of participants’ experiences rather than for an aggregate statistic.
Choosing three different methods to investigate PhD students’ learning about
teaching provided a deeper and more thorough understanding.
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3.3. Selection of participants

The participants of the study were 25 doctoral students from four Estonian uni-
versities. The participants in the study were chosen from a list of students who
had completed the pedagogical course at University of Tartu six months prior to
the interviews and who had indicated in their learning diary that they could be
contacted after the course for research purposes. Participants were contacted via
e-mail by the supervisor of the dissertation Associate Professor Mari Karm and
invited to participate in the research, and interview details were agreed with her.

A purposeful sampling method was employed which was considered appro-
priate for qualitative studies (Marton, 1986). For all studies that form the basis of
the dissertation, the criteria for selection were status as a PhD student at an
Estonian university and teaching experience in higher education after the comp-
letion of the pedagogical course. Completion of a pedagogical course as a selec-
tion criterion was considered relevant as the focus of the first article was on the
interplay of formal and informal learning about teaching, hence this could be
explored only with participants who had undergone formal pedagogical training.
Furthermore, the completion of the pedagogical course was relevant in terms of
shaping the experience of being accepted by the academic community and of
accepting their norms, which was explored in the second article. Additionally,
Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning describes as one of the possible
phases of transformation “critical assessment of assumption and acquiring knowl-
edge and skills for implementing one’s plans” (Mezirow, 1994, p. 94), which
could ensue from completion of a pedagogical course and subsequent teaching
experience.

The main criterion for selecting participants to be included in the case study
for the third article was the presence of elements indicating a focus on learning-
centredness in participants’ self-descriptions of their teaching, either in the inter-
view or in the learning portfolio. A secondary criterion involved evidence in
participants’ reports of a transformation in their conceptions of and approach to
teaching, such as statements like “my teaching before and after the pedagogical
course is like night and day,” or indications of a process of transformation, such
as “I think it needs more imagination how to implement those [learning-centred]
things.” The study investigated how participants’ teaching conceptions and
approach transformed towards learner-centeredness. Of the 25 interviews, four
cases were chosen that best described the journey of transformative learning and
also showcased varying degrees of transformation towards a learning-centred
approach, whether during or after the pedagogical course. “Complete trans-
formation” was defined as “an epistemological change rather than merely a change
in behavioural repertoire or an increase in the quantity or fund of knowledge”
(Kegan, 2009, p. 41). To gauge the extent or depth of this transformation, partici-
pants’ self-reports of their knowledge and the application of the fundamental
principles of the learner-centred approach were taken as indicators. Two cases
were selected where transformative learning had taken place to the fullest extent,
one case where there seemed to be incomplete elements of transformation and one
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divergent case was chosen where the transformation appeared to be at a very early
stage. Data from participants whose descriptions lacked the element of transfor-
mative learning were excluded from further analysis.

There were 16 female and nine male participants. Six participants were from
the field of medicine, nine from social sciences, five from humanities and five
from natural sciences. The length of participants’ teaching experience in higher
education ranged from one to seven years. Participants were chosen to allow
variability of their experiences considering their demographic data, their role and
length of experience.

3.4. Data collection

Data collection occurred from 2017 to 2020. The reason for such a long data col-
lection period was to achieve maximum variation in the participants’ experiences,
to explore the uniqueness and diversity of the participants’ experiences and to
identify patterns that could be identified across those variations (Palinkas, et al.,
2013).

In compiling the interview questions, both direct and indirect questions were
included. The inclusion of both types of questions was to minimise any social
desirability bias; i.e. any mismatch between what participants consider to be
socially acceptable to present about themselves and their context, and what they
genuinely perceive their reality to be (Bergen & Labonté, 2020). Indirect ques-
tions included, for example, questions asking participants to describe their teaching
and their conversations about teaching. These descriptions were aimed at
exemplifying how the participant thought about teaching, their teaching approach
and conceptions, as well as learning from conversations about teaching without
the need to present a socially acceptable answer about what they might have
considered “right” or agreeable to the interviewers. Direct questions included, for
example, whether there was anything from the pedagogical course that inspired
the participant to try something new in their teaching. These questions were
deemed to be less susceptible to social desirability bias. The interview guide is
presented in Annex 1.

After the initial interview questions were drafted, the questions were discussed
with colleagues from the ERASMUS+ project. Next, the pilot interview was
conducted by the author’s supervisor, Associate Professor Mari Karm. The pilot
interview provided the opportunity to gauge the extent to which the interview
questions yielded information about the research questions. A participant who
was a doctoral student at the time of the interview and had completed the peda-
gogical course was chosen for the pilot interview and the data collected was used
in the data analysis. Minor changes were made to the interview guide after the
pilot interview.

Individual semi-structured interviews (Kvale, 1996) were used for collecting
data. The interview format as the main method of data collection method was
considered appropriate as it allowed the gathering of information about an indi-
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vidual’s “perspectives, feelings, opinions, values, attitudes, and beliefs about
their personal experiences and social world, in addition to factual information
about their lives” (Saldafia, 2011, p 32). Semi-structured interviews enabled the
gathering of illuminating data and enabled the interviews to be tailored to the
individual responses of the participants while still staying focused on the research
questions. Although the interview protocol was followed, and three blocks of
questions were covered during each interview, the sequence of questions was
sometimes altered to follow the natural course of the conversation.

All participants were interviewed by two researchers (the author of the disser-
tation and supervisor Mari Karm). This was done to engage participants through
different interviewer personalities and their meaning perspectives, as well as to
follow interesting threads of thought brought up by the interviewees that might
have been missed by a single researcher taking the lead role of conducting the
interviews (Rosenblatt, 2012).

There are several limitations when two researchers conduct interviews
together. One of the risks associated with multiple interviewers arises from their
interaction with each other. Having a colleague present may create pressure for
the researcher; however, trust and openness between colleagues mitigates this
pressure (Bechhofer et al., 1984) as was the case with the researchers involved in
the interview process of the current doctoral dissertation. Having two researchers
interview one participant may be perceived as intimidating and may create a
power imbalance (Bechhofer et al., 1984), so the well-being of participants was
carefully considered by the researchers before and during the interviews. On the
other hand, as the focus is directly on the participant and the content discussed,
having two researchers do the interview may be considered an advantage
(Redman-MacLaren, et al., 2014). It was noted that the interviewing atmosphere
was enhanced and a better connection to interviewees was established with the
participation of two researchers similarly to previous research conducted by
Velardo & Elliott (2021). Interviewers made efforts to shift the power dynamic
and empower participants by empathising with their experiences and sharing their
own stories on the topic as suggested by Velardo & Elliott (2021). Additionally,
as one of the interviewers was a teacher of the Estonian language pedagogical
course that some participants of the study had completed (others completed the
course in English with another teacher), any possible bias relating to questions
about participation in a formal pedagogical course was mitigated by these ques-
tions being asked or clarified by the author of the dissertation, who was not a
teacher of the course.

At the beginning of each interview, participants were given a short overview
of the study, an outline of the main topics to be covered during the interview and
assurance of research ethics considerations (maintenance of participant’s confi-
dentiality). Data collection ceased after 25 interviews. According to Merriam &
Tisdel (2015), the saturation point can be decided upon with a discussion and an
agreement between the researchers collecting the data. After 25 interviews, the
discussions led to the conclusion that no new information was being obtained
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from participants and that the emerging findings seemed saturated, so the decision
was made to stop data collection.

The interviews ranged from 30 to120 minutes and were conducted either face-
to-face (n=19) in a place of the participant’s choosing, or online, via Skype (n=6).
After each interview, researchers discussed it and wrote up their reflections in the
research journal. All the interviews were conducted in the Estonian language and
were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Additionally, for article III, learning
portfolios were used as a data source. The portfolios comprised an essay on
learning and teaching, a learning log and reflective texts created during the peda-
gogical course. The length of portfolios was of up to two A4 pages.

3.5. Data analysis

The following subchapter provides an overview of the data analysis. Firstly, the
preparation of data analysis is presented, followed by a description of the data
analysis process.

Preparation of data analysis. All the interviews were audio recorded with the
participants’ permission and were transcribed verbatim (with the exception of
filler words). The automatic transcripts (Aluméie et al., 2018) were re-read and
mistakes corrected manually by the author of the dissertation. Interview tran-
scripts were uploaded in QCamap software for further analysis.

To capture how PhD students learn about teaching, this qualitative study used
three research designs: qualitative inductive thematic analysis, phenomenography
and a comparative case study. An overview of the research aim, methods, and the
focus of the three articles is provided in Table 2.

Following the research questions, the data in the first article was analysed
employing the qualitative inductive thematic analysis method within a con-
structivist epistemology. Inductive analysis was deemed the most suitable as it
helps to approach the gathered data without the need to fit it into a pre-existing
model or framework and allows the identification of important themes from a
data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The inductive approach was also selected
because the identified themes have a strong connection to the data collected, even
if they are not directly related to the concrete questions asked during the interview
(Patton, 1990). It was also deemed appropriate as there was an interest in rich
descriptions provided by participants without the need to fit them into a
theoretical framework or a preexisting coding frame (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

For the second article, phenomenography was selected as the methodology
because there was a phenomenon of experience of acceptance of the university
teaching culture norms and of PhD students’ own acceptance by the university
community at its core. Phenomenography was chosen because it focuses, as an
object of study, on “the qualitatively different ways in which people experience
or think about various phenomena in the world” (Marton, 1986, p. 31). Pheno-
menography focuses on the variation in people’s experiences and understanding of
the phenomenon (Marton, 1980). It was also chosen because a phenomenographic
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research design is suitable for finding out how individuals think, how their thinking
develops and how teaching changes thinking (Gall, et al., 2007). As the second
article investigated variation in PhD students’ experience of learning about
teaching in an academic community in a higher education context through socia-
lisation and acceptance, and the phenomenon under study was acceptance, the
phenomenographic approach was deemed suitable. Phenomenography as a
methodology allowed the investigation of variation in PhD students’ experiences
of the phenomenon and of the underlying relationships between these experiences.

In the third article, a qualitative comparative case study research design was
selected to explore transformative learning and the shift towards learning-cente-
redness. It was considered appropriate in order to gain the perspective of the
participants, as the aim was to “‘get under the skin’ of a group or organization to
find out what really happens — the informal reality which can only be perceived
from the inside” (Gillham, 2000, p. 11). A case study design was selected because
it allowed the exploration of the ways in which transformative learning towards
learning-centredness occurs, from the point of view of PhD students. When
analysing data, cases were initially selected based on their informativeness in
terms of the phenomenon under study (Patton, 2002). From the 25 interviews
conducted, four cases were selected for further analysis, based on participant’s
description of their own teaching and on evidence within these descriptions of
changes in teaching which indicated that participants’ conceptions and approach
to teaching had been transformed. The data of participants whose descriptions of
their learning experiences did not provide information on transformative learning
was not further analysed.

Once the four individual cases, distinguishable by their varying degrees of trans-
formative learning based on theoretical characteristics of transformative learning,
were selected, a cross-case analysis was conducted to further explore changes in
the conceptualisation of and approach to teaching. Generalisations were then
made about changes towards learning-centredness. Two cases were chosen where
transformative learning was complete, one where it was well underway, and one
where the transformative learning was still in the early stages. This variety was
necessary to gain a deeper understanding of each case individually, as well as a
combined understanding of them. The decision about the completeness of trans-
formation towards learning-centeredness in this study was based on the partici-
pants’ descriptions of their knowledge and application of the core principles of
the learning-centred approach and on reports by participants of “an epistemo-
logical change rather than merely a change in behavioural repertoire or an increase
in the quantity or fund of knowledge” (Kegan, 2009, p. 41). Comparing both diver-
gent and similar cases, it is possible to better understand the results of a single case,
especially in terms of how, where and why things are the way they are (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). By comparing different cases, it was possible to find out how,
where and why PhD students’ transformation towards learning-centredness either
did or did not occur.
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Table 2. Overview of the research aim, methods, and the focus of the three articles

Article 1

Article 2

Article 3

Overall aim

The overall aim of the study presented in this doctoral thesis is to find

of the study |out PhD students’ perspectives on how different ways of learning
shape their own learning about teaching.

Methodology | Qualitative research, interpretivist paradigm

Research Thematic analysis Phenomenography Comparative multi-

design case

Data 25 individual semi-structured interviews with PhD students

collection

Focus of the

To examine informal

To explore learning in

To develop an

article learning of PhD a community and the | understanding of how
students about experience of PhD students describe
teaching in the form of | acceptance by PhD the transformation
conversations. students of the toward learning-
university teaching centredness and how
culture norms and of | their teaching-learning
their own acceptance |environment enables
by the university them to implement
community. their transformed
teaching conception /
approach.
Title of Soomere, T., & Soomere, T., Karm, Soomere, T., Karm,
published Karm, M. (2021). PhD | M., & Rox4, T. (under | M. & Rox4, T. (2024).
article students’ conver- submission). PhD PhD Students’

sations that lead to
learning about
teaching: the interplay
of formal and informal
learning. International
Journal for Academic
Development, 26(3).
https://doi.org/10.1080
/1360144X.2021.1951
738

Students’ Acceptance
of the University
Teaching Com-
munity’s Cultural
Norms and by the
Teaching Community:
a Phenomenographic
Study. Journal of
Further and Higher
Education.

Transformative
Change in Teaching:
A Comparative Case
Study. Journal of
Transformative
Education.
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The process of data analysis. In the first article, thematic analysis was employed.
The phases of thematic analysis which guided the data analysis process were as
described by Brown and Clarke (2006): first, the transcripts were read several
times, and initial ideas were recorded. Next, initial codes were generated by
collecting data relevant to individual codes. The third phase involved looking for
themes and collating codes. The themes were then reviewed, and a thematic map
created. The fifth phase concentrated on naming the themes. Finally, extract
examples were selected and analysed in relation to the research question and the
literature, yielding a report of the analysis.

The analysis involved an iterative process, considering all the gathered data
and the coded passages being analysed. The researchers involved in this study
discussed coding and categorising decisions as well as the interpretation of results
until a consensus was reached. To enhance the reliability of results, a research
journal was used to reflect on the data analysis process.

In the second article, phenomenography was the methodology employed.
Zoltowski and colleagues (2017) describe the data analysis in phenomenography
as a process involving reading and re-reading of transcripts. Responses of the
interviewees are firstly arranged into categories which describe their experience
of the phenomenon, secondly, the alignment of the responses with each category
is identified, next, categories are redefined and relationships between categories
are described, followed by collaborative discussions and critiquing of both the
categories and the interrelationships. The aim is to create categories of description
which are representative of the ways in which the phenomenon is experienced by
more than one person (Zoltowski, et al., 2017).

Akerlind and colleagues (2005) argue that the analysis could either begin as
soon as all transcripts are prepared for reading, or a subset of transcripts could be
analysed before the whole. The approach the current study adopted was to read a
preliminary set of transcripts by two researchers first and then to read the whole
body of text generated by the data collection. Most of the data analysis was done
by a single researcher which does not undermine the rigour of the research as
“any outcome space is inevitably partial, with respect to the hypothetically
complete range of ways of experiencing a phenomenon. [...] Thus, an individual
researcher can, at the least, make a substantial contribution to our understanding
of a phenomenon, even if team research might have taken that understanding
further” (Akerlind et al., 2005, p. 93).

The results of phenomenographic research create what is called the “out-
come space”, which has three aspects. The first aspect is the category of descrip-
tion (Maron and Booth, 1997). “A description of the ‘outcome space’, that is, a
picture (in either prose or graphic form or both) of the categories and their relation
to each other. The second aspect is the detailed elaboration of the categories of
description. The third aspect is the detailed analysis of the relationships among
categories. In practice, most outcome spaces show some form of hierarchical
relationships among categories” (Akerlind et al., 2005, p. 95). The latter may not
always be a linear hierarchy but a branching one (Akerlind, 2005). A process of
data analysis is depicted in Figure 2.
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*Orientation: reading the transcripts several times

AN

*Identifying themes: the main themes participants discuss concerning the
research question

*Recognising variation: all the different conceptions concerning the themes

<
*Developing categories: structure and hierarchy of conceptions and verifying
i3l the hierarchy of the categories

V7 CECICT4

Figure 2. Process of phenomenographic data analysis (adapted from Jéppinen et al., 2015).

In the third article, a comparative multi case design was employed. Data
analysis was conducted using content analysis which aims to provide a concent-
rated yet broad description of the phenomenon under study, the outcome of which
is an analysis of categories of the phenomenon (Elo & Kyngés, 2008). The in-
ductive approach was selected due to the lack of knowledge about the pheno-
menon (Elo & Kyngés, 2008). Data was analysed based on the stages described
by Elo & Kyngés (2008): preparation, organising and reporting. During the pre-
paration phase, the interview transcripts and written reflections were read several
times to make sense of the data as a whole, then units of meaning relating to the
aim and the research questions were identified. The meaning units were related
to reported changes in the conceptualisation of and approach to teaching. Only
manifest content (i.e., what was actually said by the interviewee) was analysed.
The organisation phase included open coding, category creation and abstraction.
Open coding involved writing notes and headings during reading; headings were
later collated into coding sheets. Initial categories were generated next. Categories
were then clustered under higher order headings, based on the comparison and
interpretation of data. Finally, the abstraction phase involved the generation,
description and naming of sub- and main categories with explanations and
examples. A cross-case analysis was then undertaken to explore transformation
in the conceptions and approach to teaching. Through the investigation of mul-
tiple cases, the study aimed to identify how, where, and why a shift towards a
learning-centred approach took place.

3.6. Trustworthiness of the study

The trustworthiness of a study indicates the extent to which a systematic process
has been employed to report the findings and to interpret the data, and the extent
to which the interpretations can therefore be relied upon (Lincoln & Guba, 2013).
The four criteria of trustworthiness in qualitative research are credibility,
transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Morrow, 2005).
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Credibility refers to establishing trust in the results and interpretations of a
study. Qualitative research does not seek to discover “the truth” or report on the
“objective reality”. Instead, it employs other means to enhance its credibility.
Credibility in qualitative research can be achieved through extended engagement
with the participants, triangulation (methods, sources, theories, researchers) and
peer debriefing (Denzin, 1978).

Credibility in this doctoral dissertation was achieved through a prolonged
period of data collection, from 2017 until 2020, which yielded rich data from
participants of different backgrounds and experiences. In conducting the studies
that form the basis of this dissertation, credibility was also increased by deter-
mining the most suitable research design and method of data collection, by deve-
loping and discussing the interview guide with experts (from the ERASMUS+
project and the supervisors of the thesis), and by selecting PhD students with
varying degrees of teaching experience in higher education. In this dissertation,
multiple methods (inductive thematic analysis, phenomenography, comparative
case study) were used to enhance credibility. While interviews were the main data
source for the dissertation, learning portfolios were also used as a data source for
the third study. Two researchers were involved in data collection and analysis. In
general, a pilot interview is considered essential to test interview questions for
their suitability in terms of the responses they elicited from participants relating
to the research questions (Gillham, 2005). In the current doctoral thesis, a pilot
interview was conducted to enhance credibility. Additionally, peer debriefing
was used after each interview. There were several theoretical perspectives (in-
formal learning through conversations, learning in a community, socialisation,
transformative learning) through which the findings were interpreted. Additio-
nally, to enhance credibility, researcher beliefs and biases were reflected upon in
the research diary at the beginning of the research process. By openly presenting
the researcher’s own role and bias in the dissertation, transparency of research
was enhanced, allowing the reader to see how a particular researcher’s “lens” may
have influenced the findings and interpretations thereof (Maxwell, 2013).

Transferability relates to the applicability of findings and interpretations that
is made possible through thick description including of the context. This allows
the reader to determine whether results and interpretations are applicable and
relevant to their own context. In the current dissertation, to facilitate transfera-
bility, a detailed description of the data analysis was included, as well as infor-
mation about participants and the context. This can, according to Guba & Lincoln
(1989), help the reader decide whether the results are transferable to their context.

Dependability refers to the process and whether or not it can be judged to be
dependable and consistent (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Dependability is achieved
through an auditing process where consistency across the data, analysis, results
and outcomes is critically reviewed. In the current dissertation, dependability was
enhanced by employing a research diary (see Appendix 2 for excerpts), detailing
how data was collected and analysed, how categories or hierarchies were created,
and which questions emerged and were addressed during the process. In each
study, examples of data analysis are provided in the respective articles.
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Additionally, dependability was enhanced by a thorough descriptions of methods.
Dependability can be increased by clearly indicating how the results and data are
linked (Polit & Beck, 2004). In the dissertation, the process of analysis was
described in detail. Furthermore, trustworthiness and reliability of findings and
interpretations was enhanced by the provision of authentic citations. This allows
the reader to ascertain that the presentation of results reflects participants’
perceptions of the phenomenon under study and not that of the researcher (Guba
& Lincoln, 1989). At the same time, it has been suggested that it is crucial to
carefully check that participant’s identity is not recognisable from the quotes used
(Ford & Reutter, 1990). This was achieved by changing the pseudonyms for the
participants in each article.

Confirmability refers to the dependability of the process of data gathering and
analysis. This can be achieved by auditing, triangulation or reflective journalling
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this dissertation, two researchers were involved in
the data collection for the studies that form the basis of this dissertation and which
allowed rich data to be gathered from participants. In Article I, the author of the
dissertation analysed the data together with one of the supervisors, Mari Karm.
In Articles II and III, the author of the thesis was responsible for conducting the
first round of data analysis, which was then discussed with both supervisors via
online meetings to ensure that the data analysis met quality standards and that the
results presented were justifiable. Throughout the research process, a research
diary was kept to enhance confirmability. The data in the research diary is not
presented in the dissertation as it was not analysed and was instead used as an
analysis support technique. It served as a reduction of psychological tension, and
a reflexion on the author’s own biases and habits of thought in response to what
was heard during data collection, and what was experienced whilst conducting
the analysis and interpretation of the results (Beuving & De Vries, 2015). Diary
entries served to make prejudices explicit, and to examine expectations towards
the content of interviews (personal preferences of what one might or might not
find in the data) (Gillham, 2005).

Finally, to enhance transferability, rich descriptions were provided and maxi-
mum variation sampling was employed. As Lincoln and Guba (1985) note, trans-
ferability of results rests more on the person trying to apply the results than on
the original researcher, and the responsibility of the latter is to provide descrip-
tions in sufficient detail. In this dissertation, rich descriptions of the context and
of participants in the study have been provided to allow anyone seeking to apply
the results in their particular context to make an informed decision. Additionally,
detailed descriptions of findings, and evidence illustrated with quotations from
participants have been presented. To further enhance transferability, maximum
variation sampling has been employed in this dissertation. The diversity of par-
ticipants may also allow more readers to find the results to be applicable to their
own contexts (Merriam & Tisdel, 2015). While participants were all doctoral
students from Estonian universities, they were selected to include different discip-
linary backgrounds, genders, ages and lengths of teaching experience.
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3.7. Ethical considerations

The European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA, 2017), which is
the collection of overarching principles for research carried out in all scientific and
scholarly fields, stipulates that ethical research is reliable, honest, respectful and
accountable. This means that research quality is ensured from the point of view
of design, methodology, analysis and resources. Ethical research is planned, carried
out, reviewed, reported and communicated objectively, clearly and fully. It shows
respect for different parties involved and impacted by research starting from
fellow researchers, participants and the general public, through to the environment.
There is accountability on the part of the researcher for the research process from
planning to publication.

The Estonian Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (Centre for Ethics, 2017)
outlines the responsibilities of ethical researchers. These are as follows: they treat
participants in research with respect, they ensure the free will of participants in
the research and they protect their privacy. Prior informed consent must be
obtained from participants. The researcher must inform participants of the
objectives, potential benefits and risks of the research. They must protect the
personal data of participants.

From the initial idea to management and organisation, all the principles of
research integrity listed above were adhered to in the studies that form the basis
for this dissertation. An overview of how research ethics were observed is pre-
sented below.

Informed consent is considered one of the most important principles of re-
search ethics. It is comprised of three components: adequate information, volun-
tariness and competence (European Commission, 2013). All participants were
informed at the beginning of the interview about the purpose of the study. They
were informed via the e-mail inviting them to the interview about the volun-
tariness of participation. All participants were competent to make a decision
regarding participation in the study, and several of them asked follow-up ques-
tions clarifying the intent of the study and the publication timeline.

Pseudonyms were used instead of real names to protect the privacy of parti-
cipants. Pseudonyms were assigned before the transcription phase to ensure con-
fidentiality. All transcripts included only pseudonyms. A list of actual names and
pseudonyms was generated by the author of the dissertation and kept on a
removable memory card where it was only accessible to the author. Different
pseudonyms were used in three articles to further avoid incidental exposition of
participant identity.

Data protection. All gathered data was protected and kept on a removable
memory card with access only by the author of the dissertation and the supervisor
Mari Karm. Audio recordings and interview transcripts were accessible to the
author of the dissertation and supervisor Mari Karm, and were kept on a remov-
able memory card. As interview transcripts were uploaded to QCamap, access to
the data was safeguarded by using a computer that was password protected.
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3.8. Researcher’s role and bias

Sword (1999) states that all research endeavours inherently include biases and
assumptions and reflect the personality of the researcher. Schwartz-Shea & Yanow
(2013) claim that it is assumed that researchers in the interpretivist research
tradition, which has been selected for the current dissertation, are able to
recognise their own biases, possess self-awareness and can monitor and reflect
on their own biases throughout the research process. The same authors maintain
that to enhance the trustworthiness of research, interpretive researchers should
carefully plan their research practices. The research process begins by positioning
oneself as a researcher (based on scientific literature and earlier experience) and
moves towards finding new knowledge that is inherently attached to the
researcher’s presence and engagement with participants of the study. The process
is based on the assumption that it is impossible to “stay outside” the subject of
inquiry (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2013).

According to Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2013), there are a number of con-
cerns relating to the researcher’s presence, bias and objectivity from the perspec-
tive of positive-informed methods. From the point of view of objectivity, a
researcher undertaking a positivist inquiry needs to “stay outside”, and to
maintain distance from the subject of study both emotionally and physically.
Researcher bias in the positivist approach can be minimised by detachment from
the subjects of inquiry and by attempts to control “confirmation bias” (con-
sciously searching for proof for a pre-existing belief) during data collection and
the analysis phase. Overly close connection to participants or ideas may lead to a
loss of the necessary distance. Additionally, researcher presence may affect
participants and influence the outcomes of research.

Such positivist conceptualisations are somewhat problematic in qualitative
research. Schwartz-Shea & Yanow (2013) maintain that creating artificial
controls would prevent researchers from understanding participants and impede
the latter from fully illuminating their understanding of the subject of the study.
Additionally, a lack of physical presence with participants would render it im-
possible to gain an understanding of their experiences and perceptions (Schwartz-
Shea & Yanow, 2013).

Studying participants with a familiar background and experiences, as is the
case in the current dissertation, may provide an advantage for the researcher due
to their in-depth understanding of participants’ lived experiences; at the same
time, there is a danger of projecting the researcher’s own perceptions and ideas
when interpreting the experiences of participants (Pillow, 2003). Asking ques-
tions and reflecting on both disparities and similarities between the researcher
and the participants will raise awareness of how the different perspectives can
influence the research process (Lietz, Langer, & Furman, 2006).

Reflexivity is seen as key to increasing the trustworthiness of qualitative
research. It involves an analysis of the researcher’s identity and its relation to the
entire research process, from design to reporting results (Schwartz-Shea &
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Yanow, 2013). In the following section, the researcher role and bias of the author
of the dissertation are described from a first-person perspective.

I have been a doctoral student of Educational Sciences at the University of
Tartu since 2018. I am a student who had taught for more than fifteen years prior
to enrolling in the PhD program in higher and adult educational contexts and had
gone through the same pedagogical training aimed at teaching in higher education
as had all the participants in the study. As I was researching PhD students similar
to myself, it was necessary for me to reflect on my role as a researcher and to
keep my personal experience from influencing the research process. To minimise
bias and to reflect on issues during different stages of the research process, I kept
a researcher diary. In the diary, I reflected on my initial thoughts about my
experience as a doctoral student, my role as a teacher and supervisor in higher
education, my own teaching philosophy, and my expectations towards the study
before the data collection started. This allowed me to bring to the surface any
perceptions and attitudes that could potentially influence my role as a researcher.
It also helped me when we were conducting interviews to phase questions in a
manner that was not leading or did not indicate my own preferences. During the
later stages of research, I re-read my initial reflections and compared them to the
results to see if | had interpreted data with personal bias.

In the research diary, I recorded my reflections after the interviews with my
initial thoughts about the analysis. During the analysis phase, as the process took
place over a period of time and was done several times, my notes about the
analysis process helped me to notice any deviations from the research questions
or possible biases. This reflection also helped me to differentiate my roles as a
researcher and as a doctoral student.

To minimise bias, two of my supervisors were involved in creating the inter-
view protocol, one of them (Mari Karm) conducted the interviews with me, we
reflected together after each interview, and she also participated in the data
analysis process. Potential issues and inter-coder disagreements were discussed
in depth. At the same time, as Mari Karm was a teacher of the pedagogical course
some participants had completed (the Estonian language one), we were aware that
she was in a unique position because she had a close relationship with participants
that could involuntarily transfer to data collection and interpretation (Matteson &
Lincoln, 2009). We discussed this and I took the lead as the primary interviewer in
the majority of interviews. At the same time, this unique relationship allowed her
to ask additional questions and to delve deeper into the topics discussed.

While from the interpretivist perspective, it is impossible to eliminate all pre-
conceived notions based on personal experiences and possible biases due to my
role as a PhD student, at the same time, having this experience and background
allowed me to interact with the participants on a deeper personal level and for
them to potentially open up more. Excerpts from the researcher diary can be
found in Appendix 2.
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4. RESULTS

In the following section, an overview of the main findings addressed in the
research questions is provided. The results are more thoroughly described in the
journal articles I-III with illustrating excerpts from interviews.

4.1. PhD students’ conversations that lead to
learning about teaching: the interplay of formal
and informal learning (Article )

Article I aimed to answer the first research question of the dissertation and to find
out how the formal pedagogical course supported informal conversations that
facilitated learning about teaching from the PhD students’ perspective in a higher
education context. The results of the study are presented according to the main
themes identified in the data.

According to the results, participants emphasised understanding the signi-
ficance of talking about teaching as a result of completing the formal peda-
gogical course. Several participants mentioned that they had not talked about
teaching with anyone prior to the course and it seemed quite alien to them at first.
The value and usefulness of such conversations was reported to be a discovery
for them during the pedagogical course. The diversity of conversation partners
was highlighted by participants, as the course brought together peers from dif-
ferent fields and with different views about teaching, which were discussed
during the course. Conversations with the academic developers, who were the
course teachers, were also deemed significant by participants, as they were
reported to have a wealth of both theoretical and practical knowledge about
teaching. The diversity of the conversations on the topics of the pedagogical
course allowed participants to gain knowledge about ideas and methods that they
deemed most suitable for their own teaching context. Additionally, participants
elaborated that they gained food for thought for conversations about teaching
outside the context of the pedagogical course.

Another sub-theme that emerged was reflection on teaching in conversations.
As the formal course included mini-lessons, participants of the study reported
seeing fellow PhD students teach and hearing them reflect about their teaching.
They also reflected on the course teachers not only talking about learning-
centredness but employing it in their own teaching during the course and
reflecting about their own journeys as teachers. The course teachers were reported
to be role models for several participants. Observations of lessons and reflection
about teaching facilitated the habit of reflection about teaching, according to
participants.

The second main theme that emerged regarding how the formal course sup-
ported subsequent informal conversations was sharing insights about teaching.
Pedagogical knowledge gained at the course was reported to be shared with
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colleagues and other PhD students with whom teaching responsibilities were
shared. These conversations involved the themes of teaching practice, approaches
to teaching, and theoretical knowledge. Teaching practice related conversations
were reported to include the topics of methods and assessment. Information about
learning-centred teaching methods and personal experience with these were
reported to be shared and it was discussed how they could be implemented in
courses taught together. Assessment was discussed in terms of methods, criteria
and frequency of testing, as well as summative and formative assessment.
According to participants, these discussions aimed to link the theoretical knowl-
edge gained at the pedagogical course with the reality of teaching practice, con-
sidering also the views and teaching experience of colleagues and peers. In these
conversations, learning was realised by the process of testing ideas and finding
the best solutions for each teaching context and for cooperation with students.
Theoretical pedagogical knowledge which had been gained and expanded
on during the formal pedagogical course emerged in conversation as a sub-theme.
As participants reported having gained theoretical knowledge about teaching, this
transferred to their conversations. According to participants, gaining an under-
standing of learning theories, learning outcomes and constructive alignment was
significant in terms of organising their own teaching systematically. Furthermore,
these were discussed with individuals both within and outside the university.
According to participants, what was learnt from these conversations was mostly
related to joint teaching contexts and to ways in which the teaching practice could
be changed in order to engage students more actively, to more closely align
assessment with learning outcomes, or to use more formative assessment.
Another topic that was discussed was related to approaches to teaching
(teaching strategy). Insights about vertical and horizontal links in the curriculum
and common requirements were discussed to ensure cohesion and a holistic
approach to education. These discussions, however, did not always result in posi-
tive changes; at times, these were reported to create tensions with colleagues.
Another sub-theme that emerged and that led to both positive and negative
outcomes was sharing insights about learning-centredness. According to
participants, experiencing the learning-centred approach during the pedagogical
course allowed them to understand it more deeply and to reflect critically on their
own teaching practice. Discussions about learning-centredness took place with
individuals both within and outside the university. With peers and colleagues
within the university, these conversations were reported to involve explanations
of the essence of learning-centredness and the advocating of its advantages,
which led to changes in syllabi and assessment. On the other hand, such activism
was also met with disapproval where it did not seem to fit into the cultural norms
of the respective institute or department. It was considered inappropriate both in
terms of hierarchy (PhD student telling the more experienced colleagues how to
teach) as well as in terms of the teaching approach (content-centred teaching was
reported to be more prevalent in these contexts).
On the other hand, a theme of missing conversations emerged. There were
participants who reported not talking to anyone about teaching. Some of them
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mentioned that they did not feel the need to talk about their teaching. Others ref-
lected about their teaching in a journal but did not identify a need for a con-
versational partner to discuss these ideas. A sub-category of missing conver-
sations was that of missing conversations about teaching with the supervisor.
While several participants mentioned that they would have liked to have had con-
versations about teaching with their supervisor, the theme of not having those
discussions was prevalent. There were several reasons provided by participants
for the lack of these conversations: the supervisor was not deemed to have effective
teaching skills, the supervisor had a negative outlook towards teaching, the
supervisor had a different approach to teaching than the participant him/herself,
lack of time, limited communication generally with supervisor and, finally, the
participant’s perception of a lack of significant issues to discuss with the super-
visor about teaching. What is noteworthy is that some participants reported that
their supervisors sometimes asked for their advice about teaching. What was
learnt from those conversations was that even experienced supervisors may lack
pedagogical knowledge, and that the sharing of insights from the pedagogical
course was appreciated by some supervisors.

Overall, according to the participants, the formal pedagogical course supported
their informal conversations that lead to learning about teaching. The interplay of
formal and informal learning in the form of conversations was, according to
participants, most significant in gaining an understanding of the value of talking
about teaching, sharing insights about the learning-centred approach and sharing
theoretical pedagogical knowledge.

A more thorough description of the support of a formal pedagogical course on
facilitating informal conversations and the interplay between those two forms of
learning with respect to PhD students’ learning about teaching is presented in
Article L.

4.2. PhD students’ acceptance of the university
teaching community’s cultural norms and their
own acceptance by the teaching community:
a phenomenographic study (Article 1)

Article II aimed to answer the second research question of the dissertation and to
develop an understanding of the variation among PhD students’ lived experiences
of accepting the university teaching community’s cultural norms, and of being
accepted themselves by their teaching community. The teaching community was

mostly described at the departmental or institute level. The results of the study
represented qualitatively different ways of experiencing acceptance.

The three ways of experiencing acceptance identified in the transcripts were:
1) Acceptance as equal partners (Category 1)

2) Acceptance as knocking against boundaries (Category 2)

3) Acceptance as being on the margins (Category 3)
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Descriptions of experiences in the category of acceptance as equal partners
(Category 1) revealed that PhD students in the study described accepting the
norms of the university teaching community culture and having many positive
relationships with members of the community, which afforded them full accep-
tance by the community. They described having ample opportunities for teaching,
as well as the freedom to choose what and how to teach. Participants reported the
teaching culture as being mostly learning-centred, teaching as being seen as
something of value and had no issues adopting that approach themselves as it
coincided to a large degree with their own. The experiences in this category were
also described in terms of close contacts with members of the community,
including professors, who were reported to share their ideas and to talk about
teaching, and who were concerned about the quality of teaching in their respec-
tive department/institute.

Cooperation experiences in this category concerned a wide range of people,
including students, supervisors and colleagues. Part of the experience of accep-
tance reported by participants in this category had to do with support provided to
them and their active engagement in different activities, from curriculum and
subject development to departmental discussions. Participants described the
experience of acceptance in terms of being on an equal footing with others in the
respective department or institute, and of exercising agency —not only having ideas
about what and how to change regarding teaching, but also experiencing their
recommendations being implemented.

The experiences of acceptance in this category were mostly described in posi-
tive tones. They included reports of engaging with the community, being treated
as an equal, feeling embraced and trusted by the community, supervisors and stu-
dents. This, in turn, led to opportunities for exercising agency and for bringing
about change. These experiences also included descriptions of plentiful oppor-
tunities for teaching and of autonomy in the decision-making process regarding
teaching.

Descriptions of experiences in Category 2 — acceptance as knocking against
boundaries— were more diverse than were those described in Category 1. Whereas
participants described accepting the norms of the university teaching community
culture and experiencing acceptance by the community in generally positive
terms, they also reported experiences of alienation, pushback, and conflict. The
descriptions of experiences of acceptance in this category depicted participants’
considerable freedom in teaching, but also reflected their difficulties in becoming
full members of the community and of accepting the cultural norms. Whereas in
Category 1 participants reported that the teaching culture was perceived to be
mostly learning-centred, the descriptions in Category 2 tended to reveal per-
ceptions of a more content-centred teaching culture. This was reported to contrast
quite strongly with the approach favoured by participants themselves.

When the difference of approach was voiced and concerns about the content-
centred approach raised, these were reported to create tensions and possibly led
to frictions with colleagues. Participants also described that they perceived being
only partially accepted by the community. The efforts to share ideas about the
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learning-centred approach were described as resulting in both positive and
negative outcomes. The positive aspects were related to colleagues’ reactions of
excitement at the newfound knowledge regarding teaching and of its employment
in their teaching. The negative aspects were related to the perceived inflexibility
of their colleagues’ approach to teaching and their perceived unwillingness to
change. This sometimes resulted in participants reporting feeling frustrated or
overwhelmed, or even leaving the organisation.

Exercising agency was described as arduous and was perceived as knocking
against boundaries. While sometimes it was difficult to bring about change, the
experience of participants in this category revealed that having one foot outside
the university in professional practice worked to their advantage and allowed
closer collaboration with some groups within the university community. There
were also some opportunities for experiencing acceptance through being engaged
in curriculum and teaching development in their respective departments. At the
same time, being able to voice concerns did not mean that their opinions were
always considered. This was reported to result in feelings of frustration and
disempowerment on the part of participants.

Overall, descriptions of acceptance in this category revealed struggles to
accept the norms of the university teaching culture and struggles to be accepted,
in turn, by the community. Participants reported experiencing acceptance by some
members of the community and thereby found possibilities to exercise agency
and to lead change in teaching. On the other hand, participants also reported a
lack of acceptance by some members of the community and reported that oppor-
tunities for their agency to be exercised were reduced. PhD students in the study
reported not accepting the perceived norms of the university teaching culture as
these did not match their own. The experience of acceptance, as described by
participants, was related to collaborating with students, colleagues and super-
visors alike. While participants described being given relative freedom when it
came to their own teaching, they reported having difficulty being accepted by the
community or with accepting the norms of the teaching culture.

Descriptions in Category 3 — acceptance as being on the margins— revealed
experiences of having little awareness and understanding of the norms of the
university community culture and of being only minimally accepted by the
community. As participants reported only having limited interaction with mem-
bers of the university community, their descriptions of acceptance could be
explained as feeling being on the margins of the community, or of being only
superficially accepted. The norms of the culture were reported to be understood
to a limited degree or there was a perceived obligation to accept them. The descrip-
tions of acceptance of the norms indicated a lack of criticism of them. The
feelings of frustration were often reported as not being expressed to the members
of the community, neither were there descriptions of any rejection of the cultural
norms or of open disagreements with members of the community.

Descriptions in Category 3 revealed limited opportunities for teaching as well
as little freedom in decisions regarding teaching. This lack of autonomy was
reported to be both positive and negative. It was positive in terms of being able
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to rely on colleagues and supervisors and receive support. It was negative in terms
of the perception of forced roles and duties, and the feeling of unfair treatment.

The experience of acceptance in this category, as described by participants,
was mostly related to collaborating with students. Both the positive and the nega-
tive experiences with students tended to lack descriptions of critical reflection.
As the descriptions of experiences in Category 3 revealed a lack of close relation-
ships with the members of the community, there was a corresponding lack of
reports of collegial conversations about teaching, which could have helped parti-
cipants to make sense of their experiences with students and to learn from these.

The lack of opportunities to exercise agency also emerged from these descrip-
tions of experiences. While participants did describe some conversations with
colleagues, a prevalent feature of these conversations was resistance to the imple-
mentation of any proposed changes by participants. According to the participants,
they did not have much say or influence on the teaching in their community or on
the respective cultural norms.

Acceptance by the community was described as minimal and the descriptions
were centred around physical and social isolation. Descriptions of acceptance
were characterised by limited chances for social contacts with colleagues and a
general detachment from the community. Some participants related this to their
authorisation agreement (employment contract) which formed the basis for their
connection to the university. Others described a lack of common physical spaces
to interact with other community members. There were also descriptions of being
in the same physical space as community members, but not being included in
conversations about teaching.

Another result regarding PhD students’ acceptance of the university teaching
culture norms and regarding their own acceptance by the community was related
to PhD supervisors. While there were some reports of good relationships with
supervisors, they were rarely described as having assisted participants with making
sense of the university teaching culture norms. Neither were they described as
having facilitated relationships with community members or as having helped
them to become a fully engaged member of the community.

Outcome space

In a phenomenographical study, the last step in the analysis is finding relation-
ships between categories of description, which is called the “outcome space”
(Marton & Booth, 1997). A hierarchical order representation was chosen to pre-
sent the results of the study. Categories of description were organised from higher-
order (the most sophisticated) to lower-order (the simplest) categories, repre-
senting the different ways of understanding and experiencing the phenomenon
under study (Tight, 2016). The categories of description of acceptance can be
hierarchically organised in accordance with two key aspects of the research
questions: PhD students’ acceptance of the norms of the university teaching culture
and their own acceptance by the teaching community. The outcome space
depicting these key aspects in ways of experiencing acceptance is demonstrated
in Table 3.
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Table 3. Outcome space: key aspects of variation in ways of experiencing acceptance.

Categories
Key themes 1 2 3
Acceptance of teaching Full Partial Unawareness,
culture norms acceptance without
understanding
Autonomy in teaching Full Full Minimal
Agency to change Curriculum, Curriculum, Lesson
teaching syllabus, lesson syllabus, lesson
Agency to change High Medium None
teaching culture norms
Collaboration in Superiors, Superiors, Students
teaching colleagues, colleagues,
students students
Social interaction with Rich Rich Poor, few entry
community points
Acceptance by Full Partial Minimal
community

As can be seen from the outcome space depicted in Table 3, there is a connection
between the descriptions of PhD students’ acceptance of the norms of the
university teaching culture and of their own acceptance by the community.
Category 1 describes the most comprehensive experience of acceptance, charac-
terised by full acceptance by the community and by being afforded the greatest
degree of teaching autonomy. The descriptions of autonomy in teaching decrease
in line with the decreased degree of acceptance by the community.

The three categories of descriptions can be characterised by the degree of PhD
students’ social interaction with community members and the degree to which the
teaching culture norms were perceived to be learning-centred. Category 1
included descriptions of plentiful interactions and good relationships with the
community, which was associated with the experience of full acceptance and full
autonomy in teaching. Category 2 included descriptions of a lesser degree of
interactions and more neutral relationships with community members as com-
pared to Category 1. However, it included descriptions of full teaching autonomy.
These descriptions revealed the exercise of some agency. Category 3 contained
descriptions of an even lower degree of social interaction and of very limited
autonomy in teaching compared to the other two categories. The relationships in
this category were described as being superficial and the connections to the uni-
versity as being loose; experiences of acceptance in this category were charac-
terised by perceiving themselves as being on the margins of the community. The
descriptions indicated a relative lack of familiarity with and trust of the com-
munity, which in turn, led to the limited agency described by participants.
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A more thorough description of learning in the community, the qualitatively
different ways in which PhD students experienced acceptance of the norms of the
university teaching culture and of their own acceptance by the teaching com-
munity is presented in Article II.

4.3. PhD students’ transformative change in teaching:
a comparative case study (Article Ill)

Article III aimed to answer the third research question of the dissertation and to
find out how does the process of transformative learning and its context shape
learning about teaching and the transformation of conceptions and approach
towards learning-centredness from the PhD students’ perspective.

The results are presented firstly as individual cases and then according to the
research questions, comparing the cases. Of the 25 interviews with PhD students,
four cases were selected based on the descriptions of lived experiences of
transformative learning towards learning-centredness and the depth of transfor-
mation reported by the participants. Two cases were chosen based on their
descriptions of a full transformation, one case was selected based on the trans-
formation being partially complete and one that was at an early stage.

Noah

Noah’s background was in medical sciences. He reported having taught for a long
time and the transformation towards learning-centredness in his case appeared to
have started some time ago. He described feeling dissatisfied with his teaching at
certain points during his career and he explained that he had attempted changes
earlier based on his intuition. However, he reported that he was not quite able to
delve deeper into the dissatisfaction or analyse it more systematically before
completing the pedagogical course offered by the university. He expounded on
the pedagogical course as being essential on his journey towards learning-centred-
ness, providing him both with the means and ways to change his teaching from
conceptions to approach.

After the pedagogical course, Noah described having difficulties in applying
the learning-centred approach in practice. These impediments came from both
students and supervisors. Some descriptions of encounters with students revealed
their surface approach to learning, which was difficult for Noah to deal with and
accept. Furthermore, his supervisor was indifferent to his ideas about trans-
forming teaching to better prepare students for their future professional roles.
Noah described being frustrated by the lack of interest by the supervisor and left
the institution and his teaching position. However, leaving the institution did not
mean abandoning the transformed conceptions and approach to teaching.
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Robert

Robert’s background was in social sciences. Similarly to Noah, Robert had also
had a long experience of teaching. He also described minimal dissatisfaction with
his teaching over the years but major dissatisfaction after completion of the
pedagogical course at the university. He described both his conceptions and
approach transforming towards learning-centredness during and after the course.
However, one of the key factors in Robert’s report about his transformative
learning had to do with prior experiences that had accumulated over time. He
reported having had conversations with his wife about learning-centredness.
When reflecting about his experience of being coached, he noted that it shared
some principles with learning-centredness. When he recounted his visit to a
foreign university, he described noticing how successfully the learning-centred
approach was employed there. The ideas seemed to sink in gradually and resonate
during the pedagogical course when the learning-centred approach was introduced
and experienced by him. After the pedagogical course, Robert described little
difficulty in applying his transformed conceptions and approach. He reported his
learning-centred ideas of teaching being welcomed by students, colleagues and
supervisors alike.

Rasmus

Rasmus’ s background was in social sciences. Compared to Noah and Robert,
Rasmus had less, but still several years of teaching experience. Based on his
description, the transformation towards learning-centredness seemed to have
started during the pedagogical course. He reported having had some dissatis-
faction with his teaching but was apprehensive about adopting a completely dif-
ferent approach in teaching, hence his transformative learning was still in
progress. At the same time, he described a shift towards learning-centredness due
to how he perceived his role as a teacher and his responsibility towards students
as future colleagues. After the pedagogical course, Rasmus had mostly positive
experiences in the teaching-learning environment regarding his transformation
towards learning-centredness. He reported receiving support for the transformed
approach from his supervisor, colleagues, and students. Rasmus described some
minor issues with students’ acceptance of his transformation towards learning-
centredness.

Saskia

Saskia’s background was in the humanities and the arts. Compared to the other
three cases, Saskia had the shortest teaching experience — only a few years. Her
descriptions revealed that she employed a learning-centred approach during the
first years of teaching based on the guidance received from more experienced
colleagues; however, when given sole responsibility for subjects, she described
focusing more on the content, as well as on methods and strategies for managing
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lessons. While Saskia described experiencing some dissatisfaction with her
teaching, only minor changes were made. After completing the pedagogical course,
she reported the intention of implementing what she had learnt but explained that
she encountered difficulties finding ways to do it. She did not describe any major
transformation of her teaching conceptions or approach towards learning-cente-
redness either during or after the pedagogical course. Saskia did, however, reflect
on the need to re-take the course after gaining more teaching experience. Her
transformation towards learning-centredness seemed, based on her descriptions,
to be at an early stage of the cumulative transformative process. Saskia’s account
of her teaching-learning environment was mostly positive and described as
learning-centred. She described receiving teaching-related support from col-
leagues and encouragement to develop her teaching competence.

The results of the study answering the research question — How do PhD
students participating in the study describe the change in conceptualising
their teaching/ approaches to teaching? — indicate that there was a common
category for all PhD students participating in the study, in terms of transforming
their teaching conceptions and approach, and that was the application of the
learning-centred approach to their own teaching. This involved a greater degree
of active student involvement, for example encouraging peer discussions. In three
cases, Noa’s, Rasmus’ and Robert’s, transformation in teaching took place as a
result of theoretical pedagogical knowledge acquired during the pedagogical
course. Theoretical knowledge also raised participants’ self-awareness about
their students’ learning process and prompted them to reconsider the student-
teacher roles.

In two cases, the transformation towards learning-centredness involved diffi-
culties. These were both internal, such as reconciling the traditional and the
learning-centred approach in the case of Ramus, as well as external, such as
resistance by the students to the learning-centred approach, in the case of Noah.
In Robert’s case, transformation was prompted by experiencing the learning-
centred approach first hand. While on an abstract level, Robert reported having
known about learning-centredness, it had apparently not yet registered on a
deeper level.

The results of the research question — How do PhD students participating
in the study describe transformation toward learning-centredness? — showed
two common categories across three cases. The first theme was dissatisfaction
with one’s own teaching, which was described as something experienced both
before and after the pedagogical course. Dissatisfaction was reported to be caused
by the perception that students’ needs might not be met, nor learning outcomes
achieved. The second common theme regarding transformation towards learning-
centeredness was a reflection on one’s own teaching based on theoretical peda-
gogical knowledge. Prior experience that echoed the theoretical knowledge gained
during the pedagogical course and time to reflect were the key aspects described
by participants with respect to their transformation towards learning-centered-
ness. Rasmus described various life events and experiences that resonated with
the pedagogical course and allowed him to piece together and accept the concept
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of learning-centeredness. The theoretical knowledge allowed participants to
analyse and reflect on their own teaching and to reconsider their previous ideas
about teaching and teaching practice, although the depth and application of this
varied across cases. In Saskia’s case, she described minimal dissatisfaction with
her teaching and a lack of transformation towards learning-centeredness which
she attributed to her lack of teaching experience, although she did mention
reflecting about her own teaching. In other cases, reflection led to concrete
outcomes in teaching, such as reviewing the syllabus, engagement of the students,
allowing more autonomy for the students in the learning process, and introducing
formative assessment.

Two categories emerged as a result of the research question “According to
PhD students participating in the study, how does their teaching-learning
environment enable them to implement their transformed teaching concept/
approach?”. The first indicated support for the transformed teaching conceptions
and approach towards learning-centredness in the teaching-learning environment
(in three cases — Saskia, Robert, Rasmus) and the second revealed a lack of
support (in one case — Noah). When a supportive context was described, support
was drawn from colleagues and supervisors. This was expressed through teaching-
related conversations and through the participants’ perception that a learning-
centred approach was favoured; they were reassured about their ideas and plans
for changing their teaching. In addition, Saskia and Rasmus described receiving
encouragement from colleagues to take the pedagogical course. Furthermore,
Saskia was invited to observe colleagues’ lessons to see the learning-centred
approach in practice and she also received feedback on her teaching. Robert
reported that he considered it important that the head of the organisation was a
proponent of the learning-centred approach thus fostering an organisational
culture in support of it.

A lack of support for the transformed teaching approach in the teaching-
learning environment was described in one case — Noah’s. While he also had
teaching-related conversations with his supervisor, these were described in less
positive terms and ultimately led to his resignation from the position. After Noah
left the position and started in a new workplace, he tried again and managed to
employ his transformed learning-centred approach there.

A more detailed description of PhD students’ descriptions of transformation in
their teaching conceptions and approach, and the aspects that shaped the trans-
formation is presented in Article III.
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4.4. Summary of main findings

The following subchapter summarises the most significant findings of the studies
that form the basis of this doctoral dissertation.

Research question one — How does the formal pedagogical course support
the informal conversations that facilitate learning about teaching from the
PhD students’ perspective? The results of the study demonstrated that, according
to the participating PhD students, completion of a pedagogical course which
emphasised the value of teaching and focused on the learning-centred approach
was significant in supporting conversations that facilitated learning about teaching.
One significant aspect of the pedagogical course was gaining an awareness of the
importance of talking about teaching, which was not customary before the course
for some participants. Another meaningful outcome of the course that shaped
informal conversations was the opportunity to discuss teaching with various others,
including fellow doctoral students from other fields, as well as the academic deve-
lopers who facilitated the course. These diverse conversations presented partici-
pants with an opportunity to gain both theoretically grounded knowledge and
practical ideas for their own teaching.

Learning about teaching from informal conversations was reported to be
connected to reflection. As the pedagogical course involved teaching mini-lessons,
participants reported witnessing their peers reflecting after their lessons about
their own teaching. Additionally, the academic developers in their role as course
teachers were also described to reflect on their own journey as teachers. They
were reported to serve as role models for the PhD students because they were
reported to not only speak about the theory of learning-centred teaching but also
employed the approach in their own teaching, so that participants could
experience it firsthand.

The second important result concerning the ways in which the formal peda-
gogical course supported the informal conversations that facilitated learning
about teaching was that of sharing insights about teaching. The pedagogical course
was reported to provide an abundance of knowledge about teaching, which many
participants wanted to share after the completion of the course with fellow PhD
students or with colleagues with whom they shared teaching responsibilities. The
theoretical knowledge gained at the course was discussed with others to find the
best solutions in teaching practice, taking into consideration their peers’ and
colleagues’ practical experiences and the realities of individual teaching contexts.
From these conversations, participants reported learning ways to enhance student
engagement and to refine assessment practices. Not all conversations were
reported to have positive outcomes, as some were described in terms of conflict
with colleagues. This was reportedly most prevalent in cases where questions
were raised by PhD students participating in the study concerning common re-
quirements, curriculum structure and linkages between subjects. Another source
of tension in conversations about teaching that had roots in the pedagogical
course was advocating for the learning-centred approach. This was reported to be

63



most frowned upon in contexts where the university departmental culture was
described by participants as being more content-centred.

There was, moreover, a theme of missing conversations. Some PhD students
reported talking to nobody about teaching. This was due to a perceived lack of
need for a conversational partner to talk about teaching or due to the perception
that reflecting about teaching in a written form (a diary) was sufficient. A sub-
theme of missing conversations was the lack of conversations about teaching with
supervisors. While some participants reported being interested in having con-
versations about teaching with their supervisors, the majority indicated that for
various reasons they did not talk with them about teaching. It was reported by
PhD students participating in the study that they did not engage in conversations
about teaching with their supervisors because they considered the supervisor to
be either lacking in teaching skills, as having a negative attitude towards teaching,
as lacking time or as having other priorities instead of discussing teaching. How-
ever, some participants noted that they were sometimes asked for advice from
their supervisors about teaching and they described sharing knowledge gained at
the pedagogical course which was welcomed and appreciated by supervisors.

Research question two — How does the experience of acceptance in an
academic community shape learning about teaching from the PhD students’
perspective? The results of the study showed that there were three ways of expe-
riencing acceptance in the academic community: as equal partners (Category 1),
as knocking against boundaries (Category 2) and as being on the margins
(Category 3). Descriptions of experiences in Category 1, i.e. as equal partners,
involved depictions of acceptance of the norms of the teaching community
culture, being fully accepted by the community and being afforded the greatest
degree of autonomy in their teaching in university, freely exercising their agency.
The teaching culture was described as being largely learning-centred and
involving a shared concern for quality of teaching and learning.

Reports of experiences in Category 2, i.e. as knocking against boundaries,
included descriptions of partial acceptance of the norms of the university teaching
culture and partial acceptance of the PhD student by the community. Descriptions
in this category depicted a great degree of freedom afforded in teaching; however,
there were difficulties in being accepted by the community as participants
reported having a learning-centred approach which differed from the prevalent
approach perceived in the community. The university teaching culture was
described by participants as being more content-centred. The partial acceptance
by the university teaching community was described by PhD students in terms of
their sometimes-futile efforts to share knowledge and ideas about the learning-
centred approach. Exercising agency was described as difficult and it created a
feeling of knocking against boundaries. While participants described being
involved in some collaborative forms of teaching-related development activities,
they also reported experiencing that their voice was not always heard.

Descriptions of experiences in Category 3, i.e. being on the margins, included
the least awareness and understanding of the norms of the university teaching
culture and a minimal degree of acceptance by the community. Participants re-
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ported experiencing limited access to and contact with the university teaching
community members, leading to their physical and social isolation, sometimes to
the extent of being excluded from conversations about teaching between other
members of the community. The university teaching culture norms were reported
to be neither fully understood nor fully accepted. Descriptions of acceptance
included feelings of obligation to accept the norms but feeling frustrated by them.
However, no active pushback of the norms was described in this category.
Descriptions of PhD students’ experiences of acceptance in Category 3 entailed
a minimal degree of autonomy in teaching, which had both positive and negative
connotations for participants. There were also descriptions of a lack of oppor-
tunities for exercising agency.

Another result concerned PhD supervisors. They were described as not helping
the participants understand the university teaching culture norms. Neither were
they described as aiding the supervisees to integrate into the teaching community.

Analysing the relationships between the categories, the outcome space revealed
a connection between PhD students’ acceptance of the norms of the university
teaching culture and their own acceptance by the academic community. Category
1 described the most comprehensive way of experience of acceptance, including
being accepted by the university teaching community, having the highest degree
of positive social interaction with community members, having the greatest degree
of autonomy in teaching and fully exercising agency. This autonomy and agency
decreased in line with the decreased degree of acceptance by the community and
was associated with less interaction and less positive relationships, even to the
extent of experiencing friction with other members of the university teaching
community. Based on these results, PhD students experienced acceptance of the
university teaching culture norms and acceptance by the university teaching
community in various ways, not always accepting the norms or being accepted.

Research question three — How does the process of transformative learning
and its context shape learning about teaching and the transformation of
conceptions and approach towards learning-centredness from the PhD
students’ perspective? The process of transformative learning towards learning-
centredness was described by participants of the study as involving its application
to their own teaching after gaining theoretical knowledge in the pedagogical
course and experiencing it first-hand themselves. Participants described trying to
engage students more actively in the learning process and reconsidering the
student-teacher roles. The process was not described by all participants as smooth,
involving difficulties in reconciling the content-centred approach, that was more
familiar and customary, with the new learning-centred approach, as well as
dealing with resistance to the learning-centred approach by students.

Transformative learning was reported to be connected with dissatisfaction
with one’s teaching experienced both before and after the pedagogical course and
critical reflection on one’s own teaching based on theoretical pedagogical
knowledge. In addition, earlier learning and life experiences that enabled to create
connections to the learning-centred approach played a role in the transformative
learning process. The depth and application of the learning-centred approach
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varied. In the case of minimal transformation, the participant described only
minimal dissatisfaction with their own teaching was described that was attributed
to their lack of teaching experience. Reflection was reported to be an essential
feature of transformative learning.

In three cases, participants reported support in the teaching-learning environ-
ment for their transformed teaching conceptions and approach towards learning-
centredness; one participant reported a lack thereof. However, regardless of the
perceived support in the teaching-learning environment, the process was reported
to continue, even if this meant, as in one case, leaving the place of employment
and starting anew somewhere else. The difference between the supportive environ-
ment and the less supportive one was the reassurance and encouragement
concerning their changed conceptions and approach received by participants.
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5. DISCUSSION

The overall aim of the study presented in this doctoral thesis was to find out PhD
students’ perspectives on how different ways of learning shape their own learning
about teaching. More specifically, how informal conversations about teaching,
acceptance of the norms of the university teaching culture, acceptance of the PhD
student by the community at university, and transformation of the PhD students’
conceptions and approach towards learning-centredness shape their learning about
teaching in the higher education context. In the following chapter, the key findings
are discussed, and their theoretical and practical contribution to the field of study
is considered. This is followed by a methodological discussion, an outline of the
limitations of the study, and suggestions for further research. Finally, conclusions
and implications of the study are presented.

5.1. Discussion of the key findings

This section outlines the significance of this dissertation on a national as well as
an international level. The main results are discussed from the perspective of the
theoretical frameworks of this dissertation.

The beginning of the process of studies that form the basis of this dissertation
date back to the year 2018. The time since then has been significant for higher
education in Estonia, as several major political changes have been introduced.
Firstly, in 2019, the Higher Education Act (Riigikogu, 2019) was amended. Then,
in 2022, the doctoral studies reform was introduced (Estonian Ministry of
Education and Research, 2022). Both changes placed a greater emphasis on the
teaching component in higher education in general and on the development of
teaching skills during doctoral studies in particular. The findings of the current
dissertation provide an insight into PhD students’ lived experience of teaching and
learning about teaching before the reform, highlighting the need to value teaching
more in higher educational institutions and during doctoral studies.

5.1.1. Interplay of informal, formal and transformative learning

The first contribution to the theoretical knowledge this dissertation makes is to
highlight the importance of the interplay between formal and informal
learning reflected in the results of Study I. This dissertation also draws attention
to the role of formal learning in transformative learning leading to learning-
centredness, as reflected in the results of Study IIl. The results of the current
dissertation align with Kyndt and colleagues’ (2016) claim that formal and
informal learning should not be seen as polar opposites but as complementary in
nature and Ellstrom’s (2001) position that one is insufficient without the other to
bring about deep understanding — formal learning alone may be too theoretical and
informal learning too practical. Additionally, the results of the dissertation are in
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line with previous studies in which informal conversations about teaching are
understood to facilitate learning about teaching (Knight et al., 2006). According
to the results, the pedagogical course was significant in terms of learning about
teaching contributing to conversations about teaching and functioned as the basis
for the transformation of learning-centred teaching conceptions and approach.
The results are in line with the findings of AScerc Veniger (2016) and Postareff
et al. (2008), i.e. that formal pedagogical courses may have an influence on
teaching, and on learning conceptions and approach. The formal course, as
reported by several participants, provided an opportunity to experience learning-
centeredness first hand, and provided theoretical knowledge, which in turn facili-
tated critical reflection on teaching and learning. For example, to challenge taken
for granted assumptions about teaching and learning, and to plan changes in
teaching. Additionally, in line with Ley et al. (2014)’s model of informal work-
place learning, the results of study I indicated that PhD students wanted to col-
lectively validate their learning about teaching, and they also wanted to provide
colleagues with support and guidance, although this was sometimes unwelcome.
The extent to which ideas matured and collective knowledge emerged as a result
of conversations about teaching is illustrated by the fact that some PhD super-
visors were reported to ask their supervisees for advice about teaching. Another
illustration was the willingness of PhD students to share their pedagogical
theoretical knowledge in their workplace.

The results of the study also demonstrated that transformative learning is
linked to both formal and informal learning and emphasised the timing of
formal learning to facilitate transformation towards learning-centredness. The
results of the study indicated that transformative learning tends to be more likely
when cognitive dissonance is not too great; this is in line with the results of
McChesney and Aldridge’s study (2021). Dissonance may be insufficient if there
is already an abundance of prior knowledge and positive experiences with
employing the learning-centred approach. Dissonance might be too great if there is
no prior knowledge or experience (Vygotsky, 1978) of the learning-centred
approach. The results of the dissertation demonstrated that the timing of the
pedagogical course might also play a role. Where there is no experience of
teaching, there might be less benefit from the pedagogical course since it may be
difficult to make connections with the real-life teaching context. What needs to
be emphasised is that if the aim is to enhance the interplay of formal and informal
learning and thereby to enhance PhD students’ learning about teaching and to
bring about a shift towards learning-centeredness, then the timing of the peda-
gogical course is critical. The findings of the current dissertation are in agreement
with earlier research findings and recommendations by Vilppu et al., 2019,
recommending pedagogical courses at the beginning of the teaching career in
university or during PhD studies. However, it needs to approached with caution.
While introductory pedagogical courses are indeed necessary and beneficial for
beginner university teachers, including PhD students, as a means to introduce the
basics for teaching, nevertheless, the provision of courses to those without any
teaching experience may preclude any deeper understanding of learning-
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centredness, and connections with real life teaching will be less likely to occur,
as demonstrated in the results of Study I11. Ideally, teaching development will not
be seen as a one-time endeavour but rather as a continuous process aimed at
different levels of theoretical pedagogical knowledge and teaching experience
through a process of dialectical constructivism.

Secondly, this dissertation contributes to an understanding of the importance
of reflection in PhD students’ learning about teaching. According to the results
of Study I, reflection in the form of conversations was found to be key to learning
about teaching for PhD students. This finding is in line with Mladenovici & Ilie’s
results (2023) in which the need to focus on self-reflective methods during
pedagogical courses was emphasised. As reflection was part of the PhD students’
pedagogical course, they also described reflecting about teaching in conver-
sations outside the course, which led to learning about teaching. The results of
Study I drew attention to the critical reflection that was found to be necessary to
learn from experience. This finding is in line with Schén’s (1983) argument that
reflection in action (during an activity) and reflection on action (after the activity)
are of greater importance than textbook knowledge. That is not to say that text-
book knowledge is irrelevant but rather to consider where it might or might not
offer intellectual tools to scaffold learning. To learn about teaching, taking time
to reflect both during a teaching situation and afterwards may help to better
understand what and why something happened, to better process emotions and to
make necessary adjustments in teaching.

However, reflecting alone might be challenging. Just as reflection on one’s
own teaching practice and about one’s conceptions of teaching have been
reported to be beneficial for professional learning (Nevgi & Lofstrom, 2015),
peer observations in authentic teaching contexts have been recommended as a
means of scaffolding and facilitating professional learning in a community
(Noben et al., 2021). As the results of Study I indicated, not all PhD students talk
to someone about their teaching. As the pedagogical course provided an oppor-
tunity to teach a mini-lesson and to reflect about teaching, it can be beneficial to
provide such an opportunity. Additionally, reflecting on one’s teaching during a
pedagogical course may lead to the continuation of such a practice later, either
alone or within the PhD student’s university teaching community. During peda-
gogical courses it is thus important to consider how best to support development
of reflection skills and critical reflection of teaching with respect to the learning-
centred approach.

Additionally, the results indicated that personal characteristics may have a role
to play in reflection practices. Some participants tended to reflect on their own
rather than with others. This solitary reflection may have its benefits; however, it
may also have drawbacks. Engaging with the collective experience and having
an open discourse with others, as Mezirow and Associates (2000) indicated,
might help to reflect more deeply. This could be achieved by structuring the peda-
gogical course to support collective reflection, by providing tasks which challenge
existing assumptions and by encouraging critical reflection about oneself and
others. Moreover, it could be facilitated by engaging in conversations with
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experienced university teachers about teaching, learning about their perspective
and reflecting about it later collectively during the pedagogical course. If the uni-
versity where PhD students are engaged permits classroom observation, this
could be another avenue for conversations about teaching, for seeing how others
teach and for reflections about how what is seen and discussed could benefit
student learning and be transferred to their own teaching. The Community of
Practice, with its specific focus on student learning, on tackling the challenges of
teaching and on learning with relevance to practice, as described by Wenger-
Trayner et al. (2022), also offers opportunities to reflect collectively about
teaching.

This dissertation also contributes to understanding the significance of conver-
sations as a form of informal learning. In a study about academics’ conver-
sations as a form of informal learning, Roxa & Martensson (2009) concluded that
not all conversations lead to learning. Additionally, Thomson & Trigwell (2018)
found that not all academics even engage in conversations that may lead to
learning. Peter Senge’s (1990) “learningful conversation” focuses on reflection
and openness to others’ perspective as key to learning from a conversation. These
results highlight the significance of the findings of this dissertation. Similarly to
Thomson and Trigwell’s (2018) findings about conversations among academics,
the results of Study I indicated that not all doctoral students had an opportunity
to talk about teaching. The results also indicated that not all PhD students partici-
pating in the study reported learning from informal conversations about teaching,
which aligned with Rox& & Martensson’s findings (2009) with academics. Based
on the descriptions of those doctoral students who participated in the study, the
willingness to talk about teaching or reflect more deeply about the teaching
experience might be a question of identity. Some PhD students reported not
identifying as university teachers because their main job was elsewhere. Identity
building is an important aspect in the socialisation and acceptance process of PhD
students and their integration into their respective academic community. To
facilitate identity building, conversations within the academic communities play
a role. While informal conversations about teaching cannot be organised formally,
they can be facilitated. Creating comfortable physical spaces for conversations to
take place could be one way in which universities can facilitate informal learning
in the form of conversations about teaching.

5.1.2. Learning in a community

Thirdly, the findings of this study yielded notable insights into the experience of
PhD students with regard to learning about teaching within the university teaching
community including PhD thesis supervisors. According to the results of study
II, which focused on the variation in PhD students’ lived experience of their own
acceptance by the university teaching community, and of their acceptance of the
university teaching community’s cultural norms, it appears that acceptance is
nuanced. While some PhD students reported experiencing acceptance in a straight-
forward manner, others grappled with disparities between their chosen teaching
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approach and the prevailing one in the teaching culture or faced challenges in
connecting with the teaching community. It was also reported that the norms of the
community were not always accepted by the PhD students, leading to different
outcomes.

Learning in a community is closely linked with acceptance of the cultural norms
of the respective community. Becker in the human capital theory (Becker,
1975/1964) claimed that those who are socialised may go against the established
norms. Additionally, Weidman et al. (2001) and Weidman and DeAngelo (2020)
noted that there are many ways in which people deal with pressure during their
socialisation, and that this does not always result in assimilation of norms. This
was also indicated in the results of Study Il where PhD students reported not
always accepting the university teaching community’s cultural norms. It has been
highlighted in previous research that Community of Practice (CoP) development
does not always take place without tensions (Wenger-Trayner et al., 2022) and
that gaining entry into the community may not always be as straightforward as
expected (Morrell-Scott, 2019); this echoes the results of Study II. Moreover,
Tierney & Rhoads (1993) suggested that newcomers have the potential to affect
the organisation and vice versa. Viewing the results from a disciplinary perspec-
tive, it might be argued that, in areas where teaching and its development is less
emphasised and the prevalent approach to teaching is content-centred, it might be
more difficult for PhD students to find support for their learning-centred approach
from colleagues or to focus on their teaching development. PhD students’
descriptions of their experiences of acceptance indicated that it is easier to
exercise agency and to bring about change in the university community when one
is perceived to hold similar views about teaching and learning and is considered
as “being one of us”. However, becoming “one of us” is a matter of trust, which is
difficult to build if there are no or very few possibilities to interact and become
acquainted with the community members. Even when such opportunities exist, the
results of Study II indicate that acceptance depends on the ability to persuade
other community members to accept sometimes radically different ideas about
teaching than their own. Taking these suggestions seriously and giving PhD
students a voice in the community in which they function depends on finding the
right people to publicly support these ideas and to give them more weight in the
eyes of other community members.

It is also important to draw attention to the isolation described by PhD students
in Category 3 who have minimal contact with the university. This result is
consistent with the findings of Austin’s (2010) study. While it is recommended
that PhD students tackle the issue of isolation by being aware of their own agency,
and by actively searching for connections with university community members
that could help them to become full members (McAlpine & Akerlind, 2010), this
may be considerably more difficult in reality. For those PhD students who have
limited contact with members of the university teaching community, such as PhD
students working based on authorisation agreements, time alone does not permit
their full integration. They lack opportunities to build and develop their networks,
as Lave and Wenger (1998) have suggested. For PhD students, relationships are
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significant in terms of being accepted by the university community and being
awarded opportunities to exercise agency. As Gardner and colleagues (2012)
highlighted, members of the academic community serve as gatekeepers and
relationships with them matter. Therefore, to learn about teaching, PhD students
need to have access to and be able to build relationships with members of the
community. Conversely, community members need to be aware that they play a
role in helping PhD students’ socialisation and their acceptance into the com-
munity, which, in turn, helps PhD students learn about teaching.

The results of Study II indicated that dealing with negative experiences of
acceptance, coping with resistance and other difficulties within a university com-
munity, and the exercise of agency to change cultural norms depends on “dis-
position” (Eraut, 2004), or character, as well as on participants’ relationships with
community members. The role of character was illustrated in the descriptions of
how actively participants pursued necessary changes concerning teaching in each
of their contexts, and how conflicts within the community were reportedly re-
solved. The results of this dissertation demonstrated that, based on the accounts
of the PhD students participating in the study, good relationships and larger
networks usually provide better opportunities in terms of teaching and leading
changes, and more ways to exercise agency. These results support Giddens’ (1991)
structuration theory key tenets, i.e. that power in an organisation depends on
relationships. Additionally, the results align with Leijen et al.’s (2020) findings that
obtaining and maintaining agency to bring about change is affected by both effort
and culture. The results also indicated that the teaching-learning environment and
acceptance of the cultural norms of the community may either strongly support
or hinder learning-centred teaching practices and learning about teaching.

Raising PhD supervisors’ awareness is needed to assist PhD students’ socia-
lisation and full integration into the university teaching community. Learning
about teaching is a collaborative endeavour, with Communities of Practice (CoPs)
playing an important role. Previous research has underscored the detrimental
effect on PhD students of a lack of engagement and guidance from members of
the academic community (Gardner et al., 2012). Consequently, it is crucial to
emphasise the significance of communities and the involvement of their members
in supporting PhD students’ acceptance by the university community and their
learning about teaching.

5.1.3. Supervisors and learning about teaching

According to the results of the studies which form the basis of this dissertation,
PhD students did not perceive that they had the support of their supervisors on
their journey of learning about teaching. According to the results of Studies I, I
and III, in general, supervisors were not reported to be the people PhD students
spoke to about teaching, did not contribute to PhD students’ becoming full
members of the teaching community, and did not help to navigate the cultural
norms of the teaching community, nor did they facilitate transformative learning.
Based on the accounts of the PhD students participating in the study, their super-
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visors’ focus was mainly on research. This finding is consistent with Jepsen et al.’s
(2012) result indicating that the majority of PhD supervisors would prefer that
their doctoral students focused on research rather than on developing their
teaching skills. Not talking to their supervisors about teaching was, according to
participants in the studies, connected to the perception that the supervisor did not
value teaching or that the supervisor was a poor teacher. One possible explanation
as to why university faculty might not value teaching, or may not be proponents
of the learning-centred approach, is elucidated in the results of Petkuté’s (2022)
study. The academics in her study considered both research and teaching to be
integral components of university, yet they identified first and foremost as re-
searchers. As supervisors identify as researchers and see PhD studies’ main focus
to be research, it is only natural that their conversations concern research and not
teaching. This sole focus of supervisors on research, however, may be detrimental
to the PhD students’ careers. Earlier research has indicated that teaching skills are
transferrable skills that benefit both PhD students who continue their career in the
university as well as those who are employed outside academia (Edwards et al.,
2014; Kindsiko, et al., 2017). Moreover, teaching has been reported to also
improve research skills (Feldon, et al., 2011). If universities are interested in
encouraging PhD supervisors to focus more on their supervisees’ teaching skill
development, then university career models need to indicate that there is value in
teaching and its development, and that teaching is on a par with research.

The results of the studies indicated that PhD students did not perceive to
receive support for their teaching development from supervisors because their
own conceptions about teaching and learning differed from those of their super-
visor. The reason for rejecting the ideas of learning-centredness by supervisors
may be connected to the idea of the student as customer. In Petkuté’s study (2022),
there was a perception that accepting the educational reforms would mean
conceding the student as customer approach. This was perceived by academics
as forcing them to focus not on the content of their subjects but on the satisfaction
of student-customers. According to the academics involved in the study, this
“flattering of students” was reported to lower academic standards, which in turn
conflicted with the academic ideals of the university, namely that of intellectual
challenge. While PhD supervisors were not involved in the studies that form the
basis of the current dissertation, the descriptions by participating PhD students
indicate that their supervisors were, as academics in Petkuté’s (2022) study,
concerned with “spoiling” the students with the adoption of a learning-centred
approach. Participants descriptions also indicate that supervisors held the opinion
that students themselves were to blame if they did not acquire the content well
enough, which is consistent with the model 1 (blame the student) proposed by
Biggs and Tang (2011).

While PhD students in the current study reported not taking their supervisors’
opinions too seriously, they nevertheless sometimes questioned whether they
were on the right path when opposing the views of their supervisors. This finding
is significant as it highlights that, even for those PhD students who have adopted a
learning-centred approach, having supervisors as authority figures may under-
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mine their confidence in their teaching-related decisions. It might be especially
problematic for those PhD students whose transformative learning towards
learning-centredness is in the initial stages. At this stage, it might be confusing or
challenging to contradict their supervisor’s views and stifle or even hinder their
further progression towards adopting a learning-centred approach. If supervisors
do not value or prioritise teaching, it may be difficult for PhD students to do so,
as supervisors are their academic gate-keepers. It might be difficult to ignore the
comments and perceived university community cultural norms if these are not
supportive of the learning-centred approach. In this sense, PhD students face a
dilemma — whether to follow the traditional teaching approach and align with the
views of one’s supervisor and/or the respective community or to adopt a learning-
centred approach and face opposition.

Additionally, if supervisors are seen to value research over teaching, as is
generally the case in universities (Chen, 2015; Geschwind & Brostrém, 2015;
Marsh & Hattie, 2002; Norton et al., 2010), this might create additional dilemmas
for PhD students. Firstly, they will need to find a balance between research and
teaching in their academic role and not focus too narrowly on research, as pointed
out by Andreson et al (2010). Secondly, they will need to value and develop their
teaching even if the academic community around them does not. Learning to deal
with difficulties or with opposition to the learning-centred approach within the
academic community might depend on the personal characteristics, or dis-
position, of the learner (Eraut, 2004). According to results of the studies that form
the basis of this dissertation, participants who described having adopted a learning-
centred approach reported having less difficulty disregarding any negative
comments made by their colleagues or their supervisor. They reported feeling as
though they had a mission. This transformed view made them active proponents
and vocal advocates of the learning-centred approach. Their descriptions included
less concern for conformity or harmonious relationships with other members of
the community and a greater concern for the importance of spreading of the
message of learning-centredness. At the same time, learning about teaching
happens within a context and, as stated above, is heavily influenced by the norms
of the local culture, by the value placed on teaching by the respective institution
or department and by leadership (Gibbs, 2013). As Gibbs (2013) pointed out, the
limits to what an individual teacher can do, regardless of their characteristics, in
an environment which is hostile to change or in a culture where teaching is not a
priority, should not be underestimated. It is also vital to consider the power
dimensions in universities. Supervisors and senior academics have more power
than PhD students. If they oppose PhD students’ ideas, they can bring any
initiated changes to a halt. They can also bring about negative consequences on
PhD students’ study or career progress. At the same time, the role of leadership in
teaching should be emphasised, as it may be key to the distinction between edu-
cationally more or less effective departments (Gibbs, 2013). Leaders can do a
great deal to enhance learning-centredness in their respective units and to imple-
ment the permanent changes necessary to support PhD students’ learning about
teaching.
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Supervisors’ attitudes towards teaching might be problematic in terms of PhD
students’ learning about teaching. While the academics’ accounts of their expe-
riences with higher education reform and perceptions of the learning-centred
approach described by Petkuté (2022) are illuminating and provide an insight into
the thinking behind the opposition to these, there is evidence that putting research
first does little to enhance student learning, and it has not been proven whether
there is a strong connection between research and effective teaching (Elken &
Wollscheid, 2016; Jenkins et al., 2007). The described antagonism between
teaching and research also reveals a lack of theoretical knowledge about teaching
and learning on the part of academics. While they describe valuing theoretical
knowledge in their respective disciplines, there seems to be less recognition that
teaching is a separate area of expertise. The results of the current study indicate
that PhD students who have completed a pedagogical course focusing on the
learning-centred approach may begin to be more aware of it and this may lead to
transformative learning which, in turn, may lead to changes in conceptions and
approach towards learning-centredness. Abstaining from conversations with PhD
supervisors might be related to PhD students’ realisation that they might have
become more knowledgeable about teaching and learning than their supervisors
and need to keep this knowledge to themselves so as not to harm the relationship
with the supervisor or show disrespect, as it might be construed.

On the other hand, the results indicated that some doctoral students did not see
the need to talk about teaching with their supervisor. This was partly explained
by their not always identifying themselves as university teachers or seeing their
future connected to the university. Parallels can be drawn with earlier research
suggesting that some academics only identify as researchers (Brownell & Tanner,
2012) and it is difficult to change that perception (Vermunt et al., 2017). It might
be concluded that identity drives the willingness to learn both formally and
informally about teaching and transform one’s approach towards learning-cent-
redness. Additionally, when there is a weak connection to the university
community, the identity of PhD students who work in a professional field outside
the academia might remain that of a professional in the field and not that of a
university teacher. To facilitate identity-building as a university teacher, closer
connections and options to be agentic in the university context are needed.

5.1.4. Transformative learning

The findings of this dissertation expand previous knowledge on the transforma-
tive learning of PhD students. Transformation of teaching conceptions and
approach towards learning-centredness, as indicated in the results of Study III,
may start from a perceived inconsistency (disorienting dilemma) in one’s own
teaching, first hand experiences of the learning-centred approach and moderate
cognitive dissonance.

The results of the study indicated that a key component of transformative
learning is the perceived dissatisfaction with one’s teaching or a “disorienting
dilemma”. Therefore, prior teaching experience has a role to play in learning about
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teaching. If there is no or very limited teaching experience, transformative
learning is less likely to occur. This result is consistent with earlier studies where,
for example, in a systematic literature review concerning pedagogical training
impact, it was noted that a “critical mass of teaching development input or of
‘foundation’ pedagogic knowledge and understanding” may be needed to turn
what is learnt at a course into teaching practice and that more experienced uni-
versity teachers adopted more quickly and to a greater extent after participating
in the courses (Parsons et al., 2012, p.32). Therefore, the role of supervisors
becomes critical for those PhD students who do not have many opportunities to
teach. One possible way in which supervisors could help their supervisees obtain
teaching experience is to offer them these opportunities in courses they teach.
Although these occasions may be limited in time and breadth, they still offer an
experience of teaching that may facilitate the emergence of “disorienting
dilemmas” and thus start the process of transformative learning. At the same time,
it is important for supervisors to attend teaching development courses themselves.
This also provides experienced university teachers with an opportunity to
enhance their knowledge about teaching and supervision, as well as setting an
example to PhD students, and models the behaviour where not only research
about a subject is a never-ending quest but so too is teaching.

Additionally, according to the results of the study, the process of transfor-
mative learning towards learning-centredness was described by participants in
terms of experiencing it first-hand themselves. As Carl Rogers (1969; 1983)
argued, experiential learning denotes a deeper change and personal growth. There-
fore, it can be argued that experiential learning is significant for adopting a
learning-centred approach.

The results of the study demonstrated that transformative learning tends to be
more likely if the cognitive dissonance is not too great. This result is in line with
the results of McChesney and Aldridge’s study (2021). Furthermore, it is
important for transformative learning that there be both formal and informal
learning opportunities. The results were also consistent with Berger’s (2004)
findings that the trajectory of transformative learning is anything but easy or
straightforward, making some people wish to return to their safe zone (to what
they believed about teaching and how they taught before) while there are also
others who seek out and revel in the transformation. The results indicated that, in
three cases, where transformative learning had taken place either fully or to a
moderate degree, it involved changes in teaching. In one case, where transfor-
mative learning was at an early stage, no changes in teaching followed. As
Mezirow (2000) argued, it is essential to make a conscious decision to act even
after undergoing a transformative shift in one’s thinking perspective.
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5.1.5. Conclusion of discussion of key findings

Looking at the findings of the three studies in combination, they support the three
dimensions of learning proposed by lIlleris (2002; 2007): content, social and
incentive. The interplay of formal and informal learning in the current study
meant for PhD students not only the acquisition of content knowledge, skills and
attitudes related to teaching and learning, but also social interaction with peers
and colleagues in the university environment concerning teaching, which
extended beyond the university into personal spheres. Transformative learning,
while in the current thesis was not directly approached through the lens of emo-
tions and motivation, is indirectly linked to volition, i.e. PhD students’ will to
change their teaching and transition towards the learning-centred approach. All
three studies consider the context, where learning about teaching, the cultural and
social processes that encompass the journey of development and the formation of
social behaviour take place, as Selander et al. (2021) suggested. Following the
principles of dialectical constructivism (Rogoff, 1990), the meaning of a pheno-
menon becomes clearer through interaction with others, by sharing, debating, and
helping others to find meaning. In studies I and 11, PhD students reportedly learnt
about teaching though informal conversations and through the experience of
acceptance into the university community. Although not all interactions were
supportive and positive, the meaning of teaching became clearer through them.
PhD students reported encountering evidence in the teaching-learning environ-
ment of the theories of teaching described by Biggs and Tang (2011), where the
focus was on findings flaws with students (level 1) rather than on student learning
(level 3).

While this doctoral thesis has value in terms of a deeper understanding of PhD
students’ learning about teaching and thus contributes to the enhancement of doc-
toral education in Estonia, it also has significance on the international level. The
concerns regarding the lack of preparation of doctoral students for teaching are
not specific to Estonia but have been identified across the world. Therefore, a
deeper understanding is needed of how PhD students learn about teaching and
what contributes to their transformation towards learning-centredness. This has
been set as a political aim for higher education on a European level (Paris Com-
munique, 2018) and the current doctoral thesis provides an insight into it.

In conclusion, the findings of this doctoral thesis provide a unique view of
PhD students’ learning about teaching. The results of the current thesis con-
cerning Estonian PhD students are, to a large degree, aligned with those previ-
ously published internationally. Based on the results, according to the PhD stu-
dents who participated in the study, formal and informal learning are intertwined
and the experiential aspect of learning-centredness is essential to learning about
teaching in higher education. Context plays a role in the socialisation and
acceptance of PhD students, either facilitating or impeding learning about teaching
in higher education. Critical reflection is a crucial factor in learning about teaching
for PhD students and a disorienting dilemma stemming from prior teaching
experience was reported to be the trigger for transformative learning that led to
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the adoption of learning-centred approach. It is apparent that learning about
teaching in a higher education context happens in a variety of ways. Formal and
informal learning each have their place. PhD students’ learning about teaching is
both facilitated and hindered by the university community and culture, and by their
acceptance or rejection of the norms within them. PhD students’ learning about
teaching is also affected by their ability to critically reflect on their own assump-
tions and those of others about teaching which may lead to transformative learning
and adoption of the learning-centred approach.

5.2. Methodological discussion

This section presents a discussion regarding the methodological choices of the
studies. It is presented as a journey of the different possibilities considered at
different stages of the studies. This dissertation sought to find out PhD students’
perspectives on how different ways of learning shape their own learning about
teaching. More specifically, how informal conversations about teaching, accep-
tance of the norms of the university teaching culture, acceptance of the PhD
student by the community at university, and transformation of the PhD students’
conceptions and approach towards learning-centredness shape their learning
about teaching in the higher education context. The dissertation was grounded in
qualitative inquiry and constructivism (Crotty, 1998; Mack, 2010), based on the
assumption that reality is relative to people and context (Lincoln & Guba, 2013)
and took a postmodern standpoint, looking for different perspectives (Saldafia,
2011). The methodology based on these assumptions was explanatory, involving
dialogic techniques and the exploration of several knowers, their sense- and their
meaning-making. The qualitative interpretive approach was chosen due to its
ability to uncover issues through the participants’ perspectives (Hennink et al.,
2020). The qualitative interpretive approach also assisted comprehension of
participants’ experience of learning about teaching in higher education, their
experience of the cultural norms of university and their transformative learning
journey towards learning-centredness, by exploring these within the participants’
contexts. As a qualitative approach allows to better understand complex issues
(Marshall, 1996), and as learning about teaching was considered a complex issue,
it was deemed to be suitable for the purposes of the dissertation. A qualitative
approach was also favoured over a quantitative one as a qualitative inquiry begins
with the participants’ perspectives and behaviour, whereas a quantitative
approach starts with a clear theoretical focus and predefined dimensions and cate-
gories (Bryman, 1989). In the current dissertation, participants’ perspectives were
the starting point of the inquiry, and it was necessary to openly explore these
perspectives without any attempt to fit the responses into a pre-existing frame-
work. As argued by Alvesson & Skoldberg (2009), the choice between the quali-
tative and quantitative approaches must be made based on their relevance to the
particular research problem and object. The research problem in the current disser-
tation was the lack of knowledge about doctoral students’ learning about teaching
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in a higher education context. The object of the research was PhD students’ expe-
riences and perspectives on learning about teaching. Considering that people’s
perceptions and understanding of learning and its surrounding contexts are subjec-
tive, a qualitative approach was considered to be more relevant.

A number of choices were made during the research process. One of these was
the choice of methodology. In Study I, inductive thematic analysis was selected.
As the central theme of the investigation was that of conversations, other metho-
dologies were considered, such as grounded theory. Grounded theory investigates
social processes unfolding within human interactions (Broussard, 2006). Grounded
theory researchers aim to uncover and conceptualise the core of interactional
processes, leading to the development of a theory (an explanation) that provides
a fresh perspective on the observations that gave rise to it (Creswell et al., 2007;
Hutchinson & Wilson, 2001). However, the aim of Study I was not to provide an
explanation about the process of conversations about teaching or to identify the
reasons why the conversations took place. Rather, it aimed to identify patterns in
participants’ responses as to how informal conversations about teaching facilitated
their learning about teaching and it was grounded in the experiential orientation
of thematic analysis which seeks to find out how participants think about and act
in relation to the phenomenon under study. Thematic analysis accepts the
assumption that language is a reflection of the participant’s reality (Terry et al.,
2017). Moreover, thematic analysis was selected because the generation of codes
and themes is open and there is no expectation that the anticipated results will fit
into a pre-existing framework (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

In Study 11, a choice was made to use phenomenography. Phenomenology was
considered as an alternative methodological choice. Phenomenology aims to
capture the views of multiple participants and to describe the commonalities in
their experience of the phenomenon or the essence or nature of the phenomenon
under study (Creswell et al., 2007). However, the selection of phenomenography
over phenomenology was made because the former focuses on variation in people’s
experiences and understanding of the phenomenon instead of clarifying the essence
of the phenomenon (Larsson & Holmstrom, 2007; Marton, 1980). It was deemed
more important to understand the various ways in which PhD students expe-
rienced acceptance, the phenomenon under study, and the relationships between
the experiences. The choice of phenomenography enabled a much more nuanced
picture of learning about teaching to be presented, taking into consideration the
university community context, socialisation and the exercise of agency.

In Study III, a comparative multi-case study was selected as a method. The
aim of a case study is to achieve a profound understanding of specific aspects of
phenomena; it should go beyond mere counting and focus on a close examination
of the experiences and perceptions of participants (Mabry, 2008). Learning about
teaching may involve transformative learning as well as informative learning,
although transformative learning is not necessarily experienced by all students.
For this reason, the aim of the third study was to understand in depth how a
complex phenomenon such as transformative learning takes place, from the
perspective of participants. There was deliberation concerning which cases to
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select. An investigation of typical cases can reveal the present circumstances, pat-
terns and structures surrounding them, as well as the perceptions of participants,
whereas atypical or divergent cases can prove to be highly illuminating (Mabry
2008). Study III employed both typical (where transformative learning had led to
the adoption of the learning-centred approach) and atypical cases (where the
transformative learning was in an early stage or only some elements of adopting
learning-centred approach were demonstrated). The choice to include only typical
cases was abandoned, as consideration of the different contexts, life events and
outcomes for each case enabled a fuller understanding of the phenomenon. A
more thorough picture of the phenomenon could have been achieved by engaging
a wider range of participants, as social reality is co-created by people who are
involved in the phenomenon (Mabry, 2008). In the current dissertation, the in-
volvement of PhD supervisors as co-constructors of the phenomenon of trans-
formative learning towards learning-centredness was abandoned as they were not
identified by participants as either aiding or preventing transformative learning
from taking place.

In conclusion, the methodological choices made enabled an understanding of
PhD students’ perspectives of learning about teaching in higher education. More
specifically, it was possible to find out the significance of formal learning for
informal learning though conversations, to identify the qualitatively different
ways in which PhD students experienced acceptance of the university teaching
culture norms and of their own acceptance into the teaching community, and to
explore the ways in which PhD students described the transformation in their
teaching conceptions and approach towards learning-centredness, taking into
consideration the surrounding context. Other methodological choices could have
led to the development of a theory or a model regarding conversations about
teaching, to the definition of the essence of PhD students’ experience of accep-
tance of university community norms, or the presentation of patterns of trans-
formative learning which lead to learning-centeredness.

Individual interviews as a data collection method, as described by Gaskell
(2000), enabled the exploration of the personal life world of the participants in
detail, and allowed the individual respondent to take centre stage. In a focus group
interview, which could have been used as an alternative data collection method,
the focus is on the interaction between participants, and on their reactions to what
others in the group say. Focus group discussions have a number of benefits, such
as the generation of creative insights and the consideration of innovative ideas;
however, this data collection method also has a number of limitations, such as
attitude polarisation, which can result in the adoption of more extreme positions.
Additionally, considerably richer descriptions concerning personal experiences and
activities, as well as of the specific surrounding conditions can be elicited in
individual interviews (Gaskell, 2000). Individual interviews in the current thesis
enabled the exploration of the personal life worlds of PhD students in detail and
yielded rich data concerning the ways in which PhD students learn about teaching
in higher education and how their individual contexts shape this. As two of the
aspects explored were the change in teaching though transformative learning, and
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the process of adapting to the cultural norms of the university community, the
employment of serial interviewing instead of a single point of data collection
could have been employed (Read, 2018). However, as participants described their
past experiences and reflected on their progress in detail, data collection on
multiple occasions was deemed unnecessary and a single point of data collection
was considered sufficient.

5.3. Limitations and further research

A limitation of the study is that conversations include interaction between two
people; however, the conversation partners, with whom the doctoral students had
conversations about teaching, were not included in the data collection. This limits
the perspective of the accounts of the conversations. As one of the findings was
that conversations between PhD students and their supervisors about teaching are
limited or non-existent, a natural progression of this work would be to explore
the nature of conversations about teaching between PhD students and their super-
visors. The results indicated that from the participants’ perspective, supervisors
were not facilitating network-building or their integration into the teaching
community; further research could therefore focus on supervisors’ perceptions of
their role in helping their supervisees become full members of the university
teaching community. One of the options to include supervisors could have been
to do paired interviews of PhD students and their supervisors. This would have
illuminated the nature of their conversations about teaching and made the position
of supervisors clearer. At the same time, the power imbalance between the PhD
students and their supervisors could have negatively affected the data collection.
For example, students’ fear of bringing up negative experiences or examples
could have resulted in less rich data.

The study was conducted with PhD students from one country, Estonia, and
the majority of participants were from one university. A more international sample
and a more diverse group of doctoral students from a wider range of universities
may have resulted in different outcomes. Further research could concentrate on a
more international sample. Selecting participants from a wider pool of uni-
versities in Estonia may also have generated a different perspective.

Another limitation of the study was that the data analysis was done by either
one or two researchers. A wider discussion of the results of analysis with the
ERASMUS+ project team members might have led to different outcomes.
However, in qualitative studies, the aim is not to get to objective truth, and a
certain level of subjectivity in data analysis cannot be avoided. Therefore, the
discussions between two researchers to minimise any potential bias and dif-
ferences of opinion in the data analysis process were considered sufficient.

Given the recent doctoral study reform in Estonia, a potential progression of
this research could be a longitudinal study looking into the shifted emphasis on
teaching in higher education in both the Higher Education Act (2019) and
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doctoral curricula in Estonian universities. The relevance of this shift to PhD
students’ learning about teaching might provide new perspectives.

5.4. Conclusions and implications of the study

In the following section, conclusions, implications and recommendations of the
study to enhance doctoral students’ learning about teaching are outlined. Theo-
retical, methodological and practical implications are presented in an intertwined
manner due to a degree of overlap between them.

The findings of this study indicate that the following aspects should receive
more attention in order to enhance PhD students’ learning about teaching in the
higher education context.

1) Itis important for PhD students’ learning about teaching that they gain theo-
retical pedagogical knowledge in conjunction with experiencing learning-
centredness themselves. The pedagogical course offered at the University of
Tartu served that purpose for the participants of the study. Formal learning had
the potential to create a spillover effect for the participants of the study and it
may permeate conversations about teaching that lead to learning about
teaching. However, instead of “tips and tricks”, the pedagogical course aimed
at PhD students should be focused on the learning-centred approach in theory
and practice and on enhancing the value of teaching in higher education.

2) The next aspect deserving attention has to do with teaching experience and
formal learning. Prior research (Vilppu et al., 2019) suggested that peda-
gogical courses should be completed during the doctoral studies or at the
beginning of a teaching career at the university even before gaining teaching
experience. At the same time, the usefulness of pedagogical courses when the
cognitive dissonance is too large or too small, has also been highlighted by
McChesney and Aldridge (2021). Based on the results of the studies that form
the basis of this dissertation, transformative learning that profoundly shifts
teaching conceptions and approach is rooted in what Mezirow (1994, 2009)
calls a “disorienting dilemma”, that is, dissatisfaction encountered in one’s
teaching. Without earlier teaching experience, formal learning may not create
a deep understanding of learning-centredness, as there is no experience to link
the knowledge to. Hence, the knowledge may stay theoretical instead of be-
coming the first trigger towards transformative learning. Therefore, intro-
ductory pedagogical courses could be completed without any teaching expe-
rience first, then followed by other ways of teaching skill enhancement —
reflection groups, classroom observation, follow-up courses focusing on the
learning-centred approach and critical reflection. One way to provide all PhD
students with teaching experience is to incorporate it into the pedagogical
course. Additionally, creating a lesson plan, compiling a syllabus and con-
sidering the implications of teaching for assessment are excellent exercises
to gain both theoretical and practical knowledge about teaching in higher
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education. Furthermore, as the Estonian reform of doctoral studies has focused
more on the advancement of teaching skills, and many doctoral students are
required to teach during their studies, it is likely that doctoral students can use
and test what they have learned at the pedagogical course in practice and thus
benefit more from the formal learning.

3) A critical aspect of learning about teaching for PhD students is reflection. In
order to learn from informal conversations about teaching and to bring infor-
mative learning to the level of transformative learning, reflection is key. As
critical reflection is crucial in bringing about change in teaching approach and
conceptions, one way to enhance it is to model and facilitate it during a formal
pedagogical course. It is challenging to tackle taken for granted assumptions
regarding teaching and learning alone, therefore engaging with a wider range
of perspectives might be helpful in this respect.

4) Another notable aspect of PhD students’ learning about teaching is related to
PhD thesis supervisors. In a study about PhD students’ significant conver-
sations about teaching, dissertation supervisors were most frequently listed as
PhD students’ most significant conversation partners (Simona & Pleschova,
2021). This signifies that PhD students do expect to talk about teaching with
their supervisors. While the results of the current dissertation in some respects
confirmed the findings of earlier studies, i.e. that PhD students would like to
talk to their supervisors about teaching and learn from them, they also
indicated that this was not always the case. Conversations about teaching were
avoided for a number of reasons, including lack of time or the prioritisation of
talking about research, but they were also avoided because the supervisor was
sometimes not considered to be an authority figure in terms of teaching. The
reasons for which PhD supervisors prioritise both their own and their
supervisee’s research may be clear; however, it may have an impact on PhD
students’ future career options. PhD supervisors need to be more aware of the
benefits for PhD students of obtaining teaching competencies and engaging in
teaching development.

The findings of this study suggest that, while it is understandable that PhD stu-
dents’ supervisors may value research more highly than teaching for several
reasons, and may have a chronic time deficiency, they nevertheless have a respon-
sibility towards the university, to support the future generations of university
teachers. Furthermore, supervisors also act as role models for PhD students in
terms of scholarly conduct. As the reforms in higher education in Estonia and the
world indicate, there is an emergence of a clearer focus on teaching. To be a
modern scholar and an academic goes beyond publication of scientific research
and has more than ever to do with approaching teaching in a scholarly manner.
As Nygaard and Holtham’s (2008) suggested, a shift towards learning-centred-
ness can take place if there is due consideration of the university’s internal (stu-
dents, teachers, administration, faculties, departments) and external (politicians,
the media, employers) stakeholders and the complexity of the context. Thus, to
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facilitate this shift in universities, it needs to be more clearly reflected in their
evaluation criteria (for example, institutional accreditation and research and
development evaluation) as well as in the recruitment and promotion criteria of
academic staff. If political calls to value teaching and to support a learning-
centred approach remain empty slogans and, in reality, universities and academic
staff stay focused on research, no real change is likely to take place. Biggs &
Tang (2011) wrote about the role of assessment in student learning, stating:
“Assessment determines what and how students learn more than the curriculum
does” (p. 197). Similarly, it could argued that for universities and academic
teachers, how they are assessed determines what they spend their time and effort
on.

While the Mertonian norms or “institutional imperatives” (Merton,1973 [1942],
p- 270) noted above should be ideals to strive for, higher educational institutions
seem to be more under the sphere of influence of the counter-norms. The isolation
and solitariness highlighted in the abovementioned scientific literature are also
reflected in the results of this dissertation, especially the sole focus of PhD
supervisors on research. One way to strive towards the Mertonian norms is to
create opportunities for collaboration; other ways include fostering commu-
nication within academic communities and supporting conversations about
teaching. The creation of Communities of Practice, including PhD supervisors,
might be another possible option, with a shared concern for student learning,
theoretical teaching-related foundations and an interest in disseminating the latest
scientific knowledge created by its members. The creation of such communities
might facilitate a deeper understanding of the learning-centred approach and aid
distancing from the perception that this approach is something forced on aca-
demic teachers top-down, i.e. from the political and administrative levels. Such
initiatives already exist in some parts of the world, such as in the UK, Australia
and in some countries in Europe.

5) The next aspect deserving attention regarding PhD students’ learning about
teaching involves consideration of the university community; socialisation
into it and acceptance by it. Learning about teaching is contextual and is
shaped by the community and its cultural norms. Communities may offer dif-
ferent possibilities for conversations about teaching, cooperation and learning.
Communities are not static but in a constant state of change, and doctoral
students have the ability to shape them. This can be done by having conver-
sations with colleagues about teaching, initiating changes, participating in curri-
culum development etc. Academic developers might consider creating oppor-
tunities to connect and facilitate networking for doctoral students among them-
selves. They may also consider encouraging doctoral students to be active in
student organisations, to participate in teaching related conferences and to be
the agents of change. Peter Senge (1990), when introducing the concept of
“learningful conversation”, linked it to the mental models of individuals and
management teams, which have a profound effect on the functioning and
effectiveness of organisations. He claimed that these mental models need to
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be exposed and challenged in the form of dialogue, leading to a true “thinking
together”, and he considered this to be a prerequisite for change. Therefore,
how management teams think about teaching, the extent to which they value
teaching and its development, and the assumptions on which these mental
models are based, matter. Senge (1990) suggested that when a team is
learning, it allows individuals in it to grow faster, as well as enabling the team
to achieve exceptional results. It could be concluded that if organisations lead
a dialogue with its members, unearthing ingrained ways of thinking without
giving rise to defensiveness and truly “think together” as Senge suggests, it
could be discovered that some assumptions are not based on a scientific world-
view or based on facts. Such explorations, as Senge claims, are more effective
in groups rather than individually and teams are the core units of learning in
an organisation. Organisations can foster mental models that truly support the
learning of both individuals and groups and which encourage change, leading
to long-term benefits. Thus, it could be argued that if PhD students do not have
to “fight” for the right to talk about learning-centredness and prove to col-
leagues that it is a worthwhile endeavour, their transition into the full role of
university teacher may be considerably easier. Instead of being the problem
of a single individual, it becomes a systemic issue and the whole organisation
becomes involved in creating a shared view (Senge, 1990). In this way, the
organisation develops a shared interest in student learning that is not imposed
top-down, but manifests as a form of dialogue that is negotiated and gradually
developed.

6) The last aspect considering supporting PhD students’ learning about teaching
has to do with valuing teaching. As previously discussed, when teaching is
not valued in a university it is not the problem of a single supervisor but rather
a systemic problem. When PhD students enter the system, it is far more dif-
ficult for them to bring about change and advocate for the learning-centred
approach if the established members of the academic community do not sup-
port it. Fighting the system might be easier for some PhD students than others,
depending on their characteristics and the ways they manage conflict or use
their agency, but eternal opposition and frictions with powerful members of
the community do not contribute to the mental wellbeing of PhD students and
may even lead to detrimental career outcomes for them. A PhD student, how-
ever interested in student learning and in developing their own teaching, can-
not single-handedly change the system. Given an opportunity by the com-
munity, PhD students can act as agents of change, can engage in discussions
about teaching, can contribute their time and effort to explaining the essence
of learning-centred teaching, can share their theoretical pedagogical knowl-
edge and can help to link the theoretical with the practical.
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Based on the results of the studies that form the basis of the dissertation, the
following recommendations are made:

Firstly, the doctoral curriculum needs to have a pedagogical course aimed at
the learning-centred approach in conjunction with opportunities for PhD stu-
dents to teach. The results of this dissertation highlighted the need for theo-
retical pedagogical knowledge as a basis for supporting a learning-centred
teaching approach and conceptions. It is, however, important that the course
does not stay too theoretical and that there are teaching opportunities before,
during and after the course. This facilitates the creation of “disorienting
dilemmas” which later, together with obtaining theoretical pedagogical knowl-
edge, help doctoral students to focus on student learning and adopt a learning-
centred approach. Additionally, the pedagogical course should not be a one-
off. Further teaching development opportunities should be available after
completion of the course and after gaining some teaching experience. These
teaching development opportunities might be offered by academic developers,
so as to include those members of the university teaching community who
may facilitate PhD students’ network-building and expansion and be available
to PhD supervisors as well. In these situations, it is necessary to facilitate a
collegial atmosphere where all participants are regarded as colleagues and
peers learning together and from each other.

Secondly, universities need to raise awareness among academic staff that
teaching skills are necessary for doctoral students’ career advancement, for their
identity-building as university teachers and for their future prospects. Uni-
versities must take the necessary steps to create a system which values and
enhances teaching. This need for awareness might be especially relevant, and
at the same time more difficult, in those fields where the university recruit-
ment and promotion criteria are less related to teaching. Following the sug-
gestions by Gibbs (2013), university teachers’ learning about teaching can be
developed through three dimensions: firstly by focusing on individual teachers
(e.g. classroom observation and feedback, discussions of teaching philosophy
and classroom practice linked to teaching theory), secondly by focusing on
groups of teachers (e.g. department-wide discussions about teaching, curri-
culum and program-wide teaching change) and thirdly by focusing on the
institution (e.g. changing promotion criteria to emphasise the value of teaching,
developing facilities to better support learning). In faculty development
programs, academic developers might want to particularly focus on PhD
supervisors and on the enhancement of their learning-centred approach. This
could be done for example by creating reflection groups where teaching is
discussed, and the learning-centred approach scaffolded. Additionally, as Stes
etal. (2010) suggested, instructional development interventions spanning over
a period of time tend to yield more favourable behavioural outcomes as com-
pared to one-time events, therefore the faculty development plans cannot
simply aim at completion of one or two pedagogical courses. Institutions can
incentivise academic teachers to obtain and develop their pedagogical knowl-

86



edge, and this can have many positive spillover effects for PhD students, such
as more theory-informed conversations about teaching, critical reflections on
teaching and the introduction of teaching role models (within the same and
other institutions). This is not by any means an easy endeavour and involves
a re-conceptualisation of the university teacher identity that moves beyond
solely that of a researcher. As highlighted in the results of Petkuté’s (2022)
study, the change cannot be forced top-down, as it may lead to stronger resis-
tance. While it is understandable that academic teachers have many duties and
tasks and suffer from a chronic lack of time, ultimately, it is a question of
significance and values. If the university and its academic teachers value
teaching, then resources (including time) and opportunities can be found.

In conclusion, this dissertation proposes several changes to the ways PhD
students learn about teaching. Universities could establish hiring and promotion
schemes that place more emphasis on teaching alongside research outputs.
Organisations could also do a great deal more to enhance a learning-centred
approach among their academic teachers not only in the form of formal learning
but by providing a variety of flexible and inviting ways to talk about teaching and
to engage with the theory of teaching in higher education.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1. Interview guide

A. Teaching

1. Please describe your teaching this semester.

a.
b.
c.

o

How do you prepare your teaching?

How have you organised assessment in your teaching?

Was there anything from the pedagogical course that inspired you to try
something new in your teaching? If yes, please describe it. If no, what do
you think are the reasons it did not find a place in your teaching?

How or based on what have you decided to teach the way you do?

Who or what has influenced the way you teach? How?

How do you approach supervision? What, if any, are the similarities with
teaching?

2. Conversations

a.

b.

C.

g.
h.

With whom have you had conversations about teaching? Please list those
people and put them in circles on the worksheet.

Please describe those conversations.

Do you feel there is someone you would like to talk (or talk more) to about
teaching? What would you like to talk to them about? Who do you talk to
when things in teaching do not go well or as planned?

Have you shared or discussed your experience of the pedagogical course
with someone? What aspects of it?

After the completion of the course, have you felt that the conversations
about teaching are somewhat different? Please describe the change.

Are you still in contact with anyone from the course? If and how has
teaching been included in those conversations?

Where do conversations about teaching take place (physical context)?
What facilitates or hinders teaching-related conversations?

3. How do you see teaching as part of your career in the future?

4. In your opinion, how are conversations about teaching supported in your re-
search group/ department/ institute?

a.

b.

How or what shapes the environment that facilitates or hinders conver-
sations about teaching?

Under which circumstances or when does your research group talk about
teaching?

Who are the participants in conversations about teaching?
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5. What do you talk about when you discuss teaching with colleague(s)?
a. Do you consider talking about teaching with colleagues as something
usual?
b. When and with whom do your colleagues who teach talk about teaching?
c. Please describe one such conversation.

6. Initiatives. Are you aware of initiatives in your department/ institute that aim
to develop the quality of teaching?
a. Who are involved in those initiatives?
b. How can PhD students contribute to these initiatives?
c. Who and what role play in development and application of those initiatives?
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Appendix 2. Research diary

Xx.xx.2018

[An excerpt from my teaching philosophy]. When I think about my
teaching philosophy and the circle with whom I talk about teaching,
I have changed my principles a lot over the years, while the circle of
people I have conversations with has remained small. Having completed
teacher training, I still had the feeling that I was “playing” at being a
teacher and did not feel secure at all in my role. The institution where I
first started working as a teacher and where the teaching method was very
strictly prescribed also probably played its part. However, this was not at
all how I saw teaching and what I considered to be right. I learned to see
things in learning-centred ways after I changed jobs, completed trainings
organised by the British Council and internally felt the need to be a good
teacher to my students. Participating in the Primus program trainings
funded by the European Structural Funds broadened my teaching
philosophy further.

xx.xx.2018

1% Interview

It seemed that we got substantive answers to our questions from X’s
interview. It would be necessary to think about a question that would help
to understand how deep and based on trust these conversations about
teaching are. Now the interviewee listed the people they talk to about
teaching, and named the topics they talk about, and I guess there was also
some talk about the frequency. But how frank and deep are these exchanges
of ideas, we did not quite get to that. Reflecting on the interview, Mari
and I thought that we should add a question to the second part regarding,
for example, failures in teaching. Because you wouldn’t talk about
problems or failures with a person you don’t trust. Maybe it would open
a dimension about the depth of conversations at some level.

xx.xx. 2018

2" Interview

Since it seemed to me that the conversations described by the interviewee
did not appear to be deep, the question arose, how does talking with an
incompetent person shape a doctoral student’s understanding of teaching?
That if an older and more experienced colleague doesn’t want/can’t dis-
cuss why the students’ feedback was negative or what should be changed
the next time to make the teaching clearer and of higher quality, what kind
of message does it convey? Or if you discuss with your friend, who is also
a supervisor at another university, about supervision and simply complain
that the students do not rewrite the work according to the comments, but
do not follow this with any analysis of why this is so or how to improve
the situation, then this discussion is just about expressing personal opi-
nions and venting frustration. So, is it a significant and deep conversation?
What is learnt from it? In my opinion, the topic of depth needs more
attention. We did get a response about talking about failures. However,
we realised that this does not show the depth of the conversation (but
rather the blaming of the students), so perhaps we should read more about
how to better ask the interviewees about depth.
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xx.xx.2019

After the 3 interview. It is important, in my opinion, to dig a little deeper
regarding those things that people themselves do not consider to be
teaching at first. Because for example, people approached the interviewee
with questions, after which he created a group to talk about these ques-
tions and share his experience. He recognised that learning in this group
is multi-directional; not only does he as a guru teach them, but they also
teach him.

XX.xx.2019

Some thoughts about university culture for the discussion section — if or
how is the development of teaching staff and doctoral students aligned
with the culture? How do we find out? Was it important to deal with resis-
tance in the beginning? How can we get evidence of what the resistance
was and how it was dealt with?

xx.xx.2019

After a presentation at an international conference.

After the presentation, people asked if we had involved supervisors to get
a broader view. On the one hand, it’s a good idea, but on the other hand,
it would probably open up whole new direction of research. We also dis-
cussed whether something useful would come of it as the doctoral students
themselves are saying that they do not talk to their supervisors about
teaching.

xx.xx.2020

Perhaps it would be necessary to reformulate the first research question,
not who PhD students have conversations with, but rather to focus on
relationships. Relationship reflections — what are the relationships like
and what happens when there are no relationships? For example, not being
able to talk to the supervisor about teaching. Why is this important? Why
are these conversations significant? What is learnt as a result of these
conversations and a combination of the pedagogical course and the ensuing
conversations?

xx.xx.2021

Some thoughts for the development of the central theme. Adapting to
cultural norms with reference to a competency model? View the full role
of a university teacher? For example, University of Helsinki, University
of Arizona, City University London, Charles Darwin University — perhaps
look at these competency models and what do they refer to? Or to look at
studies of a research career path of doctoral students?

xx.xx.2021

Data analysis. We need to completely abandon the initial ‘persona’-based
presentation of results, as it is incompatible with the tradition of pheno-
menography. The data needs to be reanalysed through the phenomenon
and presented in the form of “acceptance as..(what?).” It’s a shame to give
up personas, because readers found it interesting.
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xx.xx.2022

Reporting the results of a phenomenographic study. With the help of
Torgny’s questions, we will further clarify the phenomenon. Thinking
about agency — Torgny asks, what is our understanding/perception of
agency? Phenomenon search questions to think about: Being accepted by
...... or accepting the norms or .... Change things inside the norms .... Or
changing norms...? Could the phenomenon be being accepted? In the
subsections of the results part of the article, it is necessary to write more
about the non-acceptance of the rules than the basis of the change, which
leads to the attempt to change the teaching culture.

xx.xx.2022

We discussed with Torgny and Mari what is “disposition of the learner”
(Eraut’s concept). Torgny initially asked questions about what is meant
by this. In my opinion, the disposition of the learner is important in terms
of agency. In the discussion part of the article, I got the idea that it needs
to be explained better.

XX.xx.2023

I went to Prof. James Groccia’s consultation today, we discussed how to
present the doctoral thesis visually. What is the central concept and how
do the different parts of the work relate to each other? I presented him
with the main results and showed him four figures. We discussed the work
as a whole and I got ideas on how to visually represent it. I created the
fifth drawing. Mari and I discussed it too. Seems to be the most repre-
sentative.
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SUMMARY IN ESTONIAN

Doktorantide arvamused opetama oppimisest korghariduse kontekstis

Euroopa Noukogu (2021) resolutsioonis tuuakse esile, et Euroopa kodanikele on
haridus ja elukestev 0pe nende individuaalse ja professionaalse arengu jaoks
tiliolulised ning selle keskmes on koikidel tasanditel haridustdotajad ja haridus-
juhid. Pariisi kommiinikees (Paris Communique, 2018) rohutasid Euroopa haridus-
ministrid vajadust ,,arendada ja rakendada tdielikult dppijakeskset opet” korg-
hariduses (European Higher Education Area, 2018, lk 3). Kuigi poliitikadoku-
mendid viitavad sellele, et Opetamise kvaliteeti peetakse innovatsiooni edenda-
misel ja ithiskonna timberkujundamisel oluliseks, kipuvad korgkoolid ise olema
Opetamisoskuste arendamisest ja toetamisest vihem huvitatud (MacPhail, 2019).

Doktoridppes on Ope on suunatud eelkdige teadustddle ning enamik ajast
kulub selleks vajalike oskuste edendamisele. Samas on iiha selgemaks muutumas
vajadus Oppida Opetamist ja arendada dpetamisoskusi. Varasemad uuringud néi-
tavad, et doktoridpingud 18petanute karjéér jatkub nii {ilikoolides kui ka véljas-
pool akadeemilist sfadri (Byrne et al., 2013; Kindsiko et al., 2017). Eesti dokto-
rantide karjddrivalikuid késitlevast uuringust selgus, et peale iilikoolis todtamise
oli levinud to6tamine konsultandina ja/voi tdiskasvanute koolitajana mitmes
valdkonnas, nagu niiteks humanitaar- ja kunstiteadused, sotsiaalteadused, pollu-
majandus ja veterinaaria, aga ka tehnoloogia (Kindsiko et al., 2017). Sarnased
tulemused selgusid ka Kataloonia iilikoolide doktorantide uuringust (Access to
..., 2017). Konsultandina t66tamine nouab selleks, et keerukaid erialaspetsiifilisi
moisteid mittespetsialistidele selgitada, Gpetamisega sarnaseid oskusi. Ka tiis-
kasvanute koolitajad vajavad tohusaks to0ks Opetamisoskusi. Seetdttu voib
Opetamisoskust vaadelda lilekantava oskusena, mis on vajalik paljudele doktoran-
tidele ja doktorikraadi omandanutele, kes otsustavad tootada kas akadeemilises
keskkonnas vi viljaspool seda. Uldiselt peetakse dpetamisoskusi doktorantide
tulevast karjdariedu soodustavaks teguriks (Edwards et al., 2014).

Samas on mitmetes uuringutes leitud, et doktorantidel puudub siistemaatiline
ettevalmistus Opetamiseks (Barney, 2019; Bergner et al., 2015; Jepsen et al.,
2012; McGoldrick et al., 2010; Mycock, 2007; Rao et al., 2021). Doktorantide
vihene ettevalmistus dpetamiseks voib olla seotud Spetamise véiksema tajutud
véartusega vorreldes teadustodga iilikoolides, kuna iilikoolides tehtavat teadus-
t60d hinnatakse ja tunnustatakse rohkem kui 6petamist (Chen, 2015; Kahn, 2020;
Marsh & Hattie, 2002; Norton et al., 2010). Lisaks vdib see tuleneda iilikoolis
levinud hoiakutest. Jepseni jt (2012) ldbiviidud uuringust selgus, et 65% dokto-
rantide juhendajatest soovisid, et nende juhendatavad keskenduksid oma uurimis-
toole, mitte ei osaleks Opetamisega seotud kursustel.

Vaatamata tddemusele, et doktorandid vajavad ettevalmistust mitte ainult
teadustooks, vaid ka Opetamiseks, ei ole teema, mis késitleb doktorantide
Opetamise Oppimist, teaduskirjanduses palju tdhelepanu pilvinud (Barney, 2019;
Bergner et al., 2015; Jepsen et al., 2012; McGoldrick et al., 2010; Mycock, 2007,
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Rao et al., 2021). Need vihesed varasemad uuringud, mis on késitlenud dokto-
rante ja Opetamist (Ayala, 2013; Mimirinis & Ahlberg, 2020; Remmik, 2013), on
nédidanud, et doktorantide Opetamisarusaamad on erinevad: need vdivad olla sisu-
ehk Opetajakesksed (Opetamises keskendutakse sellele, mida dpetaja teeb, ees-
mark on edastada teavet {ilidpilastele) vdi dppija- ehk dppimiskesksed (Gpetamist
nidhakse kui Oppijate toetamist ja Oppijad on aktiivsed osalejad protsessis)
(Postareff & Lindblom-Yldnne, 2008). Samas on véhe teada, kuidas opetamis-
arusaamad on kujunenud voi kuidas doktorandid kdrghariduse kontekstis dpetama
opivad. Varasemad uuringud on kutsunud iiles uurima siigavamalt dopetamis-
konteksti ja selle mdju doktorantide dpetamisarusaamadele (Ayala, 2013). Lisaks
on edasistes uuringutes soovitatud keskenduda doktorantide teadmiste konst-
rueerimise protsessile ja sellele, kuidas erinevad sotsiaalsed, arengu- ja juhen-
damisprotsesside tegurid voivad seda kujundada (Schunk, 2016). Sellest 1dhtuvalt
on doktoritdo eesmark vélja selgitada doktorantide arvamused kuidas erinevad
Oppimisviisid nende dpetamise Oppimist kujundavad. Tapsemalt vaadeldakse,
kuidas informaalsed vestlused Opetamisest, iilikooli dpetamiskultuuri normide
omaksvotmine ja iilikooli kogukonna poolt omaksvotmine ning Opetamisaru-
saamade muutumine Opikeskseks kujundavad doktorantide Opetama Sppimist
korghariduse kontekstis. Lahtuvalt uurimistoo eesmaérgist piistitati kolm uurimis-
kiisimust, mis koik puudutavad korghariduse konteksti.

1. Millised on doktorantide arvamused kuidas toetab formaalhariduse vormis
labitud pedagoogiline kursus informaalseid vestlusi, mis aitavad kaasa dpe-
tamise Oppimisele?

2. Kuidas kujundab iilikooli kogukonnas aktsepteerimise kogemus doktorantide
arvates Opetamise Oppimist?

3. Kuidas kujundavad transformatiivse dppimise protsess ja selle kontekst dok-
torantide arvates Opetama Oppimist ning Opetamisarusaamade ja -praktika
muutumist dppimiskeskseks?

Uurimiskiisimustele vastamiseks koguti empiirilised andmed poolstruktureeritud
intervjuude vormis 25 doktorandilt neljast Eesti iilikoolist. Esimesele uurimis-
kiisimusele vastab artikkel I, teisele artikkel II ja kolmandale artikkel III. Uuringu
metodoloogiline raamistik kasutas kvalitatiivset ldhenemisviisi, tépsemalt
temaatilist analiiiisi, fenomenograafiat ja vordlevat mitme juhtumi uuringut,
selgitamaks vélja, kuidas doktorandid dpetama Sppimist korghariduse kontekstis
kirjeldavad. Juhtumiuuringus oli vaatluse all neli juhtumit. Juhtumid valiti trans-
formatiivse Oppimise teoreetiliste tunnuste alusel, mida sai eristada selle pohjal,
mil mééral dppimiskeskne ldhenemine oli uuringus osalenu enda sonul omaks
voetud. Valiti kaks juhtumit, kus transformatiivne dppimine oli tdiel mééral toi-
munud ja dppimiskesksed pdhimdtted olid tiielikult omaks vdetud. Uhes oli prot-
sess keskmises arengufaasis ja viimases valitud juhtumis algfaasis. Otsus, mil
madral oppimiskesksus omaks oli voetud, tehti osalejate kirjelduste ja {itluste
pohjal (nende Opetamisarusaamade ja Oppimiskeskse ldhenemisviisi pShiprint-
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siipide rakendamise oma Opetamises), milles oli dra tuntav ,,pigem epistemo-
loogiline muutus, mitte lihtsalt muutus kéitumisrepertuaaris v3i teadmiste mahu
vOi médra suurenemine* (Kegan, 2009, 1k 41).

Selle doktoritod kokkuvotvad tulemused annavad iilevaate doktorantide dpe-
tama dppimisest korghariduse kontekstis. Tulemuste pohjal on uuringus osalenud
doktorantide sonul formaalne ja informaalne Gpe 1dbi poimunud ning Oppimis-
kesksuse isiklik kogemine kdrgkoolis Opetamise dppimisel hddavajalik. Kontekst
mangib rolli doktorantide sotsialiseerimisel ja aktsepteerimisel, mis hdlbustab voi
ka takistab korghariduses Opetamise dppimist. Doktorantide dpetamise dppimisel
on otsustava tdhtsusega tegur kriitiline refleksioon ning isiklikust Spetamis-
kogemusest tulenev tajutud ebakola on doktorantide sdnul ajendiks transforma-
tiivsele Oppimisele, mis viis Oppimiskesksuse omaksvotmiseni.

Selle t66 tulemused iihtivad suures osas varem rahvusvaheliselt avaldatutega.
Vastusena esimesele uurimiskiisimusele ,,Millised on doktorantide arvamused
kuidas toetab formaalhariduse vormis ldbitud pedagoogiline kursus infor-
maalseid vestlusi, mis aitavad kaasa dpetamise 6ppimisele?“ selgus, et uuringus
osalenud doktorandid pidasid Opetamise védrtust rohutava ja Oppimiskesksele
lahenemisele keskendunud pedagoogilise kursuse ldbimist toetavaks ja tihtsaks
dpetamise dppimiseni viivate vestluste kujundamisel. Uks oluline aspekt peda-
googilise kursuse juures oli teadvustada Opetamisest radkimise olulisust. Peda-
googilisest kursusest ldhtuv teine oluline tulemus, mis kujundas mitteametlikke
vestlusi ja aitas kaasa dpetamise Oppimisele, oli voimalus arutada dpetamise iile
erinevate inimestega — kaasdoktorantidega teistest valdkondadest, aga ka kursust
korraldanud Jpetamisoskuste konsultantidega. Need mitmekesised vestlused
andsid voimaluse saada nii teoreetilisi teadmisi kui ka praktilisi ideid dppetdoks.
Jargmine oluline tulemus konealuse pedagoogilise kursuse kohta oli dpetamise
kohta teadmiste jagamine. Osalejate sonul pakkus pedagoogiline kursus dpeta-
mise kohta ohtralt uusi teadmisi, mida paljud doktorandid soovisid parast kursuse
10petamist jagada ka kaasdoktorantide voi kolleegidega, kellega Opetamis-
kohustusi jagati. Kursusel omandatud teoreetilisi teadmisi arutati teistega, et leida
parimaid lahendusi Opetamispraktikas, mis arvestaks kaasdoktorantide ja kol-
leegide praktilisi kogemusi ning konkreetse dpetamiskonteksti reaalset olukorda.

Samas kerkis esile ka puuduvate vestluste teema. Mdned doktorandid toid
vilja, et ei radgi Opetamisest mitte kellegagi. Puuduvate vestluste alakategooria
oli vestluste puudumine juhendajatega dpetamise teemal. Kui moned osalejad
markisid, et on huvitatud opetamisteemalistest vestlustest oma juhendajatega, siis
enamik mérkis, et erinevatel pShjustel nad dpetamisest juhendajaga siiski ei rad-
kinud. Uuringus osalenud doktorandid selgitasid, et nad ei vitnud juhendajatega
ette vestlusi Opetamisest, sest nende arvates olid juhendajal kas puudulikud
Opetamisoskused, negatiivne suhtumine dpetamisse, ajapuudus voi muud priori-
teedid arutletavate teemade asjus. Siiski mérkisid moned uuringus osalejad, et
monikord kiisisid juhendajad neilt dpetamise kohta ndu, ning kirjeldasid peda-
googilisel kursusel omandatud teadmiste jagamist, mida nende juhendajad hésti
vastu votsid.
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Uuringus osalenud doktorantide viitel oli mitteametlikest vestlustest dpetamise
Oppimine seotud refleksiooniga. Kuna pedagoogiline kursus hdlmas ka liihikeste,
15-minutiliste dppetundide andmist, said kursusel osalejad osa oma kaaslaste
Opetamise iile reflekteerimisest nende tundide jérel.

Vastusena teisele uurimiskiisimusele ,,Kuidas kujundab iilikooli kogukonnas
aktsepteerimise kogemus doktorantide arvates 6petamise 6ppimist?“ selgus
uuringu tulemustest, et akadeemilises kogukonnas aktsepteerimist kogeti kolmel
moel: vordse partnerina (1. kategooria), piiride vastu pdrkumisena (2. kategooria)
jatorjutuna (3. kategooria). Esimesse kategooriasse (vOrdse partnerina) kuuluvate
kogemuste kirjeldused hdlmasid kogukonna kultuurinormide aktsepteerimist
osalejate poolt, osalejate tunnetatud téielikku aktsepteerimist kogukonnas ja
taielikku vabadust iilikoolis Gpetamisel, sh tdielikku toimevoimet (agentsust).
Osalejaid iimbritsevat Opetamiskultuuri kirjeldati enamasti kui dppimiskeskset,
samuti kirjeldati iilikooli kogukonnas tajutud {ihist muret 6petamise ja dppimise
kvaliteedi pédrast. Teises ja kolmandas kategoorias vdhenesid kogukonna
kultuurinormide aktsepteerimise méér, tunnetatud aktsepteeritus kogukonnas
ning toimevoime rakendamise voimalused. Lisaks selgus, et uuringus osalenud
doktorandid ei kirjeldanud, et juhendajad oleksid neil aidanud mdista iilikooli
Opetamiskultuuri norme ega saada iilikooli dpetamiskogukonna osaks.

Analiiiisides kategooriatevahelisi seoseid ehk outcome space’i, voib leida
seose lilikooli kultuurinormide aktsepteerimise ja kogukonnas aktsepteerituse
vahel. Esimeses kategoorias kirjeldati kdige mitmekesisemat viisi aktsepteeri-
mise kogemiseks, sealhulgas tilikooli dpetamiskogukonna poolt aktsepteerimist,
kdige positiivsemat sotsiaalset suhtlust kogukonna litkmetega, suurimat auto-
noomiat dpetamisel ja tdielikku toimevdimet. Autonoomia ja toimevoime véihe-
nesid kogukonnas aktsepteerimise vihenemisega, mis tdi omakorda kaasa vihem
suhtlemist iildiselt ja vihem positiivseid suhteid, sealhulgas ka teravamaid vastu-
olusid {ilikooli dpetamiskogukonna liikmetega. Kuna dpetamise dppimine on
sotsiaalne tegevus, mille keskmes on praktikakogukond, on ka varasemad uurin-
gud toonud esile, et harvad voi halvad suhted akadeemilise kogukonna liikkmetega
on doktorantide jaoks negatiivsete tagajargedega (Gardner €t al., 2012). Seetottu
on vaja tosta teadlikkust praktikakogukondade ja akadeemilise kogukonna liik-
mete rollist doktorantide Opetamise Oppimisel ja tdielikul 1dimumisel tlikooli
kogukonda.

Vastusena kolmandale uurimiskiisimusele ,,Kuidas kujundavad transfor-
matiivse Oppimise protsess ja selle kontekst doktorantide arvates 6petama
Oppimist ning opetamisarusaamade ja -praktika muutumist 6ppimiskesk-
seks? selgus, et transformatiivse dppimise protsessi ja liikkumist Sppimiskesksuse
suunas kirjeldasid osalejad seoses kogetud rahulolematusega oma Opetamises
ning oma Opetamise kriitilise refleksiooniga, mis pdhines teoreetilistele peda-
googikateadmistele. Lisaks méangisid transformatiivses dppimises rolli varasemad
Opi- ja elukogemused, mis voimaldasid luua seoseid dppimiskeskse ldhenemisega.
Mil maéiral Ooppimiskeskne ldhenemine omaks voeti ja seda oma Opetamises
rakendati, oli erinev. Minimaalse transformatsiooni korral kirjeldati moningast
rahulolematust oma Opetamisega, mis vois olla tingitud véhesest dpetamis-

109



kogemusest. Tosteti esile, et refleksioon oli transformatiivse dppimise oluline
tunnusjoon.

Kolmel juhul toetas dpetamis-Oppimiskeskkond osalejate sonul nende muu-
tunud Opetamiskontseptsioone ja Oppimiskeskset ldhenemist, iihel juhul ei
toetanud. Tajutud toetuse puudumisel opetamis-Oppimiskeskkonnas jatkus trans-
formatiivse Oppimise protsess isegi juhul, kui see tdhendas tookohast lahkumist
ja mujal uuesti alustamist. Erinevus toetava ja vihem toetava keskkonna vahel oli
osalejate tajutud kindlustunne ja julgustus nende muutunud dppimist ja Opetamist
puudutavate arusaamade ja Opetamispraktika kohta.

Selle t66 tulemused niitavad formaalse ja informaalse dppimise koosmoju
olulisust, rohutades samal ajal formaalse dppimise rolli transformatiivses oppi-
mises. Need tulemused on kooskdlas Kyndti jt (2016) uuringu tulemusega, kus
ndidati, et formaalset ja informaalset Oppimist ei tohiks vaadelda vastanditena,
vaid tiksteist tdiendavatena, ning Ellstromi (2001) seisukohaga, et siigava moist-
mise saavutamiseks ei piisa iihest ilma teiseta.

Lisaks aitab see uurimus moista reflekteerimise tdhtsust doktorantide dpetama
Oppimisel. Kriitiline refleksioon on vajalik kogemusest dppimiseks; iiksinda
reflekteerimine voib aga olla keeruline. Kuna enda dpetamispraktika ja dpetamis-
kontseptsioonide iile reflekteerimine on varasemates uuringutes Opetamise dppi-
mise jaoks kasulikuks osutunud (Nevgi & Lofstrom, 2015), soovitatakse pro-
fessionaalse kogukonnas dppimise iihe osana kasutada kaaslaste vaatlusi autent-
setes Opetamiskontekstides, et dpetamise Oppimist toetada ja holbustada (Noben
etal., 2021).

Selle uuringu tulemused andsid teadmisi doktorantide kogemustest seoses
Opetama Sppimisega iilikooli kogukonnas ja seoses doktoritodde juhendajatega.
Uuringu tulemustest selgus, et doktorantide kogemused nende endi aktsepteeri-
misest lilikooli kogukonnas ja kogukonna kultuurinormide aktsepteerimisest on
mitmekesised. Kui mdned doktorandid avaldasid, et nad kogesid tdiel méaaral
aktsepteerimist, siis olid teised keerulises olukorras enda eelistatud dpetamisviisi
ja prevaleeriva Opetamiskultuuri vahelise erinevuse tottu voi seisid silmitsi vélja-
kutsetega suhete loomisel dpetamiskogukonnas.

On oluline juhtida tdhelepanu doktorantide poolt tunnetatud isolatsioonile,
mida kirjeldasid need osalejad, kellel on iilikooliga minimaalne kokkupuude
(nditeks tootamine kdsunduslepingu alusel). See tulemus on kooskolas Austini
(2010) uuringu tulemustega. Kuigi doktorantidel on soovitatud isoleerituse prob-
leemiga tegeleda, olles teadlik oma toimevoimest, ja otsida ise aktiivselt sidemeid
iilikooli kogukonna liikmetega (McAlpine & Akerlind, 2010), vdib see olla
markimisvéarselt raskem reaalses elus. Doktorantide puhul, kellel on piiratud
kontaktid iilikooli Gpetamiskogukonna litkkmetega, ei mojuta aeg nende téielikku
integreerumist, kuna neil puuduvad vdimalused oma vorgustike loomiseks, nagu
soovitavad Lave ja Wenger (1998). Gardner jt (2012) on esile toonud, et aka-
deemilise kogukonna liikmed on joupositsioonil ja suhted nendega on dokto-
rantide jaoks olulised. Seetdttu peab doktorantidel dpetamise dppimiseks olema
juurdepiis kogukonnale ja nad peavad saama luua suhteid kogukonna liikmetega.
Viimased omakorda peavad olema teadlikud, et nad méngivad rolli doktorantide
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sotsialiseerumisel ja aktsepteerimisel kogukonnas, mis omakorda aitab kaasa
doktorantide opetama oppimisele iilikoolis.

Juhendajad ei olnud selle uuringu tulemuste kohaselt enamasti need, kes
radgiksid doktorantidega dpetamisest, aitaksid kaasa doktorantide tdiediguslikuks
liikmeks saamisele Opetamiskogukonnas voi aitaksid orienteeruda Opetamis-
kogukonna kultuurinormides. Uuringus osalenud doktorantide intervjuudest
jérelduvalt keskendusid juhendajad peamiselt teadustodle. See tulemus on koos-
kolas Jepseni jt (2012) uuringu tulemusega, mis nditas samuti, et enamik dokto-
rantide juhendajaid eelistasid, et nende juhendatavad keskenduksid teadustdole,
mitte ei arendaks Opetamisoskusi. Kuna juhendajad identifitseerivad end toe-
néoliselt eeskétt teadlastena ja doktoridppes keskendutakse teadustdole, on loo-
mulik, et juhendajate ja juhendatavate vestlused puudutavad peamiselt teadustod.
Samas voib taoline keskendumine ainult teadustodle kahjustada doktorantide
karjadrivéljavaateid. On oluline rShutada, et iilikooli karjdérimudel peaks nditama
Opetamise ja selle arendamise vaartust ning selle samavéairsust teadustooga, kui
soovitakse, et juhendajad doktorante Gpetamisoskuste arendamisel toetaksid.

Tulemuste pohjal esitatakse selles to6s mitmeid soovitusi, mis vajaksid laiemat
arutelu erinevate osapoolte vahel. Néiteks on doktorantidel dppekava vaatest olu-
line omandada teoreetilised pedagoogilised teadmised koos véimalusega kogeda
ise Oppimiskeskset ldhenemist selleks, et dppida Opetama. Lisaks peaksid dok-
toritdd juhendajad olema teadlikumad sellest, mis kasu on doktorantidele dpeta-
misoskuste omandamisest ja arendamisest. Uuringu tulemused viitavad ka sellele,
et kuigi on mdistetav, et doktorantide juhendajate pohiline iilesanne on toetada
uurimistddd, on iihtlasi nende vastutus toetada iilikooli dppejoudude jarelkasvu.
Kui iilikoolis ei vairtustata oOpetamist, ei ole see paraku mitte iihe juhendaja, vaid
kogu siisteemi kiisimus. Nagu nditavad korgharidusreformid Eestis ja mujal maa-
ilmas, on korghariduses tekkimas senisest suurem tahelepanu dpetamisele. Kaas-
aegseks teadlaseks ja dppejouks olemine tihendab aga enamat teaduspublikat-
sioonide avaldamisest ja on rohkem kui kunagi varem seotud teadusliku késit-
lusega Opetamisest.
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