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Editors’ Preface

The last issue of the International Journal for Research on Extended Education 
(1/2015) contained seven contributions from different fields of extended educa-
tion. Like the first three issues, this issue again has a main topic. Fernando Hernán-
dez-Hernández and Juana María Sancho-Gil are the guest editors of this main topic 
concerned with blurring educational boundaries. It contains four papers: “Learning 
Lives Across Educational Boundaries: Continuity and Discontinuity in Learning Tra-
jectories” (Ola Erstad), “New Learning Imaginaries: Youth Perspectives on Learning 
In and Outside School” (Rachel Fendler & Raquel Miño Puigcercós), “Learning and 
Attitudes Towards the Knowledge of the Young Producers of Visual Culture” (Im-
anol Aguirre), and “Researching Formal and Informal Learning: From Dichotomies 
to a Dialogic Notion of Learning” (Kristiina Kumpulainen & Anna Mikkola). 

In addition there are also three free contributions: “What is Participation? Peda-
gogues’ Interpretative Repertoires and Ideological Dilemmas Regarding Children’s 
Participation in Swedish Leisure-time Centres” (Anna Liisa Närvänen & Helene 
Elvstrand), “Program Implementation and Effectiveness of Extracurricular Activ-
ities: An Investigation of Different Student Perceptions in Two German All-Day 
Schools” (Stephan Kielblock), and “Influential Factors in the Out-of-class Activities 
of Korean College Students” (Sang Hoon Bae, Sue Bin Jeon & Song Ie Han). 

In issue 2/2014 the section “Developments in the Field of Extended Education” 
has been introduced, which contains short research reports (e.g. on new research 
methods, or developments in research networking). In this issue, Amina Fraij and 
Stephan Kielblock present a brief examination of the coverage of countries that are 
involved and have published in the IJREE in the first five issues. 

Though there is a high number of submissions we would like to encourage re-
searchers within the field of extended education to submit papers, and also sug-
gestions for book reviews and proposals for short research reports for the section 
Developments in the Field of Extended Education. 

Sabine Maschke, Ludwig Stecher and Stephan Kielblock
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Introduction

Blurring Educational Boundaries to Visualise 
Young People’s Agency in Learning Practices

Fernando Hernández-Hernández &  
Juana María Sancho-Gil

Expanding learning scenarios

Learning takes place beyond the classroom and school. Notions such as lifelong or 
life-wide and life-deep learning reflect its ubiquity in the knowledge society (Banks 
et al., 2007). However, in the educational discourse learning remains closely linked 
to scholastic concepts related to student assessment or curriculum objectives. In these 
pervasive settings, young people’s learning often seems to be ambiguous. On the one 
hand, the literature offers a picture of a body of connected youth who use digital 
technologies to engage in learning activities tailored to their personal interests. On 
the other, there is an increasing criticism around the notion of life-long learning as a 
key competence, as educational policies seem to respond more to market demands 
than to a holistic approach once promoted by progressive educators. Therefore, a 
tension exists between research into learning experiences that contributes to the ped-
agogisation of young people’s lives, and the studies that attempt to articulate and rec-
ognize more personal and social ways of engagement that, for some young people, 
are allusive in a formal school context.

Taking into account this complexity and tensions, the RTD project Living and 
learning with new literacies in and outside secondary school: contributions to re-
ducing drop-out, exclusion and disaffection among youth (MINECO. EDU2011-
24122), developed by the research group ESBRINA-Subjectivities, Visualities and 
Contemporary Educational Environments1 of the University of Barcelona, hosted 
in November 6th and 7th, 2014, the international symposium “Blurring educational 
boundaries” dedicated to explore young people’s agency in their learning practices, 
both in formal and/or informal educational contexts. 

The symposium aimed to problematize and interrogate the participant’s under-
standing of the role of learning in young people’s lives and looked critically at re-

1 http://esbrina.eu 
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search objectives and methods. We specifically sought to address the following is-
sues:
1.  The expanded notion of learning, and how it relates to how we understand and 

discuss the boundary between inside and outside school;
2. The relationship between learning and young people’s use of digital technologies;
3.  The methodological and ethical issues that arise when studying learning in infor-

mal and/or virtual contexts;
4.  Advocate for doing research collaboratively (with young people), taking into ac-

count the advantages and limits of using ‘with’ as a methodological stance.
These topics were addressed in 21 papers submitted by researchers from England, 
Finland, Argentina, United States, France, Germany, Switzerland, Spain, Norway 
and Brazil. A selection of these papers, those closer to the aims of the journal, were 
selected to be published in the International Journal for Research on Extended Edu-
cation (IJREE). 

The paper presented by Ola Erstad (Norway), based on the ‘learning lives pro-
ject’ (2009‒2013) in a community in Oslo, explores the link between learning and 
identity formation as interrelated practices connected to the capacity to adapt to 
changing roles within different contexts. In this case, members of the research group 
have investigated changes and transitions in and between youth and children insti-
tutional and everyday lives. An important aim of the project was to analyse how 
identities are shaped and developed in different settings over time. To meet this ob-
jective notions, such as “Participation trajectories” (Edwards & Mackenzie, 2008) 
and “Learning lives” (Edwards, Biesta, & Thorpe, 2009), appear as fundamental. As 
a conclusion, the analysis shows that learning activities, as experienced by young 
people, are connected and expanded across different settings. And there is a diversity 
in the ways boundary crossings develop. 

The second paper, by Rachel Fendler and Raquel Miño Puigcercós (USA and 
Spain) approaches issues arising from blurred boundaries between school and non-
school, virtual and physical sites, or formal, non-formal and informal education. 
Drawing on the contributions of 34 secondary school students, they consider ways 
in which young people’s learning practices suggest the need to rethink educational 
boundaries. The key notions were “situated learning” and “communities of prac-
tice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Situated learning looks at the environment in which 
learning occurs, as manifested in the social terrain of communities of practice, and 
points out the way for seeing learning as a spatial practice. In the ethnographic cas-
es performed with young people, students began to reflect on learning in different 
spaces (at school, with sport, or with other activities), on how they moved from one 
to another, and how these different spaces overlapped. As young people were asked 
to play the role of researchers rather than students, the project was an interruption 
in their everyday school lives, displacing them both physically and in terms of their 
identity. 

The paper by Imanol Aguirre (Spain) shows an investigation on young people’s 
practices as producers of visual culture, that deviate from traditional master-appren-
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tice and expert-novice relationships and that take place at the margins of formal 
education in the realm of what Trend (1992) designates as “cultural pedagogies”. 
The focus of this research is how and where young people acquire the knowledge 
they apply in their productions, the types of competencies associated to these types 
of knowledge and what are their attitudes and interactions in the learning processes. 
The research, based on interviews and a questionnaire, evidences that visual culture 
produced in this conditions gives young people the opportunity and the occasion to 
feel free for experimentation, being part of a community or an audience that dispens-
es recognition, trust and complicity and the opportunity to access to many unexpect-
ed resources. 

Finally, the contribution made by Kristiina Kumpulainen and Anna Mikkola 
(Finland) offers an alternative conceptual framework to the disjuncture between 
“formal” and “informal” education by re-framing this traditional divisive distinc-
tion between the two. From the authors approach, formal and informal learning are 
not conceptualised as discrete categories, but rather “formality” and “informality” 
are conceived as attributes inherent to all circumstances of learning. To exemplify 
this argument they analyse empirical data from a case study on elementary school 
students’ engagement in technology-mediated creative-learning activities. In their 
analysis, they demonstrate how attributes of formality and informality intersect in 
the students’ social activity and consider how this is related to their engagement, 
learning, and identity building. They conclude by considering the wider implications 
of a hybrid notion of learning as the interplay of formality and informality in social 
activities. 

The four papers have in common two assumptions: (1) formal education does not 
take into account how young people are using knowledge in their outside-of-school 
activities; and (2) young people’s learning goes beyond traditional institutional lim-
its, particularly when they use virtual environments and participate in different com-
munities of practices. 

These contributions could help educators and policy-makers to rethink the roles 
of learning in the transitions and mobilities of young people in today’s societies. 
All these papers locate learning beyond the limits of schooling, in spaces of affec-
tion and intensities that cannot be measured and represented by external or internal 
school standards. These learning environments contain activities that escape classifi-
cation and coding strategies of analysis. This issue is articulated by Dennis Atkinson 
(2011, p. 13), who argues that “within teaching and learning contexts it is quite pos-
sible for there to be learners whose ontological status of learners is not recognized so 
their potential for becoming is constrained and therefore they have no (or marginal) 
existence within the pedagogical space.” 
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Articles:   
Main Topic: Blurring Educational Boundaries to Visualise Young  

People‘s Agency in Learning Practices

Learning Lives Across Educational Boundaries: 
Continuity and Discontinuity in Learning 
Trajectories

Ola Erstad

Abstract: In this article, I discuss educational boundaries as experienced by the learner across different 
contexts, activities and interests. Learning is understood as a trajectory beyond situated contexts. The 
analytical focus is how learning trajectories are experienced as continuity or discontinuity by students 
across in-school and out-of-school settings. The analysis draws on findings from a longitudinal project 
in one multicultural community of Oslo, using mainly observational and interview methodologies. The 
findings show that educational boundaries are often blurred and represent different learning trajectories 
beyond simple dichotomies of continuation or discontinuation in learning.

Keywords: learning lives, (dis)continuity, trajectories, boundaries, education

Introduction

The 20th century was characterised by a global explosion in mass formal education, 
in which a schooled society has come to be accepted as a universal common good. 
Over the last decade, however, both the relevance of mass formal education to a 
changed socio-technical and socio-economic environment, and its moral purpose as 
an instrument of social justice, have been subject to increasing critique (Egan, 2008; 
Claxton, 2008). In order to remedy the perceived deficiencies of mass ‘industrial 
education’, there have been calls to look to models of informal learning, especially 
within the new socio-technical spaces of the Internet, as a source of alternative edu-
cational strategies (Gee, 2007).

Some also argue that the resources, identities and experiences students develop 
in settings other than school are not properly recognised or used as an anchor for de-
veloping their skills and knowledge in school (Heath, 1983; Wortham, 2006). In the 
same vein, scholars have started to question the relevance of educational practices 
for the future workplace and for civil society, that is, students are not sufficiently 
able to re-contextualise the curriculum and make it relevant to manage problems and 
challenges in practices outside of educational institutions (Guile, 2010). For educa-
tional institutions and curriculum development, it is also a challenge how stakehold-
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ers in the labour market impose pressure on the educational system, trying to make 
it adjust to societal needs and developments. 

This article focuses on educational boundaries as experienced by the learner, 
especially how we explore experiences and knowledge building between and across 
different contexts, activities and interests. By using the term ‘learning lives’ (Erstad 
& Sefton-Green, 2013), the objective is to explore learning as a trajectory beyond 
situated contexts, such as classrooms. The analytical focus for this article is conti-
nuity and discontinuity between educational boundaries of learning experiences in 
school and outside of school. The research question is: How are learning trajectories 
across in-school and out-of-school contexts experienced as continuity or discontinu-
ity by students?

To shed light on this research question, I will report on findings from a project in 
one community of Oslo, Norway. The project called ‘Local literacies and community 
spaces. Investigating transitions and transfers in the “learning lives” of Groruddalen’ 
(2009–2013) was a longitudinal ethnographic study following 60 students and their 
families over a period of about two years, in school settings and as part of activities 
within the community. In this article, I will present observational and interview data 
to explore the research question. 

Review – Educational boundaries as (dis-)continuities

Within educational research, it is well documented how learning activities are taking 
place in classrooms (Hattie, 2008). Ways of informal learning outside of schools are 
more vaguely defined in the research literature, yet at the same time, are proclaimed 
to be of major importance for the future of education (Sefton-Green, 2012; Facer, 
2011). Educational scholars have started to question how participation in multiple 
contexts like school, home, peer groups and leisure settings affects ongoing learning 
processes (Tuomi-Gröhn & Engeström, 2003). 

Several efforts have been made in trying to define what constitutes a learning 
context or learning environment beyond just classroom settings, and also how this 
changes over time (Jonassen & Land, 2000; OECD, 2013). On a conceptual level, 
van Oers (1998) presented an approach to context, inspired by the ideal of devel-
oping a non-dualistic theory of human activity, arguing for using the concept of 
contextualising rather than context, as an ongoing interactional process of meaning 
making and creating conditions for learning. If we merely point out that learning is 
situated in context, we miss the point, because we are ignoring how people them-
selves actively establish contexts of meaningful action (ibid.). Sometimes there can 
be connections, other times tensions, and yet at other times, they might not be related 
at all (Silseth & Arnseth, 2011). How these connections or tensions are established 
has consequences for the person’s learning trajectories, understood as ways of par-
ticipating and engaging in learning processes over time. 

Some have also tried to identify more clearly what constitutes educational bound-
aries and boundary crossing (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). Boundaries can be under-
stood as something defined by the system of schooling as in the physical boundaries 
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of the school with fences and buildings, and the often decontextualised nature of 
subject content that you learn about in school, but do not use elsewhere. However, 
boundaries can also be understood as created by individuals or groups themselves as 
personal conceptions of who you are, and boundaries about ‘us’ and ‘them’. Ways 
of conceptualising boundaries also raise issues of ways of crossing or overcoming 
boundaries. Bronkhorst and Akkerman (2015) write about boundary crossing as ‘a 
process of (re)establishing continuity in action and interaction across different social 
cultural practices. In contrast to discontinuities, continuities in learning across con-
texts testify to prolonged efforts and activities related to particular content or partic-
ipation’ (2015, p. 4). Crossing boundaries, as defined by the system or the person, is 
about ways of defining continuities. 

Another approach towards issues of educational boundaries is represented by the 
term ‘learning lives’. ‘Learning lives’ (Edwards, Biesta, & Thorpe, 2010; Erstad & 
Sefton-Green, 2013) refers to the coherence between learning, identity and agency 
as personal histories and future orientations central to productive learning. Several 
empirical approaches have been influential in the way they open up ways of studying 
young learners across contexts, such as ‘literacy and learning as part of after-school 
programs’ (Cole et al., 2006; Hull & Schultz, 2002), ‘funds of knowledge’ (Gon-
zalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005), ‘biographical studies of youth’ (McLeod & Yates, 
2006; Thomson, 2009), and ‘connected learning’ (Ito et al., 2013). This research 
often targets students that drop out of, or are disengaged within, the regular school 
system. Also, to better understand ‘what they do not learn in school’ (Mahiri, 2004), 
researchers have become more aware of the developmental processes in different 
trajectories of participation (Dreier, 2003; Ludvigsen et al., 2011).

The notion of trajectory provides analytical means for understanding learning 
activities across time and space. Learning and participation trajectories are closely 
linked to identity as a ‘capacity for particular forms of action and hence a capacity to 
interpret and use environmental affordances to support action’ (Edwards & Macken-
zie, 2008, p. 165). We should, then, explore how participants are not merely situated 
in space and time, but also actively networking learning resources across space-time 
in the course of their activity (Leander, Phillips, & Taylor, 2010, p. 8). 

Context and methodology

Leander et al. (2010) point out that ‘following’ learners across and between sites is 
complex. Within ‘multisite ethnography’ researchers like Marcus (1995) and Falzon 
(2012) argue that the study of social phenomena cannot be accounted for by focus-
ing on one particular site. However, the ways that different settings and contexts are 
interrelated as experienced by young people themselves, as the unit of analysis, have 
not been present in many educational studies (Leander et al., 2010). 

The data presented here is part of a large-scale ethnographic study conducted in 
a multiethnic community, the Grorud Valley in Oslo, Norway, with about 130,000 in-
habitants. Some neighborhoods consist of more than 35% immigrants, while others 
have up to 90%. In our study we involved three kindergartens, two lower secondary 
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schools and two upper secondary schools in five different neighborhoods in this 
community. 

As a pilot study we collected diaries from 28 students during a whole week. The 
aim was to get a sense of how students in different neighborhoods spent their regular 
days, from the time they woke up in the morning, until they went to bed at night, with 
a special focus on their media use. 

The research design for the main study started in the classroom, where we spent 
about eight months conducting observations and interviews following whole classes 
in different subject domains and study programs. The sample included three cohorts; 
pre-schoolers (5 and 6 year old students, who I will not report on in this article), 10th 
graders (15 and 16 year old students, last year of lower secondary school), and stu-
dents at the end of upper secondary school (18 and 19 year old students). Within each 
cohort we then sampled 20 students for more in-depth study and following them into 
their neighbourhood, at home and as part of different activities. These students were 
sampled after spending several months in their class, choosing academically strong 
and weak students according to their teachers and grades, and an equal number of 
boys and girls. In this article I report on data from the cohorts of 15 and 18 year olds 
since they are more expressive and reflective concerning their learning trajectories. 

Methods used in this study were: survey on background data; semi-structured in-
terviews; field notes; still and video image and artefact collection; and co-production 
with young people or their parents. Some methods were modified to suit the ages of 
the cohorts. In order to answer the research question for this article I will primarily 
include data from the interviews with some supplementary data from field notes of 
students in different settings. The interviews were done systematically with all in-
formants three times during a period of one and a half year, and each interview lasted 
about one hour. First set of interviews were done in November and December 2010, 
during the first phase of the project. The next set of interviews was done in April 
2011 just before the final exams, and just after they had decided what to do during 
their next school year entering a new level of schooling. The last set of interviews 
was done from December 2011 until March 2012, at home, in their community or by 
phone. In addition we had several informal conversations with students both in and 
out of school that were written in field notes or audio taped. 

The qualitative research interview is a way to understand and get access to the 
life world from the point of view of the research participants (Kvale & Brinkmann, 
2009). In this study each interview was structured as dealing with past, present and 
future orientations of activities and interests in school and outside of school. Also, 
the interviews were dealing with conceptions of learning in the sense that we wanted 
the students to talk about their different activities; what they were about, degrees of 
engagement and what they got out of these activities. Our experience was that the 
interviews triggered the informants to reflect on what these different activities meant 
for them on a personal level and as learning trajectories over time (ibid.). The stu-
dents gave positive feedback about the issues covered in the interviews, and that this 
was the first time anyone had asked them on a personal level about other aspects of 
learning than just school.  

All interviews and field notes were transcribed and entered into Nvivo 10. In 
total this consisted of about 400 pages of transcribed data. We used a coding scheme 
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with two main categories; of places and activities the informants were involved in. 
This was further specified with sub-categories and nodes on their personal engage-
ment and ways of learning, either as defined by others or self-initiated. 

When working on the coding of data we decided to create narratives of the learn-
ing lives of the individuals in order to develop a coherent presentation of data on a 
personal level (Goodson, Biesta, Tedder, & Adair, 2010, Thomson, 2009). These are 
structured as stories about people’s lives as told by themselves (Goodson & Gill, 
2011). As Polkinghorne (1995) explains: “Narrative descriptions exhibit human ac-
tivity as purposeful engagement in the world. Narrative is the type of discourse com-
position that draws together diverse events, happenings, and actions of human lives 
into thematically unified goal-directed purposes.” (1995, p. 5). In this study the term 
‘learning lives’ is used to approach similar issues of learning and development, as 
a lens that brings together vertical (over time) and horizontal (across contexts) axes 
of experience. In the following I will present extracts from several of the narratives 
in the study to discuss issues of continuity and discontinuity of learning trajectories. 

Presentation of data

In the analysis, learning trajectories are related to three main issues of continuity 
and discontinuity. First, it concerns content and what students were oriented towards 
in school and out-of-school. Second, it concerns the activities they were involved 
in and how they are structured and goal oriented such as improving their skills and 
knowledge. Third, it concerns the ways in which the students position themselves, 
i.e. their learning identities, in different settings.

Continuities

Activities in school are of course diverse. There are varieties between subject do-
mains and working methods, from whole class instruction by the teacher, to project 
work where students move out of school to collect information. However, my focus 
in this article is on the boundary between activities in and out of school, so I will not 
analyse school activities per se. 

An obvious example of how school activities continue into everyday activities as 
learning trajectories is homework, which is a learning trajectory concerning knowl-
edge production. A few of the girls mentioned that they were aware that doing home-
work was important in order to succeed at school, while a few of the boys emphasised 
that they often did not do homework because they had a lot of other things to do, 
like sports. There were also differences in where the students did their homework. 
Most of them did their homework at home, while some of the students reported that 
they preferred to do their homework either at school right after the school hours had 
finished, or at the local library. The reason for this was noise at home. Many of the 
students in this community lived in apartment blocks and had several siblings living 
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at home and sharing bedrooms, so the conditions for concentrating on doing home-
work were difficult. 

A more surprising finding was that for some students their activities in everyday 
life directly influenced their ways of positioning themselves as learners at school. 
This was especially linked to participation in sports. There is strong evidence re-
garding how, for many students, sports has a positive impact on school performance 
(Rasberry et al., 2011). One girl in her last year at upper secondary school, for ex-
ample, explained that she made training programs for herself to become better in 
cross country skiing, with clear performance goals aimed for specific competitions. 
At school, she did the same. She showed how for each subject, she made a program 
for herself to better perform. She called doing homework her training, and her exams 
were the aim for each subject. She was a high performing student with the best grade 
in all subjects. Her days, both with activities at school and after school, were very 
structured. 

Another surprising finding in our data concerning learning trajectories with-
in this multicultural community was the role of ethnic community centres. These 
centres were set up for cultural purposes of shared language and cultural activities. 
However, many of these ethnic community centres also provided school activities. 
In the interviews, many of the students explained that they had been active at these 
centres, almost every weekend, from the time they were preschoolers until they en-
tered upper secondary school. Most often, these centres were situated in warehouse 
storage buildings in the community and had been rebuilt with regular classrooms 
with a teacher’s desk and rows for students. The teachers were former students who 
now studied at the university in high-status fields, such as engineering, medicine, 
biology and the like. They did this on a voluntary basis during weekends due to so-
cial consciousness of giving something back to their own community. For several of 
the students in the study, these community centres functioned to encourage students 
to better perform within the formal education system, in the core subjects of math, 
physics and science. 

Ugur, a 15-year-old boy, born in Norway, but with parents from Turkey, regu-
larly went to the out-of-school Turkish centre to work with mathematics and Lego 
robotics. He ranked the teachers there as very good.

You have clever people, engineering students, technology students. You are one of two or 
three young people getting help from one student in a very small classroom. Very good! Very 
good! I joined the math class to become as good as my older brother in math (interview, 2011).

During participant observation in the math class at his lower secondary school, Ugur 
played iPhone games during class activities, while commenting to the researcher 
sitting next to him:

The math level here is basic. Really basic! I cannot be bothered working with math in school 
any more. That’s why I play computer games, you know? (whispers while looking at the 
teacher). I practice at the centre. (fieldnote, 2011).

Ugur joined the technology courses at the Turkish centre because he remembered 
having fun building a steam engine with Lego Technics, a present from his mother in 
his childhood. Simultaneously, he developed a competence in using computers, both 
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software and hardware. In primary school, friends and teachers started to ask him for 
help, since he developed a role as a computer ‘wiz’ in his social network. 

One interesting finding from the analysis of continuity concerns data from the 
pilot study using the student’s one-week diaries. The pilot study included 28 students 
(15-year-olds) that lived in different neighbourhoods in Oslo, but who were not part 
of the sample for the main study. For the students in this pilot study, it is obvious 
that school is a place and an institution that occupies most of their time during week-
days. They also described it as a place consisting of different spaces, such as the 
classroom, science lab, schoolyard and online web sites used for school purposes. 
Activity patterns at school varied during the week, being a mix of formal and infor-
mal activities. Their descriptions of their communities, schools and activity patterns 
during leisure time were different. How much they used different technologies also 
differed quite a bit. In the following extract, I picked one day for one girl called Anita 
as an example. The point here is just to give a sense of the learning trajectories using 
digital media through a regular week or day.

Extract from Anita’s diary on media use in everyday life

Monday: I got up around 6.30. I was awakened by the terrible sound from my mobile. The 
first thing I did was to get dressed and make breakfast before I sat down with the breakfast 
in front of the PC. I then checked Facebook, even though I know that very few updates came 
during the night or that early in the morning, but it has become a habit. A bad habit! I went 
into my blog to update it. 

At school today, we visited the “Clinic for Health and Sexuality Education” with the class. 
At the clinic, I took a number of photos of my friends with my camera that I later might use 
for my blog or just as nice and funny memories. When I came back to school after the main 
recess at noon, I sat in the computer lab to find some information about the Cuba crisis for a 
test in social sciences tomorrow. 

When I arrived home from school, I uploaded the photos I took during the school day to my 
PC and edited some of them with Photoshop. Since I have problems to leave things aside 
that I think are fun, I continued making some web designs in Photoshop, because it is one of 
my hobbies. In addition, I am a bit upset because my MSN does not work after a crash with 
Windows Vista and the newest MSN. Ahh, I should pull myself together… It is just an awful 
small luxury problem! Later on, I sat down and read in the social science book and wrote notes 
on the computer because of a test tomorrow. When I finished the notes, I printed them out in 
order to read them again. At 18:00, I have extra math. At this teacher’s, I get help with assign-
ments I believe are difficult and to understand the connection between different themes better. 
Before I went home after extra math, I bought Costume, a magazine I read every month. This 
magazine I read in bed before I lie down to sleep. When I came home, I put on a TV series 
that I like a lot. It runs on MTV and is called The Hills, but I have several season packages 
(DVDs) at home, which I put on when I am tired or do not have anything special to do. I have 
also downloaded some music to my iPod and it is charged now, tonight, because I like to listen 
to my iPod when I am going to sleep. Now I have some new music! Goodnight

The two main places she moves between are home and school. It is clear that she 
combines physical interaction at home or at school with being online, as a space for 
connecting with friends, especially using Facebook, but also following up on more 
interest-driven expertise using Photoshop. She is advanced in her interest in technol-
ogy and the way she uses this interest for different activities. Her use of technology 
also moves across different contexts, combining these activities; for example, work-
ing on images she takes at school and reworks at home. We also see how formal and 
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informal activities are blended both at school and at home, in visiting clinics, taking 
photos at school that are then uploaded to Facebook, doing homework, and so forth. 
These kinds of diaries illustrate how activities using different media blend between 
different contexts for young people in different ways. 

Discontinuities

It is well documented how subcultures of young people develop interests that can be 
in direct opposition to school (Sefton-Green, 2012). This is documented in research 
on how boys, in particular, are engaged in communities of playing computer games 
has also shown how such activities are positioned as in opposition to school, and 
that these students often get lower school grades (Gee, 2007; Stevens, Satwicz, & 
McCarthy, 2008). 

In this article, I am not exploring such conceptions of opposition or disconti-
nuities per se, but rather how discontinuities between activities and interests might 
have educational implications for students. The study makes it possible to study how 
interests that might be in opposition to school learning at one point, may provide 
young people with resources that might have an impact on their educational trajec-
tories later on. 

During interviews with Andreas towards the end of upper secondary school, he 
explained his interest in games and game design, an interest that started in grade 
eight, when he got his own computer. At that age, he was content with academic sub-
jects and was happy to do animation and editing of images and videos in his leisure 
time. Even though his interest was in creating animation and videos on his computer 
in lower secondary school, he did not choose to study media and communication 
because, according to him, he wanted to have other options after upper secondary 
school. Finishing upper secondary school opened up new opportunities for Andreas, 
as he gradually realised that it was possible to study his out-of-school ‘hobbies’ in 
what is called folk high school, which is a system of independent schools distributed 
around Norway with one year programs based on young people’s interests without 
any exams. Many students take this as a ‘gap year’ before entering higher education:

I:But when did you decide really?

A:That was maybe last year, when I discovered the education and game design and stuff.

For him, it became important to join one specific folk high school that had a media 
and design programme. When talking with him after the first semester at that school, 
he explained that he enjoyed a wide variety of different practices and could take ad-
vantage of former experiences and knowledge about design. When comparing it to 
his experiences with academic programmes in upper secondary, Andreas emphasised 
how much he worked in front of the screen at this school: 

We have been taught to create 3D figures using a software program, using key-frames to move 
them around, creating short animations and short films. We have also used like a ‘competition’ 
software program that allows us to integrate our 3D models into a video clip from reality, like 
put them together. My intention is to use this to create computer games (Interview, 2012).
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Andreas saw himself as a game designer in the future, and hoped to test this out 
during his year in the folk high school. The school offered him a safe environment, 
and to test out whether gaming and game design were interests he wanted to pursue. 

Another finding from our data analysis concerning discontinuities was the way 
family histories for some of the students had a direct impact on their interests and 
ultimately on their choices for educational trajectories. One example is Hanne, a 
15-year-old girl who moved in with her grandmother when her mother died a couple 
of years before. She had no contact with her father. After her mother died, Hanne 
started to gain an interest in horseback riding and photography. In the interviews, 
Hanne described how visits to the photography shop, where her mother was work-
ing, and examination of her mother’s photos and interest in horses were important 
to her learning trajectory. Her out-of-school interests in photography and horses had 
also led her to create an online blog about horses, which worked as an online net-
working space connecting Hanne to others interested in horses. Throughout lower 
secondary school, she has been blogging daily and commenting on other blogs. Her 
blog contains images and video clips of horses, horseback riding and her personal 
horse diary. She was aware that ‘a good blog cannot contain misspelling and poor 
writing because it is read and commented on by others’ (interview, 2011). However, 
this literacy practice and interest was developed, not in opposition to school, but as a 
self-initiated activity with no specific connection to her school activities as she saw 
it herself. 

At the end of lower secondary school, her interests made Hanne think more about 
future ambitions within the formal education system, in the sense that she wanted to 
enter the media and communication program at upper secondary school. As a con-
sequence, her academic motivation changed. Her strong incentive was to become a 
skilled photographer. She managed to enter this program, which is very competitive. 
She experienced a closer connection between her in-school and out-of-school inter-
ests and activities. This connection helped her in further developing expertise within 
her field of interest. In our data we saw similar cases, especially among girls, where 
students had strong interests that they spent a lot of time on outside of school, and 
that from a longitudinal perspective, had an impact on their educational trajectories. 
For example, one girl who became interested in Korean K-pop at the end of lower 
secondary school, decided to study Korean language at upper secondary school. 

Among the students in our study, there were also examples of students that con-
sciously stopped focusing on specific interests and expertise they had developed out-
side of school in order to pursue and concentrate on educational futures. One exam-
ple is Mathias. He was 18 at the time and in his final year of upper secondary school 
as part of the media and communication program. His two main interests outside of 
school were rap music and physical training. In the interviews, he talks passionately 
about how he discovered Eminem when he was 12 years old, and how it struck him 
on a personal level as something he connected to. Mathias’ interest in rap music soon 
turned into a more active role as a rapper himself, writing lyrics and creating beats. 
He performed at youth clubs in his community and became well known among oth-
ers his age. He also became part of a larger network of rappers in this part of the city 
and appropriated an identity as a rapper. In one of the interviews he explains:
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I was probably not the smartest at school, but what I did with music, that was what I could 
do, and there was no one that could do that better than me at that time. I felt like, this is my 
thing. I feel like I manage school, and in addition I have trained a lot. I feel that I still am 
good in music, but I know many musicians that are very good, but it is not enough to be good. 
Everything has to connect. (interview, 2012)

Obviously, for Mathias, rapping meant a way to be a person, to create a learning 
identity based on confidence that he was good at something. It also meant he devel-
oped literacy practices of writing lyrics and creating beats as interest-driven skills. 
He also built up experience in performing on a stage with a large crowd of several 
hundred people. All this seems to strengthen a certain kind of learning identity for 
Mathias, building self-confidence and ways to be sociable.

Mathias’ other main interest was physical training. After he stopped creating mu-
sic, because he saw no future possibilities in it, his passion outside of school became 
Thai boxing. He explains:

I: Do you do a lot of training on the side?

M: Yes, every day. Boxing. Thai boxing. 

I: Why did you start with that?

M: I guess it has taken over from the music. I have school and then I have always had the 
music. But then I feel I am moving nowhere with the music. And then I have always had an 
interest in training and using my body. And then I have always liked boxing and I went to 
wrestling a couple of years ago, and then I went to one training and got hooked, and train there 
all the time. (interview, 2012)

What became obvious was that when leaving his interest in performing as a rapper 
behind, his ambition was directed towards military service. How he links this to be-
ing involved in Thai boxing becomes evident when he explains that: 

I: It seems demanding this Thai boxing, kind of rough.

M: Yes, I have injuries all the time, my nose is hurting and in the legs. However, if I am plan-
ning military service after school, then it is incredibly good, and you get very good physically. 
Not only physically really, but also mentally. To be able to stand in front of strangers and hit 
each other, that makes you stronger mentally. (interview, 2012)

His rational considerations have made him position himself in a certain way as 
a learner for the future. He refers to his experiences with Thai boxing, where he 
learned how to push himself to better perform. Mathias is a student that more or less 
consciously makes connections between his out-of-school activities and interests 
and being a learner in school. 

Discussion and prospects

The narratives from different students mentioned above, either at the end of lower 
or upper secondary school, show different learning trajectories that students relate 
to over time. The focus has been on how these learning trajectories represent conti-
nuities or discontinuities between knowledge production, activities or ways of posi-
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tioning themselves as learners, both in school and out of school. It has not been so 
much about exploring these contexts themselves, but rather to study ways of defining 
educational boundaries. 

Boundaries are important in an educational sense because they influence the way 
young people engage themselves in learning and succeed in the school system, or 
build their own learning trajectories as alternatives to succeeding in schools. What is 
important as ways of (re)establishing continuity is the important role played by bro-
kers, boundary objects and boundary interactions or activities and the value of insti-
tutionalising these in some way for sustainability (Bronkhorst & Akkerman, 2015). 

One of the main findings from the presentation in this article about continuities 
and discontinuities of learning trajectories is that these processes are blurred as de-
fined from the position of the learner, and there is a diversity in the ways such bound-
ary crossings and learning trajectories are developed. This can be seen in activities 
that are expressed as continuities and is in line with knowledge production at school, 
such as in doing homework. We also saw an example of how students use activities 
like sports outside of school to position themselves and succeed in school. Due to the 
multicultural community in which the data collection was collected, it also became 
apparent that other settings in the community played an important role in connecting 
knowledge production, activities and ways of positioning across institutional bound-
aries. The data about Ugur shows that there is continuity for him in learning math, 
but with an opposite direction than what is normally thought about for the subject in 
school, since he learns more advanced math and is challenged more as a learner at 
the ethnic community centre. 

Further, this blurring about continuities and discontinuities of learning trajecto-
ries is supported in the section on discontinuities when studying this over time. What 
might seem like clear boundaries between interests and activities at one point, may 
change over time. Like for Andreas, this started as an alternative to school, since 
game playing and creating game design was something he pursued entirely outside 
of school. Over time, however, this learning trajectory took over as his main ambition 
for the future. Completing school within the social science program was something 
he did to pass his certification, and then his main interest took over in the way he 
made educational choices. In a similar way, Hanne started an interest in photography 
and horses, building on a strong trajectory from her mother that became important in 
her choice of educational program upon entering upper secondary school. She could 
combine her expertise and interest from outside school with subjects and learning 
within school. For Mathias, however, it was about leaving his interest and expertise 
in creating and performing rap music behind to become more focused on school 
performance and his educational future. 

All of these different cases and narratives show that learning trajectories across 
contexts are blurred, and that clear-cut divisions between continuities and discon-
tinuities are not very helpful in understanding learning trajectories. Educational 
boundaries fluctuate in different ways for learners, and they change over time. In our 
data, this is also supported by the way digital and mobile technologies support learn-
ing trajectories in everyday life. This is most explicitly shown in the data from the 
diaries. The diary extract from one day in Anita’s life, presented continuity between 
in-school activities and out-of-school activities and also showed how this is mixed 
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together. For example, she takes photos with her mobile phone during activities at 
school and then continues that activity again in the evening at home working with 
Photoshop, which is not available at school, and uploading them to the Internet. It 
is also reflected in how working with school-related topics after school is connected 
to upcoming tests at school. For her, technologies play an important role in the way 
these activities are mixed together. 

Even though connections between in- and out-of-school activities are not new in 
educational research, the challenge is still to develop conceptual understandings and 
methodological approaches in order to study such trajectories of participation across 
contexts of learning. My point is that learning activities as experienced by young 
people today are much more connected and expanded across different settings than 
ever before. 
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Abstract: This paper draws on the results of an ethnographic project carried out with five groups of 
secondary students. During one academic year, our research team accompanied youth in an inquiry into 
learning practices in and outside school. Here their observations and contributions are brought together 
to problematize the relationship between formal and informal learning, learning and schooling, and 
the role of students versus researchers. In an attempt to understand the impact of learning as a practice 
(rather than a result), a mobilities perspective is introduced. The authors use metaphors such as multi-
directionality, flow, border crossing and displacements to reimagine learning practices in relation to the 
personal trajectories of learners, rather than the fixed location of the school.

Keywords: school disaffection, learning mobilities, participatory ethnography, youth voice, secondary 
school

Changing the conversation on school disaffection1 

How and where young people learn are two pressing questions in educational re-
search, and today they seem irrevocably intertwined. The blurred boundaries between 
school and non-school, virtual and physical sites, or formal, non-formal and informal 
education contribute to a rise in studies looking at the way learning is linked to our 
understanding of social space (Leander, Phillips, & Headrick Taylor, 2010; Brooks, 
Fuller, & Waters, 2012; Vadeboncoeur, Hady-Rachid, & Moghtader, 2013). Howev-
er, while educational research has diversified and ventured outside the classroom, it 
still struggles with finding ways for discussing learning without falling back on nor-
mative assessment frameworks used to evaluate school effectiveness (Sefton-Green, 
2012). This paper approaches this tension by addressing the representation of learn-
ing practices, drawing on the contributions of 39 secondary school students who 
participated in a study researching how they learn in and outside school.

Gathering students’ reflections on their own learning practices is a particularly 
relevant exercise today. In spite of the perceived multiplication of learning oppor-
tunities available to young people, researchers have identified an increase in school 

1  This article contributes to the national project Living and learning with new literacies in and outside secondary 
school: contributions to reducing dropout, exclusion and disaffection among youth (MINECO. EDU2011-
24122) funded by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness.



 International Journal for Research on Extended Education, Volume 3/201524

disaffection in Western industrialized nations (Smyth & McInerney, 2012). In Spain, 
where this research was carried out, 24.9% of students leave school early, which is 
twice the European average (Eurostat, 2012). In acknowledgement of this problem, 
reducing the rate of early school leaving is a high priority in the European strategic 
initiative Horizon 2020 (Europe, 2020).

In findings published by the European Parliament, early school leaving in Eu-
rope is linked to school disaffection: it is “typically caused by a cumulative process 
of disengagement” (Nevala, Hawley, et al., 2011, p. 3). While a student’s socio-eco-
nomic conditions are a factor, it is now believed that:

a significant part of the problem can be attributed to lack of support and guidance, disengage-
ment from schooling and to secondary-level curricula which too often do not offer enough 
options for varied courses, alternative teaching pedagogies, experiential and other hands-on 
learning opportunities or sufficient flexibility. (Ibid.)

It is clear that young people are sensitive to their role and sense of belonging in their 
schools (Watkins, 2005), and their decision to leave should not be treated as a casual 
chain of events. Instead, John Smyth (2005) has found that the decision to not to 
continue in school is “made consciously and often amounts to the perceived cultural 
irrelevance of the school and an absence of respect by the schools for the lives, ex-
periences and aspirations of young people” (p. 121). 

In light of the consistent findings that young people are active agents in their 
learning processes (see Smyth & McInerney, 2012) this project follows a research 
tradition that chooses not to address school disaffection in terms of a failure, or lack, 
on behalf of schools, students, or teachers (Hernández-Hernández & Padilla-Petry, 
2013). Instead, it focuses on how to change the conversation by working with young 
people, studying the learning practices they identify as meaningful to them. In this 
way, the study does not describe what young people learn, or where, but rather ex-
plores learning according to the representations provided by young learners. As a re-
sult, the project shifts from focusing on physical sites of learning (i.e., in and outside 
school) and takes into consideration the multiple, heterogeneous learning practices 
that young people engage in.

Learning mobilities: an emerging paradigm for studying 
learning across contexts

By focusing on learning in and outside school the project initially set up a compar-
ative approach between formal and informal leaning. However, as our work with 
the young people progressed, the notion of a fixed in/out binary became hard to 
maintain; neither school nor ‘the outside’ are categories that stay put in young peo-
ple’s lives. To better capture the entanglement of the transitions, trajectories, and 
socio-spatial practices that produce learning, we turn to the “mobilities paradigm” 
(Urry, 2007) to better interpret our results. 

The study of mobilities brings together research from sociology, geography and 
anthropology, among other fields, to focus on: 
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“a wide array of economic, social and political practices, infrastructures and ideologies, that 
all involve, entail or curtail various kinds of movement of people, or ideas, or information or 
objects” (Ibid, p. 43).

Within this paradigm, a subfield that specifically addresses learning mobilities is 
consolidating. Leander, Phillips and Headrick Taylor (2010) describe the learning 
mobilities perspective as a product of the “new geographies of education” (p. 332), 
one that revives Lefebvre’s critical analysis of the “nexus of in and out conduits” 
(1991, p. 93) that condition the production of social space. By tracing the influence 
and evolution of sociocultural perspectives of learning, Leander et al. (2010) argue 
that today, “processes of thinking and learning [are] not contained within individ-
ual minds, but rather distributed across persons, tools, and learning environments” 
(p. 330). This shift towards thinking in terms “learning across contexts”, is echoed in 
Vadeboncoeur, Hady-Rachid and Moghtader (2013), who advocate

against equating education and schooling, instead noting that education occurs in and out of 
schools, and that school and non-school contexts are neither homogeneous nor opposites in 
a binary. (p. 341)

We find that a mobile approach to learning deconstructs what Leander et al. (2010) 
identify as the “classroom-as-container” discourse (p. 329). It allows us to shift from 
focusing on learning as a result to considering it as a series of emergent processes ‒ 
reconfiguring educational research as an “investigation of (re)assemblages” (Landri 
& Neumann, 2013, p. 5).

A mobilities perspective does not set out to privilege movement, acting instead 
as a descriptive framework that allows scholars to track “the power of discourses and 
practices of mobility in creating effects of both movement and stasis, and uneven 
distribution of network capital” (Sheller, 2011, p. 3). Of particular interest to this 
project is Cresswell’s (2012) work on the politics of mobilities:

By politics I mean social relations that involve the production and distribution of power. By 
a politics of mobility I mean the ways in which mobilities are both productive of such social 
relations and produced by them. Social relations… include relations between classes, genders, 
ethnicities, nationalities and religious groups… Mobility, as with other geographical phenom-
ena, lies at the heart of all of these. (p. 162)

Following Cresswell’s analysis, we may ask to what extent disaffection is itself a 
form of mobility, performed as a veritable pushing-out of young people from formal 
education. If that is the case, approaching learning from a mobilities perspective 
invites us to think about how young people are navigating between sites of learning, 
and what effects of movement and stasis are in play.

Developing a participatory ethnography

The national project was developed around a participatory ethnography, where 
11 university reseachers researched with young people, in an effort to study learning 
in and outside school (Sharpe, Beethan, & de Freitas, 2010; Hernández, 2011; Heath, 
Brooks, Cleaver, & Ireland, 2009). Through collaboration, we sought a type of en-
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gagement where “students whose voices may have been silenced or devalued within 
traditional schooling systems can be heard” (Bland & Atweh, 2007, p. 339). As the 
young people became more articulate throughout the project, we were able to move 
past an adult-centred mode of understanding and discuss how their social worlds are 
moulded and influenced by learning practices.

The research was carried out in five different secondary schools in the metropol-
itan area of Barcelona. In each school, two members of our research team worked 
with between 4–11 students in their last year of compulsory education (aged 15‒16 
years old). Schools either selected students to participate or recruited volunteers, 
but in each group youth members represented students who both did and did not 
meet school expectations. Three schools formally recognised student participation 
and allowed it to take the place of, or contribute to, the research project students are 
required to complete.2 One school informally recognised student participation, but 
did not grade the results, and one school invited students to participate in the project 
as an extracurricular activity. In each case, the presence of the teacher and the degree 
of control the school maintained over the project was different. In three of the five 
groups, a teacher participated directly in the process and formed part of the core 
research group, while in two schools the teachers’ presence was more perfunctory, 
following the project’s progress through informal meetings with the university re-
searchers. 

Over the course of an academic year, the youth participants learned to inter-
view their peers, perform observations in and outside school, take field notes, an-
alyse and theme field journals, write a research report, and develop presentations 
through which they could share their results. Each group presented these results in 
their respective schools and in a final assembly at the university that brought all the 
participants together. During the fieldwork, the greatest obstacle was our struggle to 
maintain an approach to inquiry that was open-ended and exploratory, rather than 
proscriptive. This position was unsettling for some of the young people who sought 
clear guidelines; however, as the project progressed the participants gained a critical 
distance from their identities as students and become more confident as participant 
observers within the research framework.

Navigating learning mobilities

Not only was learning to research together a challenge, but the notion of learning 
practices was also a foreign concept. During the collaborative project we worked 
towards the topic of learning in and outside school while developing a new repertoire 
of ideas and concepts that allowed us to think critically about learning and its impli-

2  This project is defined in regional curriculum guidelines as “a series of activities of discovery by the pupils 
regarding a subject chosen and marked out, partly by themselves, with the guidance of the teaching staff” 
(Department of Education, 2010, p. 251. Authors’ translation.). Effectively, the university team wanted a 
selection of students from each school to earn their research credit by participating in the project. We hoped 
that linking the project with the curriculum would provide a strong incentive for the young people, as well as 
make more resources available to them (namely, in the form of time and space during school hours). 
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cations. To a certain extent, our move towards mobilities is a result of the non-linear 
progress we made in our group ethnographies. A mobilities perspective focuses on 
how learning emerges in an assemblage ‒ a network of relations, sites and prac-
tices ‒ which is coherent with the research experience. By adopting this approach, 
we are interested in considering learning as an actant (Latour, 1992) rather than an 
outcome.3 To this end, the following section introduces four mobilities, using them 
as framing devices to study how the young people’s contributions expound on issues 
related to learning in and outside school.4

Multi-directional relationships. Learning activities that take place on-line, be-
yond school walls, are characterized by horizontal (peer-to-peer) pedagogical rela-
tionships. The literature on this new culture of learning provided an important start-
ing point when designing the national project (see Thomas & Seely Brown, 2011; 
Ito, et al., 2010; Patel Stevens, 2005; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000) and the young people 
confirmed, in many instances, their experiences related to “connected learning” (Ito, 
et al., 2013). 

One youth participant, Yassine, stands out in this regard. In many ways he re-
sisted the academic demands of formal education, claiming that some of the school 
subjects were not interesting or relevant to him, and reported on feeling uninvolved 
in his classes. However, he was highly engaged when working on topics he consid-
ered to be significant for his own life, and he spent a lot of his free time improving 
his skills in video production and photography.

Yassine (Els Alfacs): I have friends on the Internet who know how to make videos. We share 
fields ‒ because to apply an effect you need money ‒ and so we share fields, sometimes. ... 
They show me their videos, I show them mine. They tell me what I should improve and I tell 
them what they should improve. Also, I end up helping out my classmates, because sometimes 
they have to do a project but don’t know how. 

I also take photographs. I’ve taken an online course on Photoshop, to learn more. I’m really 
interested in computers, especially how to fix them and how to problem solve when they’re 
not working. I’m pretty good at it. I started doing this after watching some videos about it on 
YouTube, and learning from other people, and I think I’ll keep doing it so I get better at it.

The meaningful learning experiences that Yassine identifies lead him to build a re-
lational network, using sources from the Internet, advice from forums, and the help 
of a few of his teachers. What is interesting in Yassine’s case is that his high level of 
engagement outside school does not replace his affiliation with school, leading to a 
greater sense of disaffection. Instead, his independently acquired skill base provides 
a path for staying connected with the school community. By positioning himself as 
the resident expert in technical matters, Yassine was frequently called upon to help 
both students and teachers on projects, or by troubleshooting technical problems. 

Many young people in the project questioned the authoritarian roles implied by 
the teacher-student relationship, and Yassine is no exception. However, a mobilities 

3  Actant is a term from Actor Network Theory that refers to “entities that do things” (Latour, 1992, p. 241) or that 
bring about action.

4  All project participants were given the option of using their own name or a pseudonym and the names cited in 
the text reflect each student’s decision, we also include the school the participant attended at to avoid confusion 
when names repeat. The young people’s contributions are citations of either oral statements that were recorded 
during the project sessions or written contributions made by the students over the course of the project. These 
statements have been translated from their original version in either Catalan or Spanish.
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perspective encourages us to pay attention to the multi-directional character of the 
pedagogical relationship. We can observe that by developing his competencies with 
computers and digital media Yassine creates a different space for himself in school, 
one that allows him to participate in the school community not only as a student, but 
also as a teacher or collaborator. 

While not all the students involved in this project were highly engaged in a 
learning community outside of school, the idea that the role of ‘student’ is not the 
only way to understand their relationship to learning was an important point for most 
youth participants. The young people highlighted their acute interest in cultivating 
learning experiences where they are not only students, but also experts and teach-
ers; where the pedagogical relationship is not unidirectional but allows for different 
modes of participation.

Conduits. As we have seen, networks are a central structure within the mobili-
ties paradigm, representing the social space of a connected, mobile society. Within 
networks the default mobility is “flow” (Castells, 1996/2010), which is frequently, 
and incorrectly, conflated with movement liberated from the confines of ideological 
space. Flow is better understood as the state wherein sites and subjects are constant-
ly on the move, even when that movement is directed or forced. Cresswell (2012) 
reminds us that:

mobility is ‘channelled’ into acceptable conduits. Smooth space is a field without conduits 
or channels. Producing order and predictability is not simply a matter of fixing in space but 
of channelling motion – of producing correct mobilities through the designation of routes.  
(p. 165)

Schooling is a so-called ‘correct mobility’ for youth learning, and provides a tem-
plate for how young people should progress. It is common to link the project of 
education to the concept of ‘upward’ mobility, and it can be a gateway for improving 
young people’s social opportunities. 

One participant’s experience was particularly emblematic for thinking about the 
modality of flow and the processes of channelling. Before we met him, teachers 
identified Joan as at risk for school disaffection and during the project he frequently 
commented on his struggle to meet school expectations. He disliked being at school 
and did not identify any redeeming factors about his experience there.

Joan (La Mallola): It’s like we’re locked up in here [in school]. It’s like a prison. When I leave 
here, I go home, eat lunch, and then get out of the house. I’m always just, you know, out. Then 
I won’t go home until 9:00 pm.

As the project developed, Joan represented himself as someone who spends all his 
time on the street – which he associates with independence and leisure, and perhaps 
community – while continuing to criticize the disciplinary tactics of the school. This 
criticism stands out because Joan so clearly articulates a space that is alternative to 
the school, one that resists the conduit of classes and formal assessment. In fact, as 
the project advanced and became more technical, we observed that Joan was a mas-
ter at cultivating smooth spaces – by tuning out, looking at his cell phone or starting 
conversations, he successfully redirected the flow of the group.
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The group working at the school Els Alfacs also considered the conduits support-
ed by the school when the young people took an interest in the tracking system that 
was in place. In their final report, the students concluded that:

It would be better if schools erased the rule about organizing students by level, because the 
groups who get better grades advance, while those who are at a lower level get stuck and fall 
further behind than they already were.

The observation by the students from Els Alfacs illustrates how the channelling that 
takes place in school is not the same for every student; schools facilitate certain 
mobilities inside their walls, while also introducing obstacles. Coupled with Joan’s 
description, we are reminded that the act of learning inside school is not just one 
thing that we can compare to out of school learning. Rather, it is an umbrella concept 
containing diverse experiences.

Cresswell’s emphasis on acceptable conduits confirms the idea that no mobility 
is carried out in an ideologically void space. With the examples given here, we see 
that disaffection is a complex mobility – the result of getting both pushed and pulled 
in a different direction. By paying attention to the directionality of mobilities, it is 
our aim to better understand the negotiations that young people engage in while 
learning across contexts and become more aware of the contradictory currents that 
young people are attempting to navigate. 

Border crossings. This inquiry began with the assumption that there is a dif-
ference between learning inside and learning outside school. However, the young 
people did not take this division for granted and the separation became increasingly 
problematic as the project progressed. In the group working at the school La Mallola, 
when we asked students where they wanted to carry out their observations on learn-
ing outside school, there was confusion about what that meant.

Rachel (university researcher): So, let’s go over where you’re going to do the outside obser-
vations.

Jordi: Outside… So, like, outside of class? In the hallway?

Adrià (laughing): No! Outside, like in the street… 

Xavi (university researcher): It could be anywhere you associate with learning that’s outside 
school.

Adrià: Yeah, maybe at practice, or with friends, or while you’re at home… 

Rachel: Laura, you were thinking about writing about the dance?

Laura: Yeah but… what is that? Is it in or out? 

[The dance was a choreography that Laura and her friends were organizing on their own time, 
to be performed at a school assembly.]

Roser: It’s in AND out!

Everyone laughs.

While Jordi and Laura’s questions are met with amusement, Roser’s concession that 
an experience can be at once in and out reveals an unresolved tension regarding the 
term inside school. We see in this conversation that the term inside refers to both the 
concept of formal learning and the physical site of the school. Laura’s question pro-
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vides an example of an instance when informal learning takes place in school, while 
still remaining outside the curriculum. Jordi senses this ambiguity, and implicit in his 
question is the acknowledgement that surely what goes on in the hallway is different 
than what goes on in the classroom. Jordi’s peers laugh at his suggestion that the 
hallway would count as “outside,” reinforcing the idea that “inside” clearly refers to 
a physical location. However, the slippage regarding the definition of inside occurs 
in other groups, and it is not as straightforward as it appears.

Sonia (El Palau): We learn a lot of things at school, but I think they could teach us more about 
stuff that isn’t strictly academic. … We also learn from our classmates, from the relationships 
we have with our friends and with adults, even if some of the teachers are more distant than 
others.

Sonia registers a complaint about the relevance of the school curriculum and in the 
same paragraph of her narrative, recognizes that other types of learning take place 
at school (in this case, the development of interpersonal relationships). Once again 
the school is recognized as a social space and a curricular space, both of which entail 
learning.

Conversations about where learning takes place often overlapped with discus-
sions about what is being taught in schools. At Els Alfacs, for example, the students 
were critical of how little control they had over what they were required to learn. In 
their final report they write:

We think that often the school spends too much time on certain topics or ideas, which we will 
never put into practice. This is likely why most adolescents believe that secondary school is 
a waste of time, because it doesn’t explain things that they think are useful for the future. For 
this reason, we think an improvement could be made to give young people more choice in 
their academic experience.

We find that when given the opportunity to discuss the topic of learning, there was a 
strong tendency on behalf of the young people to critique the curriculum. Behind this 
critique we discover a deeply internalized association of learning with schooling. In 
an early conversation at La Mallola, for example, it became clear that some of the 
young people understood learning as something that takes place in the classroom:

Laura (looking at a graphic): Over here, listening and looking appear in. But you also look 
and listen outside.

Joan: Sure, but you don’t learn!

Laura: Of course you do, maybe even more than inside! Outside you learn things you actually 
need, you know, from life experience. 

Joan: Yeah, I guess…

While Laura expresses a different opinion, Joan’s outburst indicates how closely tied 
together learning and school are in his mind. 

Working to overcome this assumption, and in an effort to move past merely cri-
tiquing the schools, the research team encouraged the young people to think about 
how the in and out are related. As we have discussed elsewhere (Hernández-Hernán-
dez, Fendler, & Sancho, 2014), we were able to refocus the inquiry by introducing 
a mobilities perspective. We asked: What inside learning travels outside and what 
learning from the outside travels in? 
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The first part of the question is fairly easy for the young people to answer, and 
they easily provided examples of how school contributes to their basic competencies 
(math, literacy), professional competencies, and their ability to relate to the world:

Els Alfacs (report written by all students): Some things we learn in school are useful for our 
day-to-day lives, like knowing math, or understanding our history so that we can be careful 
not to repeat the same mistakes today or in the future. Also, learning about different cultures 
and being able to understand people from different places and communicate with them.

Roser (La Mallola): Well for a lot of careers, you need a degree. If you want to do something 
specific, and go to university, it’s important to stay in school and keep studying.

Nestor (Ribera Baixa): Sometimes when I’m watching the news, they’ll be talking about 
something that relates to what I’ve studied before, or that I am studying. And so sometimes I 
am able to better understand what they’re talking about because of it.

The second part of the question proved harder to answer. Rather than focus on what 
outside learning travels into the school, the young people were more likely to discuss 
how and where they engaged in learning, on their own time.

Sergio (El Palau): School teaches us a lot of interesting things but outside you can learn dif-
ferent things. At school, maybe you take Physics but on the street you get more day-to-day 
knowledge… Older people know a lot about history and they have a lot of stories. My father’s 
restaurant is a great source of information. My Dad says it’s tiring when everyone is always 
telling stories about when they were in the military, or what things were like when they were 
younger, but I really like hearing about it.

The young people spoke and wrote about their involvement in sports and music, 
their foreign language classes, and the time spent on hobbies like drawing or pho-
tography. We learned that some of them travelled, some of them cooked and took 
care of siblings, and all of them are dedicated friends. We observed that when the 
young people described how they learn outside school, they constructed narratives 
about who they are and what is important to them.

Laura (La Mallola): People are all doing the same things inside, while outside, everyone 
makes an effort with things they like to do, which are probably completely different. So, you 
can tell who a person really is outside, instead of inside.

The young people’s contributions on learning outside school and their reflections on 
how learning contributes to their lives have the effect of establishing a spatial hier-
archy, where in is a subset of out. This is evidenced by how easy it was for young 
people to identify how school contributes to their life (i.e., “outside”), while thinking 
in reverse was more difficult, illogical even. In this manner, over the course of the 
project the discussion around what goes in or out (and what doesn’t) reveals an unex-
pected characteristic of school boundaries. We observed that they are not uniformly 
constructed; it is easier to go out than it is to get in. 

Displacements. When we invited young people to occupy the role of researchers 
rather than students, we initiated a process of inquiry into the role learning plays 
in their lives. Over the course of the project, the young people identified how they 
learn, how learning changes when it passes from inside to outside school, and how 
their perspective has changed after having reflected on their identity as learners. 
These changes are the result of a displacement, as the young people gained distance 
‒ in the form of a critical perspective ‒ from their own situation as students.
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Many observations explored the relationship between personal interests and learn-
ing, as well as how information is transmitted and absorbed.

Sara (Ribera Baixa): I learn more the more I’m interested in something. And when someone 
says, “explain this to me,” as if we were just talking or conversing about it, with less formality, 
than it’s easier to feel like I get it, I understand.

Within this discussion, the term “effort” became a key concept, as it allowed the 
young people to think about both the sacrifice and the reward that are part of the 
learning process.

Adrià (La Mallola): When talking about learning we used the term effort. It’s kind of abstract. 
We weren’t able to measure it or have physical proof, but we were able to reach certain con-
clusions. 

Effort is relative, and depends on where you are and what you’re doing. It’s not the same to 
make an effort doing something that you love, as it is to force yourself to do something that 
you don’t enjoy at all. Something can seem to take forever and be really annoying, while 
sometimes you won’t even notice the time passing.

But, well, effort is always rewarded. Even if you just try, it’s a process. You can see where you 
went wrong and go back and try again.

Regarding the relationship between in and outside school, we found that this was 
initially addressed through a broad criticism of the formal curriculum. As our project 
evolved we succeeded in moving past the complaints and gained a better understand-
ing of the relationship between learning and schooling.

Jordi (Virolai): When I think about communication in and outside school, I see a contradic-
tion. Inside I can’t use my mobile phone, and outside I use it everywhere. In school I can’t 
access any social networks, like Facebook or Twitter, and outside I can. Inside school we 
aren’t really in contact with what is taking place in the world around us because our access is 
restricted, but when I’m at home I feel like I can be connected to everything.

Jordi points out a contradictory outcome of the school curriculum when it results in a 
restriction of the access young people have to information (in this case materialized 
through the use of firewalls built into the school Wi-Fi networks).5 Adding to the 
contradiction, while the young people protest these limitations, they unanimously 
admit that when they do have access, they abuse it: “computers are a distraction, 
we pay less attention and are therefore less productive” (Roser, La Mallola). Faced 
with these paradoxes, some students interrogated to what extent the school actually 
encourages young people to take responsibility for their own learning.

Els Alfacs (report written by all students): It’s said that young people don’t have initiative. 
However, everything in school is so organized, and because everything is pre-planned, ado-
lescents don’t take the initiative to learn or discover something for themselves. That is what is 
different outside, where we have more initiative because everything is just out there, and once 
you learn something yourself, you become more motivated to gain new knowledge.

A not insignificant outcome of this research project was creating a disruption in the 
regular school day. The students who missed class or stayed after school to partici-
pate in the project weren’t just following a syllabus, but developing a research pro-
ject. In light of this last comment by the Els Alfacs team, we would argue that this 

5 The use of firewalls was common practice in most participating schools, not only Virolai.
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interruption ‒ or displacement ‒ is as much a “result” of the project as the accumu-
lated observations shared by the young people. Brown (1997) has commented on the 
inexperience students have in thinking about learning, observing that this can limit  
young people’s awareness of the learning practices available to them:

[children] had little insight into their own ability to learn intentionally; they lacked reflection. 
Children do not use a whole variety of learning strategies because they do not know much 
about the art of learning. (p. 400)

When youth participated in the project as researchers, documenting and reporting on 
their own experiences, they expanded their repertoire of learning strategies.

Activating collective imaginaries

The young people’s participation in this study provides a portrait of when and where 
they identify as learners (which is distinct from their role as students). The identity 
work that took place over the course of the project reflects the extent to which the 
research design is also an ethical stance. Smyth (2006) advocates that young people 
need to have agency before they can begin to repair their disaffection and disinterest 
in school; incorporating students as researchers is one way of allowing this agency 
to develop. 

The youth perspectives in this project contribute to a diversification rather than a 
categorization of what youth learning looks like. They changed how we understand 
the relationship between in and outside school and inspired us to abandon the notion 
that disaffection is the failure of a particular individual or institution. By turning to 
a mobilities perspective, we position the learner as a figure embedded in an assem-
blage of interrelations (i.e. a nexus of in and out conduits), a vision that supports an 
imaginary of learning across contexts.

Bereiter (2002) argues that:
to draw politicians and business people away from their fixation on achievement test gains one 
must offer them the vision of a superior kind of outcome. The failure to do that is, I believe, 
the most profound failure of educational thought in our epoch. (p. 490. Emphasis is original.).

Focusing on the relationships, transitions, boundary crossings or displacements that 
young learners currently navigate, we use the mobilities paradigm to develop a dif-
ferent kind of outcome in our research into learning practices. We locate in the lay-
ered and polyphonic representations of learning a way to challenge the homogeniza-
tion and standardization found in certain paradigms of traditional education and in 
doing so, seek to contribute to more inclusive learning practices.
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of the Young Producers of Visual Culture

Imanol Aguirre

Abstract: This study strives to investigate the practices of youths as producers of visual culture that 
occur out of school. We attempted to determine how and where young people acquire the knowledge 
that they apply to their productions and identify their attitudes and interactions in relation to the 
learning processes. Consequently, we observed that the use of digital technologies and P2P learning 
dynamics, encouraged by the widespread use of the Internet, are central to the growing proliferation 
of creative practices engaged in by youth. All this occurs in a space of affinities, in which creation 
becomes indistinguishable from the learning and the socialisation. This is very different from what 
school can currently offer these students.
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Introduction and research questions

This study is a component of the larger research project titled, “Young producers of 
visual culture: competencies and types of artistic knowledge in secondary educa-
tion”, which has been financed by the Spanish Ministry of Science and Technology 
(EDU 2009-13712). 

This study begins with evidence: while schools are seeking profitability and 
competitiveness, we are witnessing major changes in the social and cultural circula-
tion of knowledge. For young people, these changes configure a kind of Bourdieu’s 
“habitus” that includes its own communicational skills and innovation and creativity 
processes at the same time that this gap between institutional interests and those of 
apprentice subjects is maturing.

From this assumption, our project strives to investigate the practices of youths 
as producers of visual culture that deviate from traditional master-apprentice and 
expert-novice relationships. These practices that occur along the margins of formal 
education (Drotner, 2008), in the realm what Trend (1992) termed “cultural pedago-
gies”. Indeed, we are interested in how and where young people acquire the knowl-
edge that they apply to their productions, the types of competencies that these types 
of knowledge are associated with and their attitudes and interactions in relation to 
their learning processes. All this is to understand, ultimately, what we can learn to 
promote educational experiences linked with students’ real interests.
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Review of the literature. The theoretical framework

The life and learning experiences that young people conducted as cultural producers 
have not been a dominant line in educational research. However, the growing con-
sideration of youths as innovative actors in digital media usage has increased the 
number of researchers who are interested in the new forms of literacy (Buckingham, 
2007; Gilje, 2011; Hull, 2003) and in the new methods of learning that occur through 
these productive practices (Sefton-Green, 2013; Ito et al., 2010).

In the educational research area, particularly, we find a large number of studies 
that have delved into the analysis of the tensions between school and non-school 
literacy forms (Hull & Schultz, 2002; Buckingham, 2007). Many of these studies are 
primarily related to the introduction of new methods of learning into the context of 
formal education.

However, there are not that many studies committed to analysing the learning 
features that young people develop in an everyday context, particularly those devot-
ed to understanding how they visualise media production practices that “are embed-
ded in a broader social and cultural ecology” (Ito et al., 2010, p. 4). Between these 
practices, we can find the “Digital Youth Project” (Ito et al., 2010) and a very large 
and deep review of the topic in Sefton Green’s (2013) “Learning at non-school”, in 
which the author maps the different dimensions of non-formal learning in the cultur-
al production area.

At the same time, we are living in an intensely visual time in which everyday life 
is permeated by what is known as visual culture (Mirzoeff, 1998). Consequently, the 
visual field has been explored from many perspectives. One of the most interesting is 
the approach that considers that research on everyday life representations “should be 
complemented by a study of what the cultural consumer ‘makes’ or ‘does’ during this 
time and with these images” (De Certeau, 2000, p. xii). This statement refers to ana-
lysing what these representations mean for their consumers or practitioners and the 
aesthetic, cognitive or emotional use that they encourage. Indeed, this approach is a 
perspective that has several implications for education (Hernández, 2000) because it 
uses visual culture as a social space in which the representation or the ‘social fact’ of 
visuality occurs (Foster, 1988).

Hypotheses

Our project begins with a couple of core beliefs that became our main hypotheses. 
The first belief is the idea that formal education does not consider how youths are 
using knowledge beyond their school activities (Charlot, 2001). The second is the 
belief that the learning involved in these activities does not follow the traditional 
master-apprentice and expert-novice relationships, although we consider the “ex-
pert” and “novice” relationship as dynamic or as a socially constituted interactional 
achievement (Vigotsky, 1979; Sally & Gonzales, 1991).
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Methodology

The advantage of adopting this approach in our inquiry on youth cultural production 
is that it allows us to move beyond the simple description of the visual universe in 
which young people live, prioritising the study of their practice and context. This 
approach pushes us not only to explore the meanings and significance that young 
people attributed to their creation but also to research the learning relationships con-
ducted while the creation occurs, the methods of production developed, the distri-
bution practices that such activities generate or the forms of subjective identity that 
they build (Rheingold, 2007).

Indeed, these types of studies require qualitative research that involves the anal-
ysis of a variety of empirical materials to describe “routines and problematic mo-
ments and meanings of individuals’ lives” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 3). That is, 
a methodology capable of describing the phenomenon studied and, simultaneously, 
producing an interpretation that considers that its protagonists conferred with it.

Therefore, we have attempted to research ‘with’ and not ‘investigate’ young pro-
ducers of visual culture (Aguirre, Olaiz, & Calvelhe, 2011), introducing a dialogic 
collaborative process in which young people were considered as subjects and not 
as mere objects of the educational research (Paulus, Woodside, & Ziegler, 2008). In 
accordance with this approach, our research project has been conducted over three 
distinct phases.

The first phase involved interviewing eight youths to determine which questions 
were the most relevant in relation to our subject of investigation. These talks result-
ed in a process of reflexivity (Macbeth, 2001), which provided us new experiential 
knowledge and caused us to redesign the direction of our research (Aguirre et al., 
2011).

Based on this feedback, the second phase involved the design of a survey, com-
pleted by 786 students between 15 and 18 years of age from different regions of 
Spain; this helped us to obtain a general map of their activity as visual producers.

The third phase involved conducting in-depth semi-structured interviews of 12 
young participants and analysing certain samples of their visual production. All these 
interviews were transcribed to allow the analysis of their contents.

The information obtained from the surveys such as the contents of the interviews 
was analysed by establishing categories or key concepts that helped us to articulate 
the results regarding the investigation’s main problems or issues: the learning envi-
ronments of young visual producers, the function or meaning of their productions, 
their attitudes toward knowledge, the places and references that nurture their produc-
tions or the relation with school knowledge.

Results and discussion

Based on the above mentioned different data sources, in this paper, we present the 
results obtained and discuss them, focusing on forms of learning that youths apply 
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while engaged in visual production and focusing on attitudes towards the knowledge 
that such activity offers.

Attitude of young people towards knowledge: self-learning and  
personal experimentation

In general, we have found that the attitude of young people towards the knowl-
edge needed for their productions changes depending on the media elected and the 
production’s sense. The young people do not show the same attitude with creative 
activity, such as graffiti (preferred by 2%) or painting (2%); this implies the recog-
nition of different levels of experience and expertise more than their attitude when 
they encounter a more common activity, such as drawing in notebooks (preferred by 
12%) or photography (50%).

However, the young people show very different attitudes regarding what they 
call mainstream pictures; those created “without thinking about them, as they come” 
(Maider says) are called vocational pictures. David states it clearly when he says: 
“any person can take a picture. But to take a good photo (with a good composition 
and so on...) you have to choose what you want to get and how.”

In general, survey and interview respondents claimed to have begun and ad-
vanced in their creative activity through personal experimentation via observation/
trial/error. When asked how they began to engage in visual production, 35% of the 
youths surveyed claimed to have executed their first steps alone, and another 29% 
reported to have developed the skill with friends. Approximately 14% reported be-
ginning the activity in a family setting, and approximately 9% claimed to have begun 
through school activities.

Even in cases in which the productive activity responds to the vocational ap-
proach referred to by Maider, we find self-learning attitudes. It is David, again, who 
explained that his method of learning involves scrupulously analysing interesting 
photographs to understand how these photos were created: “looking at how they 
made these photographs, and based on this, you can do it … above all, handle the 
camera. You can take the same photo of this – 20 photos. Moving this up, opening 
the f-stop, closing … you can go for hours.”

David’s explanation is interesting because it situates the question of the role of 
the references in the visual culture production of the young. At this point, our survey 
has provided controversial information1. In fact, 32% of the respondents recognise 
the Internet as the main provider of images (always or often), whereas television, 
video games or advertisings provide images in 12%, 13% and 11% of the cases, re-
spectively. However, at the same time, an overwhelming majority of the respondents 
say that their creations originate always (or at least often) from their own imagination 
(76%), whereas 5% of respondents claim they never use their own inventiveness.

1 A similar controversy can be found in Reis (2014).
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Other sources of youthful imagination: Family, school and expert knowledge

These data confirm the perception that a large majority of the study participants 
consider themselves to be self-taught, reflecting a general tendency among creative 
youths that has been identified in previous studies (Lange & Ito, 2010, Sefton-Green, 
2013). However, the interviews allowed us to refine this information and, at the same 
time, identify other sources of youthful imagination.

Family is one source. Ana, for instance, reported that she works in handcrafts 
with her mother, who buys materials and provides feedback on Ana’s projects. Simi-
larly, Rebeca admits that this incipient childish curiosity regarding images solidified 
into true productive activity through helping her brother: 

“I always saw him taking photos, with these super cameras that weigh a ton and he always 
told me ‘come along, carry my camera!’. I began to take photos, tried it and liked it, because 
I made some really nice photos, and they conveyed a lot of emotion … to me, it is a very 
beautiful world.” 

Although school is rejected by the vast majority as not suitable for their visual pro-
ductions, participants recognise that certain types of school skills, particularly tech-
nical and formal skills, may provide a useful basis in a different learning context. 
Leire and Aroia, for instance, acknowledge the impact that their teacher has had on 
their impressionist painting techniques and how the art curriculum has enabled them 
“to have a basis”. Similarly, Raquel and Eduardo recognise that certain knowledge 
learned in class (above all, composition and colour) has been useful for their photo-
graphs, “in the sense of providing basic ideas” (says Raquel).

In any case, youths consider that these influences are merely elements that they 
are using at their convenience, within their own process of self-taught experimenta-
tion. This assertion can be suggested because this idea of autodidactism is accom-
panied by an evident rejection of the transmissive modes of learning and a lack of 
interest in acquiring expert knowledge to improve their creations. 

When experiencing technical difficulties, more than half the respondents claim 
to consult Internet resources and, to a lesser degree, their friends. However, when the 
youth are not satisfied with the aesthetic results of their projects, this trend is inverted 
slightly, and more trust is placed in the opinions of friends than in information found 
in magazines or on the Internet.

However, in general, the respondents trust completely in autonomous experi-
mentation as the best method for refining their results. Although they do not dismiss 
it outright, the respondents do not consider it absolutely necessary to learn or take 
specific courses that would improve their projects. David explains it as follows:

“I didn’t sit down and read books like a maniac … or take courses … but instead kept experi-
menting and… if you want to do something, then you do it on your account or by looking for 
people or whatever… in order to develop what you are looking for.”

Those people, to whom David refers, are not necessarily specialists in that field. 
Those people can be other producers who have the ‘recognition’ (Ito et al., 2010) 
of their peers, which is the acknowledgment of their achievements (Schmidt, Geith, 
Håklev, & Thierstein, 2009). 
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In the same line of estrangement from the usual transmissive modes of learning, 
youth participants disregarded information provided in manuals and instructional 
materials that accompany many of the tools and software packages they use for their 
projects. Leire describes the following reason for this type of behaviour: “I read the 
instructions and don’t understand anything and so I prefer to just try it myself and 
see what I get.” Aroia reinforces this opinion, claiming that she prefers to “keep on 
investigating how it functions. With more freedom, it’s more fun.”

The role of digital technology on the identity and practices of  
young people as creators

The revelations made by Aroia and Leire provide clues that help us to understand the 
manner in which they outline their relation to knowledge, both in the pedagogical 
and technological dimensions.

On the one hand, visual culture fosters a learning environment in which they can 
learn in a free and fun manner. This environment is a means of learning that is radi-
cally different from what the producers find in institutionalised settings, traditionally 
marked by norms, compulsory subjects and time framing, which makes schoolwork 
less engaging. As Raquel expressed, “it gets tedious”.

On the other hand, contemporary visual culture has a technological dimension 
that stresses the role of tools in experimentation and collaborative problem solving 
(Bohuijs, 1998. Quoted by Gwee, 2003). Digital technologies and Internet tools have 
also significantly shaped the creative and distribution practices engaged in by youths 
(Sefton-Green & Soep, 2007); this occurs at the same time that the diversity of these 
practices is continuously reshaping the tools, as stated by Boyd (2002).

Lange and Ito (2010) for example, support the findings of other researchers  
regarding the above topic, describing how the expansion of digital cameras and cam-
era phones has resulted in many ubiquitous forms of capture and image sharing  
(Okabe & Ito, 2006; Villi, 2007). Similarly, other researchers such as Manovich 
(2008) or Gilje (2011) emphasise the role that certain software development plays 
in visual creation. 

Behind these possibilities is hidden the idea that the knowledge needed to devel-
op creative works has been previously included in the tools provided by technology. 
This inclusion may explain why photography is the visual production activity of 
choice for the overwhelming majority of youths. Certainly, modern cameras enable 
forms of production that do not require the mastery of expert knowledge. Digital 
camera use allows youths to engage in the instantaneous dynamics of testing, com-
menting with peers and composing again, which would not be possible using other 
media.

Eduardo is conscious of the potential included in the configuration of current 
photographic cameras and confesses to have ceased his training in professional pho-
tography:

“It’s like now everyone has access to a good-quality camera … people have stopped relying 
on professionals … because when all is said and done, you put it on automatic, take a photo, 
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and if the camera is good and knows how to take the photos well, then you will produce a 
good photo.”

Because the camera “knows”, as Eduardo tells us, its mere possession eliminates 
any difference between professional expertise and the amateur’s knowledge. When a 
medium does not offer all of the features that youths need for their projects, they can 
often use other pre-programmed tools to accomplish a task. Aroia and Leire, for ex-
ample, report using easily accessible online programs that retouch and edit images. 

Such programmable knowledge has been instrumental to the growing popular-
ity of Instagram among youth. Rebecca reports that she is hooked on this program 
because it offers a tool that “gives you the option of retouching it (the photo), of 
adding different effects”, which can improve the quality of one’s projects, more than 
obtaining feedback from peers.

The impact of technological devices also shapes the identity of the young person 
as creator. In fact, the respondents to our survey have a rough vision of self-creation, 
related solely to their own imagination (76% of those surveyed) and nearly totally 
divorced from a consideration of the visual production as a result of complex knowl-
edge acquisition processes. 

Such confidence in the potential of the tool places the knowledge out of the mar-
gins of the game of creativity and connects to the old romantic idea that creativity is 
something that is already in individuals, who only need good tools to achieve good 
results (Sefton Green, 2014). We verified this impression when 67% of those sur-
veyed agreed with the idea that having access to quality resources more effectively 
improves production capacities than increasing the engagement in learning.

However, the mediating influence of technology is not solely relevant to youth 
photographic production. We have found that this belief is held equally between 
those who engage in manual activities, such as drawing, which entails significantly 
less need for media. In our interview with Pablo, he reports how he uses specialised 
software to resolve difficulties with watercolour techniques:

“… with Nintendo DS it’s easier… using Art Academy. In order to spread colour a little bit, 
you have to take the brush, moisten it a bit…and it comes out right, but I do this in real life, 
and it is very difficult for it to come out right!”

Maider also explains how she and her friends use the apparently limited possibilities 
for design offered by the game The Sims to realise their aesthetic decisions and to 
decorate private places where they meet for leisure purposes.

The uses of the Internet in the learning and distribution practices of  
visual producers

Software options for media, games and social networking are omnipresent in the lives 
of young people. However, the visual culture environment that has really changed 
the type of relation that young producers established between themselves and with 
apprenticeships has been the Internet (Boyd, 2008; Livingstone, 2009; Buckingham, 
2007); this has led to what Ito and her colleagues have called ‘connected learning’ 
(Ito et al., 2013).
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In our research, we have identified different forms and levels through which 
youths use the Internet for visual production. One of the most basic is one that uses 
the Internet as a huge repository of inspirational resources. Leire and Aroia, for ex-
ample, tired of the green landscapes they observe every day at home, find images 
of different landscapes and colours that allow them to introduce variety into their 
oil paintings. This behaviour also applies to Pablo and Ana, who frequently use the 
Google image search service to find photos that they use as a reference for the hand-
crafts they make, fostering a singular link between manual productions and new 
technologies. Pablo’s case is quite particular because he showed us a drawing of 
the Alhambra created from a picture downloaded from the Internet, although he can 
view many images of the monument or the monument itself every day in his city, 
Granada.

However, beyond this primary use, the real change introduced by Internet use to 
produce visual culture originates from the new dynamics of interaction and learning 
that enable online participation in networks and communities (Mesch, 2009); they 
have clearly broadened the limits of the local environments available to youth.

Occasionally, these networks operate as situated “communities of practices”2, 
such as those studied by Freedman, Heijnen, Kallio-Tavin, Kárpáti, & Papp (2013) 
or Martin (2015), in which youth activities of visual culture production are increas-
ingly developed at higher intensities and frequencies. However, in our research, we 
have not found young people engaged in these types of groups formed around a 
specific issue or hobby. Nonetheless, we have detected random interactions and re-
lations, which can be stable, casual or sporadic, that occur in the realm of other 
scenarios that also involve the dynamics of youth apprenticeship and action. These 
relations have been coined by Gee (2004) as “affinity spaces”.

In several cases, such spaces exploit the dynamics fostered by pre-formalised 
social networks, such as Fotolog, Facebook, and Instagram, to which the youths in 
our research subscribe to find other youths with whom they share common interests. 
Such spaces generate broader communities that include co-friends derived from the 
local neighbourhood or school environment (Livingstone, 2008), as well as other 
collectives of individuals that Boyd (2006) calls “friendsters”: individuals who typi-
cally do not know one another personally, but who form a larger space that fulfils the 
same functions as the local group. 

These networks establish contexts in which individuals recognise each other and 
provide youths a new friendly space contiguous to their established and localised 
relationships; this leads to what has been known as participatory culture (Jenkins, 
1992; Jenkins, 2006). For our collaborators, these networks become an arena for 
obtaining knowledge and for legitimising one’s productions (Ito et al., 2010). Thus, 
the growing Internet usage by young people has resulted in major changes to the 
definitions of their public life. Online spaces have multiplied the opportunities for 
apprenticeship and for articulate identity (Livingstone, 2008; Boyd, 2002, 2006).

David agrees with this perspective and further contrasts the online environment 
with formal education: 

2  “Groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their 
knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder 
2002, p. 4).
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“The Internet is the best place for learning from people who are in the same place you are. The 
people who are interested in the same things as you are the ones who are going to teach you 
the most – more than a teacher or a professor.”

Because of these features, a large quantity of youth interactions centred on visual 
culture activities occur online, particularly in networks that allow participants to 
post their creations (most typically photographic projects) and receive other peo-
ple’s opinions and comments (Soep, 2006). This phenomenon is what occurred with 
Raquel, who describes the learning experiences that she obtained upon posting her 
photos on Flickr:

“Sometimes I got comments from people in the USA or England, who said ‘here you should 
do this or that’… Then, I would upload it right away following what they had said and… it 
was very good. I like these things a lot. They don’t want to criticise, they just want to help 
you and I like that.”

In addition to formal online networks through which young people recognise each 
other, we also examine the importance of youth activities that are facilitated through 
other online spaces that are more transient and anonymous and in which this kind of 
recognition is not required (Schmidt et al., 2009).

The methods by which the interviewees move through these spaces are similar to 
the approach that makes the flâneur to the city, as Baudelaire and Benjamin (1927) 
define, or more precisely, with the one proposed by Situationist International. 

The Internet is used by the young, not as a predefined space to live, but rather as 
an environment that can be constantly (re)created through practices resembling the 
techniques of the dérive and the détournement, proposed by the situationists (De-
bord, 1956; Debord & Wolman, 1956), or similar to those that De Certeau (2000) 
called “arts of doing”. That is, practices that involve the creative appropriation and 
reorganisation of what the Internet offers young people, with a critical-analytical 
goal and a creative and constructive, but opportunistic, behaviour.

The organised system of information through hyperlinks, associated with the 
ease of access to pre-indexed information, allows youths to find information that 
they are not specifically seeking but that they will recognise when they view it. This 
occurred for Ada, who described how she found Tumblr, a network unknown to her 
or her friends, by chance:

“So, I was on the Internet and found Tumblr and liked it. I thought, ah, look at this blog! And I 
followed it for about a year or so. Then I realised that it was a separate social network. I made 
myself a Tumblr, and didn’t know how to use it”.

It is interesting to emphasise how these precarious, diffuse and occasional journeys 
facilitate deinstitutionalised, intermittent and casual learning opportunities. Indeed, 
these opportunities allow practices of knowledge that fall outside of the regulatory 
control, typical of the sound and stable structures that usually support disciplinary 
knowledge.

David showed us an example that illustrates the type of sporadic learning rela-
tion that can emerge from this use of the dérive. He explains how he casually met an 
Italian individual on a site devoted to photography, of which neither was a member. 
David noticed that the Italian participant commented on other’s photographs and de-
cided to send the Italian his works for feedback. David told us he was very satisfied 
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with the remarks made by the unknown Italian colleague because they affirmed his 
ability to engage in photography, an activity that he immensely enjoys; in addition, 
this was what David had desired foremost.

This case is interesting because, after that contact, the two individuals did not 
meet again. David never saw photos taken by his Italian critic. He does not know 
whether the Italian had ever returned to the website where David found him by 
chance because he does not intend to remain in this type of community.

David, as with many other youths, clearly knows what he wants from these inter-
actions and believes that engagement in stable networks is not necessary for learning 
to occur. Although he does not discard the possibility of participating in more stable 
forums, David would engage in such networks if they offer him “a good environ-
ment” and offer what he calls “people with capacity”, i. e., individuals who take the 
craft seriously.

Conclusions

The visual culture of young producers is characterised by its variety: different top-
ics, different media, different places and different sources of knowledge. However, 
nearly all the studies we know regarding this topic place much emphasis on digital 
culture. In contrast, our study has revealed widespread interest in traditional produc-
tion techniques, such as drawing and handicrafts; this can be explained by the age 
of the youths in our investigation. However, this interest can also be attributed to the 
more recent introduction of the digital world in our country, compared with other 
places (Gilje, 2011). 

Regardless of the technique used, the survey and interviews clearly showed us 
the perception that young people view themselves as self-taught producers who learn 
through autodidactic experimentation. Therefore, the young accord great importance 
to P2P3 dynamics to advance in knowledge. Friends and ‘friendships’ (Boyd, 2006) 
are the real supporters of their activities as visual culture producers, disregarding the 
pursuit of more expert knowledge.

In this regard, we have found, as many researchers did previously, a large gap 
between school learning and what is generated through these P2P dynamics because 
schools cannot compete with learning spaces that are based on immediacy, the un-
certainty of experimentation, the propensity for change and constant interaction. 
However, exploring their perception of self-teaching more deeply, we have found 
that young people have more references and resources, even inside the family or 
school, than they admit.

Furthermore, we have confirmed that, related to this idea of autonomous learn-
ing, an old idea of creativity, which is based upon individual inspiration, survives 
among the youths in our study. However, most recognise the importance of knowl-
edge in regard to creating more elaborate or artistic products.

3  Acronym for Peer to Peer. Born in the computer world, refers to systems that communicate to each other 
directly, without passing through a central server.
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Thus, the role that young people grant to the tool in shaping the autodidactic en-
vironment is striking. Therefore, we have found that the immediacy of responses and 
the capacity to revise results provided by the technology young people use, particu-
larly digital cameras and editing software, allow the attainment of creative products 
and facilitate the attitude of self-teaching that young people exhibit.

In this respect, our study emphasises the idea that new possibilities offered 
through technology, particularly through digital technologies, are central to the 
implantation and to the growing proliferation of creative practices engaged in by 
youths. 

In our research, we have found that the Internet is the main realm of resources, 
opinions, references and models for youths, who use it at different levels and with 
different objectives. The Internet is used, at a primary level, as a large provider of 
resources. However, the main factor that has introduced and facilitated the use of the 
Internet by youths for visual culture production is that it has significantly broadened 
the possibilities for interaction. The Internet provides the occasion to have stable or 
sporadic participations in affinity spaces and a background through which young 
people can act and move as a new flâneur, always ready to hunt for new suggestions 
and learning opportunities. 

Therefore, it can be considered that the immediacy of responses and the ca-
pacity to revise results that are offered by digital media for image production, in 
combination with the multi-directional interactions and the peer-to-peer dialogue, 
are allowed by the dynamic provided by the Internet. Thus, we can conclude that the 
acts of creation become indistinguishable from the acts of learning and socialisation.

In short, a visual culture production environment provides youths the occasion to 
feel free to experiment, a community or audience in which to earn recognition, trust 
and complicity, and the opportunity to access many unexpected resources. These are 
items that today’s Spanish school, institutionally, is not in a position to provide.
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Introduction

The discontinuities between in and out of school learning have been the source of ro-
bust scholarship since the early 20th century (Dewey, 1916; Kilpatrick, 1923, 1925). 
In her seminal work, Lauren Resnick (1987) illuminated discrepancies in students’ 
learning across settings, illustrating how school learning is typically characterized 
by focus on individual performance, symbolic thought, as well as general skills and 
knowledge. Out-of-school learning, on the other hand, is mostly socially shared; 
tool-aided; and embedded in mediating objects, resources, and situations, resulting 
in contextualized competencies, skills, and knowledge practices (Resnick, 1987).

Examinations of the discrepancies between learning in and out of school have 
been enriched by more recent research that addresses the changing role of digital 
technologies and media in shaping the ways in which young people engage, learn, 
and build their identities. Research has demonstrated that informal digital learn-
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ing practices are often highly social, characterized by various forms of self- and/or 
peer-teaching (Willet & Sefton-Green, 2002). Moreover, these practices are found 
to be typically self-initiated and self-motivated, evidencing a strong sense of agency 
on the part of learners.

While contrasts between the dominant features of learning in the formal institu-
tional settings of the school and in more informal settings of everyday life are valua-
ble in extending our understanding of the nature and conditions of learning in diverse 
sociocultural contexts, in this article, we argue that approaching learning in formal 
and informal settings dichotomously has limitations that may lead to fragmentation, 
stereotyping, and oversimplification (Bowker & Star, 1999; Colley, Hodkinson, & 
Malcolm, 2003). 

Drawing on the dialogic approach, the goal of the article is to offer an alterna-
tive conceptual framing that does not regard contexts as backgrounds but rather as 
being produced, negotiated, and hybridized in social interaction, creating varying 
opportunities for students’ engagement, learning, and identity (Leader, 2001). By 
taking discourse as the core unit of analysis, the approach advocated here focuses 
on examining how students’ discourses embedded in diverse contexts are managed, 
negotiated, and hybridized during their academic work. Such an approach allows us 
to recognize changes to student engagement, learning, and identity when the balance 
between various discourses shifts in evolving social interactions.

We exemplify our argument with empirical data stemming from a case study on 
elementary school students’ online interaction during creative collaborative writing. 
In our analysis of the data, we aim to illuminate the hybridization of students’ online 
interaction in which diverse discourses meet, producing opportunities and tensions 
for their engagement, learning, and identity. The article finishes by considering the 
wider implications of the dialogic approach to understanding learning across con-
texts.

The Dialogic Approach

The dialogic approach to learning discussed in this article is guided by sociocultural 
theories (Cole, 1996; Kumpulainen & Renshaw, 2007; Vygotsky, 1978). The dialog-
ic approach focuses on social interactions that emerge in horizontal movement as we 
draw upon multiple contexts, including peer relations, family, and school, to make 
meaning with others (Barron, 2006; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, & Tejeda, 1999). 
By viewing context as a function of the dynamic interaction between multiple layers 
of activity, the dialogic view foregrounds that during joint engagement, participants 
are active in creating social and interactional contexts (Goffman, 1974; Kumpulain-
en & Mutanen, 1999; Schubauer-Leoni & Grossen, 1993). From this standpoint, 
interaction is not determined by the medium or physical context; rather, it is nego-
tiated dynamically in social interaction. Social interaction is performative and con-
text-transforming, facilitating the ongoing negotiation of meaning and presentation 
of self (Thorne, 2003).  
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Instead of conceptualizing learning merely as an epistemic process, in the dia-
logic approach, learning is considered as inseparably linked with existential and so-
cio-emotional processes involved in transforming identities and developing agency 
(Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). It focuses on understanding how identities are locally 
and interactionally constructed and on shifts in relation to the social setting and ac-
tors (Hand, 2006; Holland, Lachiotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998; Nasir & Saxe, 2003). 
Here, identity is examined from the ways in which one is positioned and positions 
oneself in the moment and over time across social practices (Holland, Lachiotte, 
Skinner, & Cain, 1998).

Discourse as a unit of analysis

The core analytic unit in our approach to unpack the production, negotiation, and 
hybridization of multiple contexts in social interaction is discourse (Gee, 2010). 
Discourses are enacted through the practices of the communities in which people 
participate (Wenger, 1998). They offer membership in communities that involve 
ways of being, valuing, and speaking. Gee referred to such memberships as identity 
kits (1996), situated identities (2010), and affinity groups (2001). Discourses are 
considered to be an integral part of value- and belief-laden practices that are lived, 
talked, enacted, and carried out in specific places and at specific times (Gee, 1996). 
It follows that discourses can be understood only within the sociocultural context in 
which they originate (Gee, 2010).

In our approach, we are specifically interested in the notion of “hybrid” space 
that can be achieved when diverse discourses embedded in young people’s multi-
ple life worlds intersect (Bhabha, 1994; Gutiérrez et al., 1999). According to Gee 
(2010), a hybrid space is where pupils’ primary discourses, which are used in the 
home, community, and informal social interactions, and pupils’ secondary discours-
es, which are endorsed by school and other formal institutions, intersect to form a 
subsequent “in-between” space. In this space, oppositional categories work together 
to open up different possibilities for student engagement, learning, and identity. A 
hybrid space can thus be both productive and constraining in terms of engagement 
and learning, and, ultimately, sense of self and belonging (Bhabha, 1994).

Empirical Study

Next, we exemplify our approach to researching learning as a dialogue between 
contexts of discourse by drawing on empirical data stemming from a case study on 
elementary school students’ online interaction during creative collaborative writing. 
In our analysis of the data, we illuminate the hybridization of students’ online inter-
action in which diverse discourses come into dialogue, producing opportunities and 
tensions for engagement, learning, and identity. The empirical research discussed in 
the article has been reported more substantially in other publications (see Kumpu-
lainen, Mikkola, & Jaatinen, 2013; Kumpulainen & Mikkola, 2014).
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Research setting

The data are derived from a case study of a yearlong school musical project in a 
Finnish primary school community of 240 students (grade levels one through six) 
and 16 teachers in the Helsinki district. All students in the school participated in a 
communal musical production, and during a period of one year, worked together 
with their teachers and collaboratively produced a number of poems, short movies, 
audio-visual effects, animations, stories, a school musical script, and a composition 
of the musical melody using various technological tools and devices. The outcome 
of the students’ work, the fantasy school musical “Magic Forest Musical,” was per-
formed on the anniversary of the school’s founding. The musical production was an 
integral part of the official curriculum of the school and not an extra addition.

The data discussed here come from a three-month phase in the musical project 
during which 21 fifth- and sixth-grade students (ages 11 to 12) took part in writing 
the school musical script. The students worked in 10 small, self-selected teams of 
two to three students, with each team writing one part of the script. To enable the 
students’ collaborative creation of the script in and outside of school, they were giv-
en small, one-to-one computers set up with a 24-hour wireless Internet connection. 
The laptops were equipped with a collaborative writing tool called VisciPad, which 
included a chat channel. VisciPad enabled students to simultaneously edit the same 
text document, that is, work in real time.

The students were allocated two one-hour sessions every week to write the script 
at school. The teams were able to organize their writing as they wished without any 
prefixed daily schedules or teacher control. The only obligation was that the scripts 
had to be completed within the three-month time period for the musical project to 
proceed. As a final result of the project, the students produced 14 different scripts; 
some were relatively short, for instance, those to be performed by second graders, 
some had music and lyrics, and others had more dialogue.

Data analysis

The data we draw upon derive from the students’ online chat discussions (N=4,744); 
these were messages they exchanged during the collaborative writing of the school 
musical script. The methodology guiding our analysis is based on educational lin-
guistics, namely, interactional sociolinguistics (Gee, 1996) and ethnography of com-
munication (Gumperz, 1982), which examine language as inseparable from the con-
texts of its use. In our analysis, we focus both on the content and organization of the 
students’ evolving chat interaction. We paid specific attention to the contexts of the 
students’ discourses and how these contexts are negotiated and managed in evolving 
online interaction (Bloome & Clark, 2006).
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Illustrative Cases

Our analysis of the data reveals dynamic interaction between multiple contexts of 
discourse in the students’ chat interaction during creative collaborative writing. The 
students produced and negotiated discourses that were related to their joint com-
position of the musical script, including planning, revising, and evaluating. These 
discourses were managed in dialogue with other discourses that specifically dealt 
with the students’ socio-emotional work. Characteristic to these socio-emotional 
discourses was the students conveying their social presence to others, a necessary 
condition for collaborative work in online interaction (Gunawardena, 1995). The 
students’ discourses also entailed playful interactions in which they gave supportive 
feedback to each other and asked for help in creating text and in using the technol-
ogy. In addition, the students’ socio-emotional discourses carried information about 
their state of mind and mood. Typical moods included expressions of being happy 
and positive and, likewise, expressions of being bored or tired. Here, the use of var-
ious forms of expression of emotions, including emoticons, repetitious punctuation, 
and conspicuous capitalization, was also evident. 
Table 1. Playful Evaluation of Joint Writing

Chat Interaction Contexts of Discourse

March 4
  1: Minna: Hiii 
  2: Aino: Hahaa…. I corrected a spelling mistake!!.D 
  3: Outi: ye, well that’s okay
  4: Outi: I mean yes 
  5: Satu: hi I found my way here so I left a footprint:)) 
March 5
  6: Outi: :) (11:37)
  7: Elli: hi (12:50)
March 6
  8: Tanja: I need ideas! 
March 7
  9: Satu: morning;) How can I make a heart with this 
  computer? 
  10: Elli: öööö dunno 
March 11
  11: Elli: A piece of music from a record 
March 12
  12: Aino: Hi Sannanen and everyone else! It is a bit lonely 
  here. halloo!! 
March 15
  13: Suski: hi sannaaaaa…. it seems that this is progressing 
  well=) 
March 16
  14: Satu: looks good 
March 21
  15: Elli: Thanks 
April 4
  16: Suski: hellou, looks good!!! who teaches all the tricks to 
  those guys??? or are they now so clever that they already 
  know everything??????? 

Evaluation of 
joint writing

Establishing 
mutual presence
Playful 
interaction

Asking for help

Establishing 
mutual presence

Evaluation of 
joint writing
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The extract shown in Table 1 illustrates how socio-emotional discourses, such as 
playful use of language, in the students’ chat interaction were an integral part of their 
collaborative writing activity. Seemingly, the students also engaged in thoughtful 
discussions about the nature and progress of their joint script for the school musical: 
They evaluated their collective work, gave supportive feedback to each other, and 
asked for help in creating text and in using the technology. All these discourses and 
their dialogue in ongoing chat interaction are important elements of productive cre-
ative collaboration and learning (Dillenbourg, 1999; Moran & John-Steiner, 2004).

In addition to discourses related to the joint writing activity and socio-emotional 
work, the students’ chat interaction produced a context in which the students talked 
about their exams, homework, school lunch, and break time. They also shared their 
music and movie preferences, hobbies, food, travels, mundane observations of their 
living environment, and recent news covered by the media. Although the discourses 
of the students’ local, everyday experiences and knowledge are not usually recog-
nized or valued in the official script of schooling (Gutiérrez, Larson, & Kreuter, 
1995), they appeared to play an important role here, supporting the students’ joint 
creation of the musical script and strengthening mutual understanding and trust be-
tween the students. 

The extract in table 2 illustrates how the students’ active engagement in their 
joint writing activity interacted with the students sharing their music preferences. 
The extract begins by Sofia’s two messages sent immediately after each other. In line 
107, she asks Megan for her opinion on how to continue with their writing. In her 
next message (line 108), she queries Megan’s music preferences. Megan responds to 
both of these initiations, and the students negotiate and manage the interplay of these 
different contexts of discourse in their evolving dialogue.
Table 2. Joint Writing Activity Interacts With Sharing Music Preferences

Chat Interaction Contexts of Discourse

April 1
  107: Sofia: How should we do this then
  108: Sofia: And what are you listening to  
  109: Megan: well, should we write the lines with the other 
  class since it would be cool if they could also create them
  110: Megan: Cool pieces :D
  111: Sofia: ok
  112: Sofia: name????
  113: Megan: There it was
  114: Megan: h0h00
  115: Sofia: well, should we start to create those lines (to 
  start with) minute by minute!!!!! or????
  116: Sofia: let’s say that we’ll prefer to do it with that 
  class since otherwise we could not get it ready
  117: Sofia: ?
  118: Sofia: Do you agree?

Joint writing
Querying music 
preferences
Joint writing
Sharing music 
preferences
Joint writing

The extract in Table 3 illuminates the students Enni and Pinja sharing their experienc-
es and concerns about school exams. The extract reflects the pressures the students 
experience in getting high grades and fulfilling the expectations of others. Here, 
the discourse departs from the actual writing activity, serving yet another important 
function, that is, the students sharing their concerns about the requirements of the 



 International Journal for Research on Extended Education, Volume 3/201556

school and how they cope with them. We can also identify the students engaging in 
negotiating their identities as students.
Table 3. Coping With the School

Chat Interaction Contexts of Discourse

March 13
  134: (9:15)  Pinja: I’m afraid of the math exam. 
                                       It went so badly from me!
  135: (9:16)  Enni:  no it didn’t
  136: (9:16)  Pinja: Especially the last page. I 
                                       know I have lost at least two points!
  137: (9:16)  Pinja: mimimimimiiiiii...
  138: (9:16)  Pinja: history exam?
  139: (9:16)  Pinja: do you remember what you 
                                       got from it?
  140: (9:17)  Enni:  =(
  141: (9:17)  Pinja: did we loose the connection?
  142: (9:17)  Enni: no
  143: (9:17)  Pinja: so?
  144: (9:17)  Pinja: what took so long what =(
  145: (9:18)  Enni:  I know that at least two 
                                       problems went badly
  146: (9:18)  Enni:  I am a slow writer
  147: (9:18)  Pinja: oh no.
  148: (9:18)  Pinja: ok
  149: (9:18)  Pinja: they were easy
  150: (9:18)  Enni:  yeah but I did not think enough
  151: (9:19)  Pinja: poor you.
  152: (9:19)  Pinja: you don’t have any pressures!
  153: (9:19)  Enni:  I marked 60% to the fourth thing.
  154: (9:19)  Enni:  how come you don’t have
  155: (9:19)  Pinja: so if I don’t get more than nine 
                                       I feel that I have betrayed someone...
  156: (9:19)  Pinja: that maybe you also have;)
  157: (9:19)  Enni:  yeh well but my math number is eight
  158: (9:20)  Pinja: well but let’s not bother talking
                                       about the school
  159: (9:20)  Pinja: especially about maths!
  160: (9:20)  Enni: so that there are no pressures

Coping with the math exam

Comparing exam results

Establishing mutual presence

Identity as a “slow writer”

Being accountable to others 
about success at school

Comparing math achievement

The extract shown in Table 3 demonstrates how the interplay of various discourses 
in the students’ chat interaction also creates tensions for the students to maintain 
their joint focus of attention on their writing activity. The tensions showcase how 
“hybrid” spaces accomplished by the interplay of diverse discourses require and 
afford continuous negotiation and attention from participants. On the other hand, 
negotiating tensions appeared to contribute to building a positive affective structure, 
thus building a sense of belonging and community (Kreijns, Kirschner, & Jochems, 
2003).
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Discussion

This article is situated in a body of research focusing on learning in and out of school, 
often referred to as studies of formal and informal learning. Drawing on the dialogic 
approach, the article has called for the importance of understanding learning as a 
dialogue between contexts of discourse in which the attributes of “formality” and 
“informality” intersect. In doing so, it has warned against simplistic and dichoto-
mous definitions of what counts as formal and informal learning. We have explained 
our approach with empirical data stemming from a case study on elementary school 
students’ online interaction during creative collaborative writing. In our analysis of 
the data, we have illuminated the hybridization of students’ online interaction in 
which diverse contexts of discourse come into dialogue, producing opportunities and 
tensions for their engagement, learning, and identity. 

Our study demonstrates how students’ discourses and educational engagement in 
general were simultaneously nuanced and coherent, ambivalent and confused. The 
educational engagement identified broke away from the typical tightly defined and 
teacher-controlled learning activities that often silence more emotional and/or every-
day discourses of the students (Kumpulainen & Mikkola, 2014). Here, the students’ 
joint creative activity was distributed across several contexts, reflecting educational 
engagement where discourses that are often marginalized in formal schooling be-
came visible. Hence, the students’ learning activity could be characterized as situat-
ed within a matrix of multiple sociocultural contexts (Lantz-Andersson, Vigmo, & 
Bowen, 2013; Ramsten & Säljö, 2012). 

The data demonstrate how the students’ various discourses intersected, over-
lapped, and coexisted at different points in time and space (Barron, 2004, 2006). As 
students engaged in such “hybrid” spaces (Bhabha, 1994), they were co-constructing 
the cultural practices of what it means to participate and learn at school, thus also 
building their identities. Here, the students used various discourses to adopt and 
adapt extant discourse practices in their meaning-making as they defined their social 
relationships, social identities, and knowledge. It was in these “hybrid” spaces in 
which the multidimensionality of learners’ identities came into play and in which 
new social practices emerged (Akkerman & van Eijck, 2013). The different dis-
courses and their hybridization in the students’ chat interaction appeared to support 
joint creative writing in several ways, such as establishing a common ground and 
negotiating responsibilities and shared commitment for collaborative work. The in-
terplay of discourses also resulted in a space for the students’ social construction of 
mutual inspiration and trust (Kumpulainen & Mikkola, 2014).

Our empirical case also demonstrates how sometimes competing discourses in-
tersected in the students’ chat interaction. These discourses and the tensions they 
created both reshaped and challenged the students’ engagement in their collabora-
tive creative learning activity. Moreover, these tensions showcase how maintaining a 
“hybrid” space requires and affords continuous attention from participants. This also 
underscores the important role of educational conditions in supporting sustained and 
productive engagement and learning toward valued educational goals (Kumpulain-
en, 2013). It can be concluded that the hybridity evidenced in this study ruptures the 
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dominant idealization of formal education that seeks predictability and uniformity 
as well as narrowly defined notions of what counts as 21st-century educational en-
gagement and learning.

Directions for Future for Research

Approaches to learning that address the interplay of contexts of discourse in social 
interaction raise several research questions that call for attention. Clearly, future re-
search needs to investigate the degree to which the interplay of various contexts of 
discourse promotes students’ engagement in learning and identity-building in dif-
ferent types of educational settings and among students and teachers. Future inves-
tigations also need to address the mechanisms of “hybrid” learning among diverse 
students and seek to identify and redefine learning supports and outcomes.

Lastly, while the interrelationships between various discourses can be examined 
in terms of situationally constructed micro-level activities in classroom communi-
ties, whether online or offline, it is essential to also address meso- and macro-levels 
of activity. This investigation can further our understanding of the wider sociocultur-
al contexts that interact with students’ engagement, learning, and identity in a given 
social setting, including its processes, purposes, and content of activity. Such inquiry 
can lead to highly relevant societal and political questions, such as the emancipatory 
potential of formal education in contemporary society. 
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Interpretative Repertoires and Ideological 
Dilemmas Regarding Children’s Participation in 
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Anna Liisa Närvänen & Helene Elvstrand

Abstract: The aim of the article is to explore how pedagogues in Swedish leisure-time centres interpret 
and make sense of what may be meant by children’s participation. We also focus on ambivalences 
and competing interpretations of participation and how pedagogues argue for or against divergent 
interpretations. The material consists of 18 digitally recorded reflection meetings in 6 leisure-time 
centres. The analyses reveal three interpretative patterns, or in other words, interpretative repertoires 
of participation, these being 1) formal democracy, 2) making individual choices and 3) responsibility. 
Ambivalences and competing interpretations concern, in the first place, the interpretation of 
participation as individual choice versus adult governance and compulsory activities. The arguments 
used refer to cultural values such as the value of countryside experiences, children’s developmental 
needs, professional commitment and children’s best interests. The severity of the clashing ideas is 
obvious as no working consensus is achieved.

Keywords: leisure-time centres, children’s participation, interpretative repertoires, ideological 
dilemmas, inhabited institutions

Introduction

Children’s leisure-time centres (LTC) in Sweden offer activities to children of ages 
6‒12, both before and after school hours. Since the school reforms of the early  
1990’-s the LTC are incorporated in the Swedish education system, and also in-
cluded in the comprehensive school curriculum. Consequently, the LTC are now 
compelled to practice the prescribed overarching values provided for the school. As 
Sweden, along with most countries, has ratified the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, the curriculum – and the entire education system – is de-
scribed as rights-based. Democratic values and citizenship education are emphasised 
in the steering documents. The Swedish Education Act (The National Agency for 
Education, 2010) and the comprehensive school curriculum (Lgr11) not only stress 
the importance of children as holders of participatory rights but also that children 
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should be given the opportunity to actually influence the circumstances that concern 
them in school: 

“The democratic principles of being able to influence, take responsibility and be involved should 
cover all pupils. Pupils should be given influence over their education. They should be continu-
ally encouraged to take an active part in the work of further developing their education and kept 
informed of issues that concern them. The information and the means by which pupils exercise 
influence should be related to their age and maturity. Pupils should always have the opportunity 
to take the initiative on issues that should be treated within the framework of their influence over 
their education” (The National Agency for Education, 2011, Lgr 11, p. 17).

Even though the curriculum seems to offer children far-reaching rights to exercise 
participation and to make a difference with regards to “issues that concern” them in 
school, a review of research on children’s participation in Swedish comprehensive 
schools reveals that children’s participation is often subject to certain conditions and 
thus limited. Elvstrand (2009), for example, shows that children’s participation is 
restricted with respect to what kind of issues children are allowed to influence. Par-
ticipation is not often recognised as a democratic right which, for example, means 
that participation is seen as something that has to be earned by good behaviour. The 
results of Tholander’s (2007) study on participatory education in secondary schools 
also show complex patterns of interplay between undemocratic and democratic as-
pects between teachers and students as well as among students. Also, some recent 
studies on children’s participation in school show constraints and limited opportu-
nities with respect to practicing democracy and participation rights (Aspán, 2009; 
Thornberg, 2010; Thornberg & Elvstrand, 2012). The results from the Swedish stud-
ies are in line with international research on children’s participation in compulsory 
education (Alderson, 1999; Pedder & McIntyre, 2006; Raby & Domitrek, 2007). 
Both Swedish and international research on children’s participation in compulsory 
education shows that children’s opportunities to participate are severely restricted. A 
predominant result in international studies is that children’s participation in school is 
considerably limited when it comes to opportunities to influence issues that concern 
them (Raby & Domitrek, 2007; Varnham et al., 2014). 

The results from studies on participation in comprehensive schools are, however, 
not directly applicable to LTC. Most of the research on participation in school has 
been conducted with older children. What is more, the specific policy documents 
for LTC also prescribe that the activities should be seen as complementary and ben-
eficial to school (The National Agency for Education, 2014). According to these 
documents the activities in LTC should above all offer meaningful, stimulating and 
varied leisure-time activities, time for free play, and activities that enhance social 
skills. The guidelines and the somewhat more loosely scheduled organisation of the 
daily activities in LTC compared to school may be seen as grounds for participation. 

While research on comprehensive schools has gained much interest, there is still 
a lack of research on LTC in Sweden. It seems, though, that the school reforms of 
recent decades have not quite succeeded in enabling children to participate in line 
with the values stressed in the curriculum. Research on school reforms also reveals 
that school reforms are not a guarantee of change. Steering documents prescribe 
goals and guidelines but these are formulated vaguely and consequently subject to 
interpretive practices in schools. Shared values and objectives are seen as critical 
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for transformation of schools (cf. Abawi, 2013; Hemmings, 2012; Moliner & Gar-
cia, 2013). The emphasis on meaning-making processes in social interaction and in 
understanding interpretive practices is here in line with the ‘inhabited institutions’ 
approach (Everitt, 2012; Fine & Hallett, 2014; Hallett & Ventresca, 2006; Hallett, 
2010), presented in the section ‘theoretical frame’. We assume that the teachers in 
schools and pedagogues in LTC are important actors in interpreting the steering doc-
uments and deciding how they could be put into practice in the daily activities. Con-
sequently, the interpretation of what is meant by goals such as increasing children’s 
participation is a focal issue in understanding children’s opportunities to practice 
participation in these contexts. 

How the pedagogues in LTC in interaction with each other construct what may 
be meant by children’s participation, and what dilemmas emerge in the discussions 
of participation, is the focus of our analysis in this article. Even though the case here 
is children’s participation in Swedish LTC, the results of our study are of relevance 
for other extended education settings, concerning whether extended education set-
tings could offer distinct opportunities for children to exercise their right to partici-
pate in their education and what dilemmas this creates for pedagogues.

The material analysed consists of digitally recorded group meetings with peda-
gogues in 6 LTC. Children’s participation is, as the results reveal, a contested issue 
amongst the pedagogues.

Previous research

LTC in Sweden have been developed successively since the1940’-s as a part of wel-
fare policies. The aim has been to offer children organised activities before and after 
school hours and also to enable parents to take part in the labour market (Haglund, 
2009, Saar, 2014).The proportion of children of ages 6‒9 years old that attend LTC 
has increased successively. In 2014 the proportion was over 80% of all school chil-
dren in this age range (The National Agency for Education, 2014).

Research on LTC in Sweden is still lacking, the rather long history of organised 
leisure-time activities notwithstanding (cf. Klerfelt & Haglund, 2014b). There are 
some studies on the ideological changes over the decades as regards the goals and 
aims of activities at LTC. After the 1980’-s, and up until today, the need for coop-
eration and integration between school and LTC has been stressed. Some studies 
with a focus on children’s perspectives on the activities in the centres has pointed 
out that children themselves value the opportunities for decision-making (Klerfelt & 
Haglund, 2014a; Pálsdóttir, 2012). Haglund’s (2015a) study shows that children’s 
opportunities to participate may vary depending on the type of activity. Not surpris-
ingly, free play was an activity where children were able to make decisions of their 
own, while thematic activities, most often planned by teachers, offered less such 
opportunities. However, children in the study did not ask for more opportunities to 
make decisions and be involved in decision-making processes. 

When it comes to the pedagogues´ perspectives on LTC, they emphasise the 
voluntary nature of leisure-time activities, that is, children are allowed to choose 
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to participate in various activities that are offered to them (for example free play, 
sports, arts, board games) (Saar, Löfdahl, & Hjalmarsson, 2012; cf. Saar, 2014). 
Also, they describe the activities as distinct from those offered at school, and more 
loosely structured than school (Saar et al., 2012). Some studies also show that the 
staff at LTC may have varying views on the degree of freedom the children have to 
attend specific activities, as well as on children’s opportunities to influence the con-
tents or the planning of diverse activities (Haglund, 2015b). Such ambivalence may 
be seen as mirroring the descriptions of LTC in steering documents that embrace 
both the recreational activities, free play and children’s development. Haglund’s re-
sults reveal, for example, that thematic activities, which are designed to enhance 
children’s development in specific respects, were grounded in adult perspectives, i.e 
planned by the staff to meet certain developmental needs or goals in line with the 
curriculum and other steering documents. An interview study with pedagogues at 
LTC in Iceland shows that they described the children both as active and as lacking 
competencies which in the long run affect children’s opportunities for participation 
(Pálsdóttir, 2012).

Previous research thus suggests that pedagogues at LTC may interpret children’s 
participation differently. What is also shown is that the organisation of everyday ac-
tivities in LTC is not as strictly scheduled as in comprehensive schools and this could 
enable and enhance opportunities to participate.

Theoretical frame

We have argued that an understanding of pedagogues meaning-making processes is 
of importance to the issue of children’s participation. Such meaning-making emerges 
in social interaction (Blumer, 1969). How people interpret the situation (or issue at 
stake) in which they participate, and how such meanings may be negotiated, opposed 
to or altered in interaction with others is of importance here. These are important 
building blocks in the approach ‘inhabited institutions’ (Fine & Hallett, 2014; Ever-
itt, 2012; Hallett, 2003; Hallett & Ventresca, 2006; Hallett, 2010;). 

Institutions, such as schools, are seen as inhabited by people, who actively en-
gage in sense-making of what counts as goals, rules, values, etc. The need to under-
stand relationships between institutional goals, institutional environments and local 
production of meaning is emphasised. Schools, for example, are governed by the 
Education Act, but the enforcement of this law is a product of local interpretive 
practices (cf. Everitt, 2012). How the goals are interpreted and put into practice is a 
question of local sense-making within the staff and between the staff and children. 
Seeing this relationally as well as contextually, it is obvious that there might be dif-
ferent interpretations of the meaning of participation, and how it should be carried 
out in practice, both within staff and children and between different grades.

The inhabited institutions approach stresses the significance of understanding 
social organisation and meaning-making processes in local cultures. Local cultures 
are shaped by past experiences and definitions of what is valued and, what norms 
and rules are guiding expected conduct. Local cultures are thus significant for inter-
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pretations of opportunities and restrictions for action (cf. Coburn, 2004; Fine, 2010; 
Hallett, 2010). ‘Inhabited institutions’ as an approach “focuses on meaning, not only 
in terms of macro-logics such as “bureaucracy”, but also in terms of the interactions 
through which the contours of these logics are negotiated to create different mean-
ings and lines of future action at the micro-level, actions that have consequences 
for the situation (or organization) in question” (Hallett & Ventresca, 2006, p. 231, 
italics in original). Negotiation points here to the significance of meaning-making 
processes in interactions between actors, but also that actors may be unequal with 
regard to power to define the situation (or the issue at stake) (Strauss, 1978; Hallett, 
2003). This even implies that there may be competing definitions of a given situation 
or issue at hand (Fine & Hallett, 2014; Hallett, 2010). 

Understanding how pedagogues interpret what is meant by children’s participa-
tion in LTC is the focus of this article. This is, of course, a somewhat limited focus 
with respect to the inhabited institutions approach, and does not embrace all the 
complexities of meaning-making processes in the daily activities. Instead, we focus 
here on how pedagogues talk about children’s participation with each other, and thus 
construct various meanings of participation. 

The notion of children’s participation is a complex issue. Children’s participation 
may for example be understood in terms of voice and the need to listen to their voic-
es, or in terms of individual autonomy, but also as political participation, by which is 
meant that children are able, and should be allowed, to make a difference and exer-
cise participatory power (cf. Wall & Dar, 2011). The notion of political participation 
is related to issues on democracy and citizenship, and consequently to issues of pow-
er relationships between adults and children (Bacon & Frankel, 2014; James, 2011). 
Of interest here is, for example, what forms of democratic participation are created 
for children’s participation within LTC, whether or not such forms may differ from 
forms of participation in compulsory education and how pedagogues describe the 
purpose of different forms of participation, for example participation in democratic 
structures or making individual choices.

Methods

In this article we draw on data gathered within a larger research project on LTC that 
started in 2013 and is to be finished during 2016. 

The project has a strong participatory element. An important point of departure 
in the study was that the staff who take part in the study should voluntarily engage 
in the project. A commitment to engage in the project was required in the form of 
an application. Other criteria were also employed ‒ such as the LTC being located 
in areas characterised by different socio-economic conditions. Six LTC were includ-
ed in the project. Four of the centres were located in urban areas and two in small 
communities. We also stressed that the ideas of development were to be grounded in 
the desires and experiences of the pedagogues, and not initiated or proposed by the 
researchers. A third point of departure was that the project should not, as its starting 
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point, be based on a concrete problem, but instead start with visions for a desired 
future.

We were inspired by several ideas from various action research approaches that 
emphasise the idea of learning through reflection (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1999; Post-
holm, 2011; Schön, 1987). The idea of dialogue and equality in meetings between 
researchers and pedagogues as well as the explicit future orientation in the meetings 
were central guidelines (cf. Aagaard Nielsen & Nielsen, 2006). As researchers, our 
role was to lend structure to the process by arranging a round of reflection meetings 
with the pedagogues in each LTC beginning with visions, then moving on to re-
flections about obstacles and possible courses of action and then to concrete action 
plans. Having started developmental activities, the reflection meetings focused on 
the specific projects that each of the LTC worked with. Our role in these meetings 
was, in the first place, to orchestrate turn-taking amongst pedagogues and to main-
tain the focus on the subject under discussion. In this sense the meetings were to be 
seen as focused interaction described by Goffman (1961), sustaining mutual cogni-
tive attention in communication.

Forty pedagogues took part in the study. The data analysed for this article con-
sists of 18 digitally recorded reflection meetings. The recordings were transcribed 
for analysis. Each meeting lasted about 2 hours and the number of pedagogues that 
attended the separate meetings could vary between 3‒12 depending on circumstanc-
es, such as the number of pedagogues working in a LTC, sick-leaves, holidays, etc. 
As our interest in this article is on how pedagogues interpret and construct meanings 
of children’s participation, only the sequences in which children’s participation was 
the subject for discussion were chosen for analysis.

Analysis

As we are interested in pedagogues’ interpretations of children’s participation, we 
use two analytical concepts in order to shed light on how they characterise partici-
pation when talking about it (i.e what is participation?), and if they come to shared 
understandings or competing definitions of participation. The concept interpretative 
repertoire is derived from discursive psychology and refers to “relatively coherent 
ways of talking about objects and events in the world” (Edley, 2001, p. 198). Ide-
ological dilemmas refer to lived ideologies, “composed of the beliefs, values and 
practices of a given society […] its common sense” (Edley, 2001, p. 203). Lived 
ideologies are not coherent, but may even be contradictory. The interest here is not 
only how people talk about an issue but also what resources they use when arguing 
for a specific point of view.

It should be noted that our interest is not on linguistic issues, but on how par-
ticipation is characterised, and whether the ideas of what participation consists of 
are seen as contradictory. Furthermore, we are not focusing on separate LTCs or on 
individual pedagogues. The unit of analysis is discursive practices, that is, the kinds 
of interpretations that can be identified across the data. The assumption is that there 
is a variation of interpretations: “When studying repertoires, variability is a starting 
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point. People do not only use one repertoire, but many, activated in different situa-
tions” (Juhila, 2009, p. 130). 

In our analysis the first step was to identify variation in what is meant by chil-
dren’s participation. The craft in thematic analysis in this early phase is similar as in 
many other types of qualitative analysis (Wertz et al., 2011). The transcriptions of the 
meetings were read and reread to identify prevailing patterns of data. In the second 
step we moved on to conducting an across-case analysis, searching for commonali-
ties across cases, i.e descriptions of the phenomenon under study that are common to 
the participants’ accounts (cf. Ayres, Kavanaugh, & Knafl, 2003; Hökkä, Eteläpelto, 
& Rasku-Puttonen, 2010). The analysis focused on the contents of the characteri-
sations of participation, which revealed a variety of repertoires. The kinds of inter-
pretative repertoires we identified are representative of the entire data analysed both 
within and between cases.

The third step was to analyse the data with respect to competing or contrast-
ing discourses on children’s participation, and what arguments the pedagogues used 
when talking about various kinds of participation, specifically when arguing for or 
against a specific mode of participation (revealing ideological dilemmas). 
Transcription notation
(-) material omitted by the authors
[text] material admitted by the authors for the sake of clarity  
P refers to pedagogue, R to researcher. P1, P2 etc. is used to clarify turns in conver-
sation between the pedagogues

Ethics

The participants in the study received information on the project before they applied 
to take part in it (before writing their application). Before the start they were invited 
to an information meeting. The information was repeated when the researchers met 
the staff in the centres separately. Also, during the recurring reflection meetings the 
project was discussed and it was clearly emphasised that participation in the project 
was voluntary. Separate information was received by parents and children. The eth-
ical approval was received from the regional ethical committee for research ethics.

Results

Interpretative repertoires

During the reflection meetings with the pedagogues it was obvious that participation 
was understood in several ways by them. The interpretative repertoires used by the 
pedagogues when they talked about children’s participation were: 
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• Repertoire of participation as formal democracy
• Repertoire of participation as making individual choices
• Repertoire of participation as (conditioned by) responsibility

Repertoire of participation as formal democracy 

This repertoire represents accounts in which children’s participation is described in 
terms of practicing formal democracy. In Sweden a school council is mandatory in 
compulsory school, but not in LTC. Four of the participating centres have, though, 
voluntarily chosen to organise LTC councils, where both pedagogues and children 
are represented.

P1:  But these activities are to a great extent governed by the children themselves because 
every Thursday we have the LTC council. There are, in total, five groups [of children] in 
a system of rotation so a group attends every fifth week and has LTC council. One part of 
their role is first to evaluate the week. How did the activities work? What worked well? 
What didn’t work so well? 

P2:  Did we achieve our basic goal? Have we worked successfully towards our goals?

P2:  We also look at [children’s suggestions in] the suggestion box we have here at the LTC 
and think about what kind of activities we should do next week. (-) Then on Friday when 
the children come they can see what is planned for the following week and decide what 
things they want to be involved in.

In the first phrase above, the pedagogue emphasises children’s opportunities to 
govern activities through the council. The system of rotation, according to the ped-
agogue, offers the children equal opportunities to participate in the council. The 
second pedagogue agrees by offering further examples of what is discussed at the 
council, with reference to the goals for LTC. In the last phrase the relationship be-
tween individual choices, decisions and the council is considered.

The council is seen as an arena for making choices about the children´s sugges-
tions for preferred activities for the coming week, as well as for evaluation of past 
activities. These suggestions may be proposed by other children to the child repre-
sentative before the council, or in other cases written down and put in the suggestion 
box, which may be done anonymously. When the members of the council disagree 
on an issue, voting is used in order to obtain a majority decision.

In this repertoire the pedagogues refer to the need for practicing formal democra-
cy, in line with the curriculum. The LTC council could be composed in various ways, 
but the general idea was that the participating children represented the child collec-
tive which they belonged to (age-grade or unit), and had to prepare for the council 
with the other children as well as to inform them after the council. Voting was not 
only practiced in the councils but also in other situations, such as afternoon meet-
ings, when children had to choose between various possible activities. Practising 
formal democracy was not only seen as a form of participation but was also related to 
citizenship education in accordance with the curriculum. In some cases the council 
was formed after the LTC was assessed by the Swedish Schools Inspectorate, which 
had criticised the opportunities children had to influence their activities.
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Repertoire of participation as making individual choices

This repertoire portrays the idea that participation is about making individual choic-
es. “Free play” is traditionally seen as a common activity in LTC, which means that 
children can, to some extent, choose what they want to play and with whom they pre-
fer to play. When the pedagogues refer to participation as making individual choices 
they often stress that children have substantial opportunities to influence the form 
and content of free play.

R:    In which situations do you think the way you act with the children, is guided by a demo-
cratic idea you have had? 

P1:  It’s like when they [the children] have had a break and come indoors. It is when you sit 
with them and talk [and say] now we will be indoors for one hour. What do you want to 
do? 

P2:  You ask every single child.

P1: Yes you really ask every child individually. 

P2:  Then they can have an influence over their day. (-) Sometimes there are three activities 
they can choose from and sometimes they have a totally free choice. It is very different. 
But you can pose these two questions: What do you want to do today? How can I help you 
so that you will have a good day?

In the excerpt the researcher initiates the issue by asking about democratic ideas and 
ways of working in accordance with such ideas. The first pedagogue picks an exam-
ple in which children are asked what they would like to do. The point of asking each 
child individually is later stressed by both pedagogues. The child is asked to express 
a preference for a particular activity or to choose among a few available activities. 
The idea that the time children spend in LTC is owned by the children and should be 
free is even more stressed in the next excerpt:

Then, they [the children] own their time at the LTC. Here we offer things but you [a child] 
don’t have to, you take part in those things you want to. And there is a lot of freedom here. 
That is one way to give children influence. (-) if a child comes and asks if we can do some-
thing, we would rather say “yes we can” than “no we can’t”. That was what we said before, 
to seize the moment (-) to find possibilities together with the child and to help to achieve the 
child’s objectives.

That the child owns his or her time is here put in relation to the child’s opportunity 
to choose to take part in an activity or to just drop it, i.e the individual choice is 
described as individual autonomy. In both excerpts the pedagogues also describe a 
pedagogical approach oriented to the child’s desires and to understanding the child’s 
perspective in the first place.

Repertoire of participation as (conditioned by) responsibility

In this repertoire participation is either closely connected with a child’s competence 
and ability to take responsibility or in fact accounted for as taking responsibility. This 
repertoire is related to the two other repertoires. In this respect the repertoires are 
somewhat overlapping. However, as the idea of responsibility is not only described 
as a prerequisite for participation, but also equated with participation, we have cho-
sen to categorise this repertoire as separate but related to the others. Responsibility 



 International Journal for Research on Extended Education, Volume 3/201570

is also associated with learning progression, competency and experience. A child’s 
capability to take responsibility is most often seen as a necessary condition for par-
ticipation. Responsibility could refer to capability and willingness to accomplish 
various tasks in the centre, instructing or leading other children in various activities, 
informing others of decisions taken in council and obtaining other children’s opin-
ions before the council:

P1: They [the children] take it seriously to present all opinions and we have talked about that.

P2:  And it is good that they take it seriously that I [the individual child] have to talk on behalf 
of maybe 50 children (-) [It is] a bit cool that they take the responsibility.

In the excerpt above children’s capability to take responsibility in accordance with 
what is expected from a child representative in LTC council is discussed. To rep-
resent a child collective is to take responsibility. The interconnectedness between 
responsibility and influence is also described in the excerpt below:

P1:  One would like to be part of and develop that they [the children] can be with us and plan 
for and to carry out activities.

P1: (-) we could let them have small planning groups where they can take responsibility.

P2: Where they take decisions.

In the first phrase the pedagogue describes her preferences for new ways of engag-
ing children in planning activities and thus increasing the children’s opportunities to 
influence them. She then goes on to relate the planning to responsibility. In the last 
phrase the second pedagogue clarifies that the groups may have a mandate to take 
decisions.

Ideological dilemmas

Governed by the adults or children’s free choices

In the reflection meetings discussions about children’s free choices versus activities 
governed by the adults is a recurring subject. How much scope for individual au-
tonomy in terms of free choices that should be allowed to children is an issue that 
is seen as, to some extent, contradictory to the pedagogical role of the staff and to 
the educational work in line with the curriculum. These demands can in some ways 
come into conflict with activities children would choose if they were free to make 
choices and take decisions of their own:

How can you make them choose something they don’t know is good for them? We also have a 
commitment to introduce new things for the children. (-) The children must have participation 
and exercise influence and put forward their own suggestions. But then it must also be the way 
that we GIVE suggestions on things that we see are IMPORTANT and say are good.

The pedagogue poses a rhetorical question to begin with, to introduce the issue of 
how to make children make right choices, by which is meant that the children do 
not have knowledge of available choices or alternatives that, in some way, can be 
seen as good for them. She then turns to a description of her professional role as 
educator and what is expected of her. The two last sentences clearly reveal what is 
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seen as contrasting ideas: On the one hand the demand for children’s participation 
and the professional judgement on what children should do on the other. Further on 
children’s choices, if free, are problematized in terms of “not making good choic-
es” and if they are given an opportunity to decide there is a risk that they make bad 
decisions like “just want to stay indoors” or “just want to play”. The pedagogues 
describe these dilemmas in terms of “different perspectives”. On one hand they have 
the children who prefer certain activities because they are fun and on the other hand 
the pedagogues embrace the values of professional commitment and the demands to 
follow the curriculum and to document the on-going learning.

The ambivalence between the idea of children’s free choices versus adult gov-
ernance is also obvious in the next excerpt, a discussion between two pedagogues 
about making an excursion to the forest and whether or not such an excursion should 
be mandatory for all children or not.

P1:  There are so many who want to go to the forest but there are really many children who 
don’t want to go. From my perspective I think it is really important that, okay, we make 
groups of those who want to go. Small types of free groups and for those who like to go to 
the forest it will be more fun for them. And the others maybe like more to do craft-work. I 
think in this way about leisure-time activities. For me the LTC is more like free time. For 
the children, there is so much structure in school. 

P2:  I feel a little bit ambivalent about this. I don’t think it is black and white. I actually think 
it is the way you say it. But I think that everyone needs to get out, to be honest. Some 
of them are just sitting at the computer and are never outdoors, in our beautiful forests 
and countryside practicing motor skills. (-) Then it is also as you say. It is an aspect. Lei-
sure-time activities should also be a free choice.

In the first phrase the pedagogue initiates the discussion by a notion of two different 
preferences amongst the children concerning outdoor activities, such as an excur-
sion to the forest. She then emphasises the importance of free will and the option 
of organising separate groups for children for separate activities in line with their 
preferences. She also defines the free choice as a core idea for children’s activities 
in the LTC.

The second pedagogue contests the idea, announcing his ambivalence but also 
pointing out that the first pedagogues´ statement is not nuanced enough. He then 
moves on to claim children’s need to play outdoors by referring to the beautiful 
countryside, and even motor skills. The talk about beautiful countryside refers to the 
high cultural value ascribed to the countryside and forests in Sweden, while motor 
skills refers to development. In the last sentences he then also approves the core idea 
of LTC activities as a free choice.

The excerpt above is a sequence of a discussion of whether or not the children 
should have a say when it comes to going outside or staying indoors. The divergent 
ideas are even more pronounced in the next excerpt:

P1:  But I can’t let the children always decide because they are never outdoors. And it is for 
the best interest of the child, they are just sitting at the computer playing games otherwise. 

P2:  (-) I think that for me it is not in the best interest of the child to force them to go out if they 
don’t want to. It is in the best interest of the child if they want to play with some friends in 
a corner. For me it is completely okay, and for me if I force them to go out it’s not because 
it is in the best interest of the child. Maybe it’s the best to do for the group. I don’t know. 
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P2: I don’t know, I don’t totally agree with you. 

P3: I don’t agree.

P1:  I don’t agree because it can’t be in the best interest of the child because they don’t under-
stand what it is.

In the first phrase the pedagogue announces that he will not always allow the chil-
dren to take decisions on playing outdoors as they would drop out of the activity. He 
then goes on and refers to the idea of working for the children’s best interests as the 
children risk choosing wrong activities (computer games).

The second pedagogue challenges the interpretation of the child’s best interest 
and stresses children’s free will. The first and the third pedagogue take a stance 
against the idea of free will and in the last phrase the issue is closed by the first ped-
agogue who now refers to children’s lack of understanding of what may be in their 
best interest. In this sequence the issue is not solved in any way, the contradictory 
and ambivalent ideas remain. Even the notion of a child’s best interest, which is used 
in the argumentation, is interpreted differently by the pedagogues.

Competent or not for participation

On one hand the pedagogues often described children in terms of “the competent 
child” able to take responsibility, but on the other hand descriptions of children’s 
lack of competence with regard to participation are common. As discussed below, 
taking responsibility is closely linked to competency. Children’s age is often referred 
to when pedagogues describe obstacles for implementing, organising or conducting 
various activities in the daily life at the LTC. In the example below one pedagogue 
describes children’s opportunities to propose new activities that would make an ex-
cursion to the forest more appealing and fun for the children:

They are just children, and they do not have so many [new ideas of activities to choose].

Being just children is used as an explanation in its own right, i.e no further expla-
nations are necessarily needed. The reference to age seems here to refer to lack of 
knowledge of new options, and thus lack of competency with respect to participation 
in terms of influencing the content of activities or proposing new alternatives. Also 
children’s lack of language skills and other communicative skills are described as 
obstacles to participation. 

In the reflection meetings with the pedagogues an ongoing theme and obstacle 
for children’s influence is, according to the pedagogues, children’s incapacity to act 
in a responsible way. In the following example the pedagogues discuss the difficul-
ties that arise with the “children of today” as they don’t take care of the material 
in the LTC and are not interested in cleaning up. The example is about putting bi-
cycles back in the bicycle racks after being outside. Children are, according to the 
pedagogue, not willing to do it and instead argue that they have not even touched a 
bicycle and should not need to put it back.

P1:  I understand after that this has happened a hundred times that we [the pedagogues and the 
children] are a long way apart on this matter. And I ask: Who owns this problem? Because 
a child may think I don’t care about this. (-) I feel that we can’t discuss and give the re-
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sponsibility to the child. It is not possible. Then even with the best intentions, to ask the 
child, it is not possible. Just decide [for them]! It is a question of values. 

P2: That is one option and then you can ask, what has the child learnt by that? 

P1: But you have let them be involved so many times.

In the excerpt above, the first pedagogue opens the discussion of who is to decide by 
referring to her experience that children repeatedly ignore some rules or try avoid 
their obligations in LTC. She then continues the argumentation based on such ex-
periences and comes to a conclusion that under these circumstances the adult has to 
take the decision, in this particular case a decision of who is to take the bike back to 
the bicycle rack. The second pedagogue contradicts the issue by posing a question 
that points out learning through activities. The first pedagogue refers again to her 
experience and the discussion is closed without resulting in a shared understanding.

Discussion

The aim of our analysis was to explore what interpretative repertoires could be iden-
tified regarding how pedagogues in the LTC interpret and make sense of what is 
meant by children’s participation. Also we were interested in which ways such con-
cepts were understood as contradictory or ambivalent.  

The repertoires identified embrace the repertoire of participation as 1) formal de-
mocracy, 2) individual choice 3) and participation as (conditioned by) responsibility.

Interpreting participation in terms of formal democracy, organised in LTC coun-
cils or other similar arenas, and letting children vote for majority decisions was jus-
tified by referring to the curriculum, the goal to increase children’s participation and 
also to citizenship education. As the Swedish Schools Inspectorate control the LTC 
the fulfillment of the goals is of utmost importance to the centres. The implemen-
tation of forms for formal democracy may in this respect also be seen as imposed 
by, or as an adaptation to, demands from the institutional environment (cf. Everitt, 
2012), as voting procedures and council meetings are easily documented and thus 
accountable forms of participation. This repertoire was not contested in the material, 
even though children could be less interested in, for example, participation via the 
council. The implementation of LTC councils may in part be a consequence of the 
integration of LTC within the compulsory school in that the model for participation 
is copied from the school.  

Participation was also interpreted in terms of having opportunities to make indi-
vidual choices, which also means that the individual child may decide on the issue 
at stake. In some cases the individual choice was described in terms of individual 
autonomy. The emphasis on describing the importance of the child’s perspective and 
letting the children make choices in accordance with their preferences is in line with 
other studies on how pedagogues describe the activities in LTC (cf. Haglund, 2015b). 
It is also in line with the traditional view that LTC should offer complementary activ-
ities that are associated with leisure time compared to school. However, the steering 
documents for LTC now stress the double mission for the LTC in terms of recreation 
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and a complement to school which should contribute to the accomplishment of edu-
cational goals. The emphasis on recreational activities, free play and making choices 
may, in first place, mirror the preservation of traditional LTC culture. This is an issue 
that needs further research using single case analysis (cf. Fine & Hallett, 2014). 

The third repertoire, responsibility, is partly related to both of the previous rep-
ertoires and to learning progress. Capability to take responsibility is described as a 
condition for participation but also as participation. Responsibility was discussed in 
terms of willingness to carry out tasks, instruct and help other children, take part in 
LTC council and behave according to the expectations and rules in LTC. The core 
idea was that participation (influence, taking decisions, representing a collective) is 
responsibility. 

When the form and content of what was seen as participation were described 
there seemed to be a high degree of agreement within and between the cases. When 
participation was discussed in relation to concrete activities in the LTC, for example 
how to organise certain activities and groups of children, or what activities should 
be mandatory, the ambivalences and competing ideas became obvious. The issue of 
children’s free will versus activities governed by adults was a recurrent subject in 
the meetings. Limiting children’s scope of free choice was justified by professional 
commitment, or the need to work in accordance with the curriculum, that both are 
related to the institutional environment. Other discourses that were used as resources 
in the arguments referred to children’s developmental needs and also to the notion 
of children’s best interests. Even traditional cultural values such as experiencing the 
countryside were used to legitimise mandatory outdoor activities. It was also obvi-
ous that competing or conflicting understandings were not solved at the meetings, 
not even in terms of reaching a working consensus. Again the results reveal the need 
for further studies within the cases. Our results are in line with the notion of compet-
ing definitions of the situation and that there are various interpretations of what, in 
our case, participation is, and how the LTC may work with the issue of participation 
(cf. Hallett, 2010). We need also to understand what the consequences of such ideo-
logical dilemmas are in local cultures.

We also have to take a close look at the issue of age as a basis for assessment of 
the children, for example consequences of the assumptions of children’s individual 
and collective development and opportunities to participate related to age in various 
situations. Further, our results so far also indicate that there is a need for further re-
search on issues of power relations between children and the pedagogues and even 
between children themselves, in order to understand children’s opportunities as well 
as the obstacles to participation. The idea of free will is emphasized by the ped-
agogues, but, as discussed by Wood (2014), the idea of free choice should not be 
idealised or equated to children’s agency. The choices may embrace power relations 
between children that advantage some children and disadvantage others. 

Our results reveal that pedagogues have divergent ideas and interpretations of 
what children’s participation embraces and even more of what scope of influence 
should be allowed to the children. Such ambivalences may hinder the task of creat-
ing new forms of children’s participation, especially if divergent ideas are not openly 
discussed and a working consensus achieved within the staff. A working consensus 
is, as previous research on school reforms and development shows, of utmost im-
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portance for success in local settings (cf. Hemmings, 2012). This should apply even 
to extended education settings. What is meant by participation can’t be taken for 
granted. Such a discussion might also enable new, creative ideas of how to enhance 
children’s opportunities to participate. School councils may not be a proper model 
to copy in extended education settings. Formal arenas for influence, such as the 
school council, have limitations and don’t offer children substantial opportunities 
to influence issues that concern them in school (Wyness, 2009). If, for example, 
representational democracy is already practiced in compulsory school to meet the 
educational goals, the LTC or other extended education settings need not to imple-
ment just another council. What is more, the forms of participation as discussed 
by the pedagogues were grounded in adult perspectives (cf. James, 2011). As LTC 
are more loosely structured than schools there should be possibilities to enhance 
children’s participation with children’s experiences and ideas of what is meaningful 
participation as a point of departure, even engaging children in the task of creating 
forms of participation.
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Program Implementation and Effectiveness of 
Extracurricular Activities: An Investigation of 
Different Student Perceptions in Two German 
All-Day Schools

Stephan Kielblock

Abstract: During the past decade, many schools in Germany have added extracurricular time to their 
regular curricular classes. This raises questions about the successful implementation of extracurricular 
programs and what makes them effective. The aim of this study is to illuminate the connection between 
these two questions. The theoretical and conceptual framework suggests that individual perception is 
a core concept that links both issues. Based on multi-method data from the Study on the Development 
of All-day Schools (StEG), the individual perceptions of two different activities will be investigated. 
One activity is perceived by the students as just an “extra” curricular activity (an extension of regular 
classes), whereas the other activity is seen as a real new “extracurricular” opportunity. The results 
emphasise the importance of viewing student perceptions in a qualitative manner. 

Keywords: program implementation, effectiveness, student perception, all-day school, extracurricular 
activities

Introduction and research question

Research efforts in the field of German all-day schools1 have intensified over the past 
decade in Germany. This can be determined by a literature search using the data base 
of FIS-Bildung. Papers, articles and books tagged with the keyword Ganztagsschule 
(all-day school) are presented in figure 1. Similar to Holtappels et al. (2008), figure 1 
shows that the annual amount of literature dealing with all-day schools has increased 
in particular since 2003. In recent years, the number of such publications has levelled 
off, yet remains relatively high. 

1  A short summary in English on how an all-day school is defined in Germany can be found e. g. in Fischer & 
Klieme (2013, especially p. 29).
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Figure 1.  Annual number of publications concerned with all-day schools  
(Ganztagsschule) in Germany from 1980 to 2012. Source: Literature 
search using the FIS-Bildung database; annual number of publications 
tagged with the keyword: Ganztagsschule (all-day school). Literature 
search on 18 February 2014 (dark graph line) and Holtappels et al. (2008, 
p. 37; light graph line) in comparison.

In Germany, the PISA 2000 study resulted in an intensive public and academic 
dialogue about the appropriateness of the German educational system. Since 2003, 
massive public funds (especially the IZBB program; 2003‒2009) have been granted 
to change former half-day schools into all-day schools and to build new all-day 
schools. The result has been an almost linear increase in the number of all-day 
schools (Kielblock & Stecher, 2014). More than half of all schools (or more precisely 
“administrative divisions”) are now organised as all-day schools in Germany. The 
most recent statistical data (KMK, 2006‒2014) shows an average of 1,080 new all-
day schools in Germany per year for the past decade. The annual increase of new all-
day schools fluctuated between almost 400 (between 2011 and 2012) to up to more 
than 1,500 (between 2008 and 2009). 

To evaluate this expansion, the Study on the Development of All-day Schools 
(StEG) was established in 2005. At the end of the first StEG project phase, which 
lasted from 2005 to 2011, Klieme and Rauschenbach (2011) concluded that the elab-
orated multi-perspective and longitudinal design of the StEG produced differenti-
ated knowledge. Yet, more specific knowledge is still necessary in order to provide 
profound recommendations for educational policy on how to implement attractive, 
high-quality extracurricular activities (Klieme & Rauschenbach, 2011, p. 349). Al-
though it is predictable that growth in the number of new all-day schools per year 
will eventually decrease, two major issues in Germany’s all-day schools continue 
to be (1) how to successfully implement extracurricular activities in schools and  
(2) what makes them effective. 

Both of these are very difficult questions that cannot reasonably be answered in a 
single paper. However, according to Klieme and Rauschenbach (2011), the question 
of implementation and the question of effectiveness appear to be connected. Conse-
quently, the aim of this paper is to illuminate whether and how these two questions 
have a common basis. Therefore, the research question is how the problem of suc-
cessful program implementation is related to the issue of program effectiveness.
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Program implementation: a literature search

Successful program implementation is a major topic of implementation science. Kel-
ly states that “implementation science is the study of the processes and methods in-
volved in the systematic transfer and uptake of evidence-based practices into routine, 
everyday practice” (Kelly, 2012, p. 4). Although it is a relatively new approach to 
investigate the implementation of innovations in real world contexts (Kelly, 2012, 
p. 3), there are at least some common core characteristics and ideas. Implementa-
tion is seen as a process that can be systematised into different stages. The progress 
through these different stages is promoted by competency drivers (e. g. coaching), 
organisation drivers (e. g. decision-support data system) and sufficient leadership 
(Blase et al., 2012, p. 16). 

Since research on the implementation of extracurricular activities or programs 
in German educational literature is not very extensive, an intensive literature search 
was performed to consider international literature in identifying relevant papers. The 
Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) indexes a wide variety of interna-
tional journal sources, so this database was searched using the term “implementa-
tion.” The following criteria led to a significant number of published papers con-
cerning program implementation from the past ten years. Three main issues were 
considered in the selection of sources. First, these papers should focus on the im-
plementation of a specific non-curricular program, activity or intervention. Second, 
papers are included that have a focus on schools in a broader sense. For example, 
papers dealing with higher education or early childhood have been excluded. And 
finally, the programs described in the papers should primarily target students. 

The literature reveals both facilitators and barriers of program implementation. 
Most importantly, the implementation of a new program must fit into an established 
system or curriculum. Therefore, new ideas could possibly collide with existing 
standards (Greaney, et al., 2007, p. 254) and could present a significant change from 
traditional patterns (Schwalm & Tylek, 2012). For example, Olvera et al. (2008) 
found that one barrier for program implementation was mandatory school tutori-
als during afterschool time, which hindered female students in attending the new 
BOUNCE program. Similar conflicts with already existing afterschool programs, 
students’ competing priorities or an unalterable infrastructure (e. g. school busses) 
are also reported in other studies (Schwalm & Tylek, 2012; Greaney et al., 2007). In 
these cases, problems arose because the new program upset a well-established daily 
routine. That “each school’s rhythm must be respected” (Deslandes, 2006, p. 102) is 
a wise notion for program implementation in this respect, yet it is not easy to follow. 
One idea for solving the problem of fitting in with the school’s rhythm is to integrate 
the new program into the school’s developmental (or improvement) plan so that it 
becomes a priority (Deslandes, 2006, p. 100). Choosing program content appropri-
ate for the needs of students and the community (Grimmett, Rickard, & Gill, 2010, 
p. 61) and keeping an eye on the local context (McIntyre et al., 2005, p. 89) are other 
ideas that can be found in the literature. The external environment or the community 
is also discussed in several studies that reflect program implementation against the 
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backdrop of the school context (Huang et al., 2009; Olvera et al., 2008; Grimmett, 
Rickard, & Gill, 2010). 

The literature search also reveals the facilitators and barriers of program imple-
mentation with respect to the importance of leadership and effective management 
(Deslandes, 2006; Grimmett, Rickard, & Gill, 2010; Hall, 2010). In a wider sense, 
the director of the afterschool program is seen as the backbone due to the motiva-
tion of teachers to support program implementation (Greaney et al., 2007; McIntyre 
et al., 2005). In concurrence, Huang et al. (2009) report in their analyses of a health 
promotion program in Taiwan “that the major guiding force was from the school 
principal and head of academic affairs office” (Huang et al., 2009, p. 94). 

Yet, the principal is not the only person who encourages all of the stakeholders 
to support program implementation. Deslandes (2006) speaks of liaison agents “with 
a stable and credible relationship with other players in the school and with demon-
strated motivational skills” (Deslandes, 2006, p. 101). In addition, other stakehold-
ers such as students, teachers, other staff, parents and other community members 
are seen as crucial for program implementation (Grimmett, Rickard, & Gill, 2010; 
Greaney, et al., 2007; Davis & Clark, 2012; Hallenbeck & Fleming, 2011; Schwalm 
& Tylek, 2012). All of them must understand the program’s purposes (Huang et al., 
2009), share a common vision and work cooperatively (Ocak, 2011). This coincides 
with the findings of Collier and Henriksen (2012) that “success for program imple-
mentation by teachers depends, in part, upon how comfortable they are with the 
approach and how motivated they are about the approach” (Collier & Henriksen, 
2012, p. 14).

One further aspect concerning the facilitators and barriers of program imple-
mentation emerged in the literature search. Deslandes (2006) derives from her em-
pirical analyses in Canada that patience is very important for successful implemen-
tation. There must be “time to become familiar with the project” (Deslandes, 2006, 
p. 101). In their data from the US, Greaney et al. (2007) find time constraints that 
also challenged successful implementation. Yet, the literature not only reports time 
as a scarce resource, but also funds and money (Deslandes, 2006, p. 101; Greaney 
et al., 2007, p. 255; Grimmett, Rickard, & Gill, 2010, p. 61). As Ocak (2011) sum-
marises: “A considerable investment of time, effort, resources, and money” (Ocak, 
2011, p. 1399) is needed. 

Additional evaluation of organisational achievements, as reflected in Huang et 
al. (2009, p. 95), should also be seen as a facilitating component of program imple-
mentation. By and large, evaluation should help to understand the results of specific 
program implementation processes and should therefore aid in planning further ad-
justments of the implemented program or inform about the implementation of other 
programs. However, Zhang et al. (2011) criticise the common summative evaluation 
practice and suggest that the best evaluation approach should “systematically guide 
both evaluators and stakeholders in posing relevant questions and conducting assess-
ments at the beginning of a project […], while it is in progress […], and at its end” 
(Zhang et al., 2011, p. 59). Consequently, Zhang et al. (2011, p. 61) propose using 
Stufflebeam’s Context, Input, Process, and Product evaluation model (CIPP). On the 
one hand, there is the question as to what the different stakeholders need (context 
evaluation) and how these needs are addressed through the program (input evalua-
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tion) (Zhang et al., 2011). On the other hand, product evaluation “measures, inter-
prets, and judges project outcomes and interprets their merit, worth, significance, 
and probity” (Zhang et al., 2011, p. 59). Between the context and input on the one 
side and product on the other, process evaluation “monitors the project process and 
potential procedural barriers, and identifies needs for project adjustments” (Zhang 
et al., 2011, p. 59). 

The main problem with process evaluation is to not misinterpret it as an earlier 
or repeated product evaluation. The literature search presented here includes neither 
solid nor reliable examples of a process evaluation. This could be due to resource 
constraints, such as the fact that formative assessment takes exorbitantly more time, 
effort, resources and money in comparison to summative assessment, which only 
illuminates the products of the processes. This is true for all stakeholders involved 
in the ongoing processes. One illustration of the investigation of these processes can 
be found in Zhang et al. (2011, p. 73‒74). Biweekly meetings, observations and sev-
eral curriculum-based measure probes were introduced to monitor service learning 
program implementation. Although Zhang et al. (2011) do not explicitly discuss the 
amount of work, it can be assumed from their descriptions that process-accompany-
ing evaluation could be quite exhausting for all stakeholders. 

In addition to this practical consideration of process evaluation, methodological 
issues arise. The evaluation of specific states of ongoing processes (for example, 
several curriculum-based measure probes; Zhang et al., 2011) establishes the imper-
ative that an evaluator must have a good theoretical representation of what happens 
during the processes of implementation. Otherwise, process evaluation is mistakenly 
informed solely by program goals and therefore underestimates the complexity of 
ongoing change processes.

An interesting insight into change and implementation processes is given by Hall 
(2010) with his metaphor of the “implementation bridge.” This metaphor explains 
that “current practices in schools and classrooms” and “new practices” are divided 
by a chasm and that only an “implementation bridge” enables the movement from 
current to new practices. This bridge consists of three layers that illustrate the dif-
ferent processes on their way from one side to the other. These layers are “stages of 
concern” (stages from “unconcerned” up to “refocusing”), “levels of use” (stages 
from “non-use” up to “renewal”) and “innovation configurations” (stages from “no 
fidelity” up to true implementation “fidelity”) (Hall, 2010). On the whole, “the re-
searcher/evaluator can use information from each dimension to measure how far 
across the bridge each implementer has progressed. Change facilitators can also use 
the same constructs and information for planning and making interventions to help 
implementers move further across the bridge” (Hall, 2010, p. 235). 

The components of this metaphor seem very reasonable. It also seems to be 
true that “the extent and quality of use for new approaches can be greatly enhanced 
when there is understanding of how people change” (Hall, 2010, p. 232). Yet, in 
consideration of the notion that it is important to understand how people change 
and how the complexity of implementation processes can be theorised, a genuinely 
process-oriented perspective on students seems to be omitted by Hall (2010, as well 
as by others, e. g. Skaggs & Bodenhorn, 2006; Everhart, 2005). The literature search 
presented here highlights this gap. Therefore, the next section attempts to bridge this 
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gap by introducing a model for illuminating student processes that lead to student 
outcomes.

Processes leading to student outcomes

In the previous section, the literature review suggests that the students’ perspective 
is commonly represented not as a process but only as a result of other processes that 
lead to student outcomes. Therefore, it seems that student-specific processes leading 
to student outcomes are barely considered by literature on program implementation. 
For example, this is true for Hall (2010), who has an elaborated multi-layer approach 
to implementation with a specific focus on teacher’s views and teacher actions that 
impact students’ outcomes. Hall (2010) calls on researchers to investigate student 
outcomes (“test scores”) with regard to “how far across the [implementation] bridge 
each implementer has moved” (Hall, 2010, p. 251). However, if more or less suc-
cessfully implemented “new practices” lead to student outcomes (or not), it remains 
unclear what exactly happened to the students. Consequently, it is assumed here 
that the reflection on program implementation might benefit from understanding the 
student-specific processes leading to specific student outcomes. As a result, this sec-
tion focusses on introducing a model that genuinely considers student outcomes as 
a process.  

A model commonly used by German researchers concerned with the effective-
ness of extracurricular activities at all-day schools is the “model of educational 
quality of extracurricular activities in all-day schools” (Modell der Bildungsqualität 
ausserunterrichtlicher Angebote in der Ganztagsschule) that Stecher et al. (2007, 
p. 350) derived mainly from the reflections of Miller (2003, p. 43) on US afterschool 
programs. After years of the model being refined in the German-speaking commu-
nity (e. g. Radisch et al., 2008; Radisch, 2009; or Fischer et al., 2012), it actually 
re-entered international discourse (e. g. in Fischer & Klieme, 2013 or in Stecher & 
Maschke, 2013). 

The basis of the model is an input-process-outcome relation. The input or con-
text perspective contains the quality of the school, the external context (e. g. coop-
eration partners of the school) and the individual and family context. The process 
perspective focuses on two different aspects of extracurricular activities. On the one 
hand, the process characteristics of the activities are modelled by means of the ba-
sic dimensions of pedagogical process quality. On the other hand, they consist of 
measuring attendance for the extracurricular activities in terms such as the absolute 
attendance, intensity, duration and breadth of attendance. The input or context per-
spective and the process perspective result in the outcome perspective that includes 
educational outcomes, school achievement and school attainment.

Another model commonly used by German researchers concerned with the ef-
fectiveness of pedagogical contexts is the “offer and use model” (Helmke, 2003, 
2009). This model breaks with the tradition of having direct paths from instruction 
to outcomes; instead, individual perception and interpretation is crucial for individ-
ual action. Placing an emphasis on the ideas of Helmke (2003, 2009), the model of  
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educational quality (Stecher, et al., 2007) requires specific revisions that are de-
scribed in the following paragraphs. Figure 2 shows the merging of the two models. 
The dark grey colour of the model components indicates the input and outcome 
perspective, whereas the light grey colour of the model components indicates the 
processes that lead from input to outcome.
Figure 2.  Generalised model of educational quality concerning activities in the field 

of extended education. Own development based on the models of Stecher 
et al. (2007) and Helmke (2009)

On the one hand, the model depicts that the activity (or activities) of interest is (are) 
implemented or embedded in a specific organisational quality. Therefore, the “qual-
ity of organisation” (A) is one of the starting points. The “external context” (B) of 
the organisation provides resources that are immediately connected to the opportu-
nities of the organisation. This is why both of them are joined together in just one 
model component. On the other hand, the “individual and family contexts” (C) of the 
participants affect the ongoing processes as well. So they are also part of the input 
perspective. When taken together, these model components (A, B & C) actually have 
an impact on the “quality of activities” (D). They also affect how individuals “per-
ceive”2 (E) the quality of activities, as well as affecting the intensity, duration and 
breadth of attendance (F). Out of the recursive process between E and F, the student 
delves into individual learning activities (G) that facilitate specific outcomes (H). 
As Helmke (2003, 2009) emphasises, the individual student must become actively 
involved in the learning processes. Otherwise, significant student outcomes are not 
likely.

The processes shown in figure 2 reflect the basic ideas of Stecher et al. (2007). 
Yet, two new model components are introduced: the perception of the quality of 
the activities (E) and the individual learning activities (G). The former is an exten-
sion of the “quality of activities” (D) connected with the three “basic dimensions 
of instructional quality” (Klieme, et al., 2006; Kunter, et al., 2007; and in English 
e. g. Lipowsky, et al., 2009) that include cognitive activation, supportive climate 
and classroom management. The common conception of the “quality of activities” 
(D) is a standardised measure (the dimensions are predefined) and a global measure 
(the standardised indicators target students in general or the “activity” but not how 
the individual feels during the activities or how he/she individually defines his/her 
situation “to be in the activity” and which aspects of the quality are relevant to the in-

2  The German term Wahrnehmung is difficult to translate literally because it corresponds very much to the 
English term “perception” yet is also related to meanings of “experience.”
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dividual). This is the central focus of the offer-and-use model (Helmke, 2003, 2009). 
It doubts that the quality of activities could have an immediate effect on students. 
Therefore, Helmke (2003, 2009) separates classes (“offer”) and learning activities 
(“use”) by a mediating model component, namely the individual perception and in-
terpretation (German: Wahrnehmung und Interpretation). In this sense, it is not so 
important to the individual how he/she describes the activities (What is the activity 
like?). Yet, how he/she reflects his/her own stance within the activities (What is my 
position within the activity? What is my situation in the activities and is it a signifi-
cant experience with regard to my educational biography?) is crucial (this differenti-
ation is also discussed e. g. in Klerfelt & Haglund, 2014). 

From this point of view, it becomes clear why attendance and its intensity, dura-
tion and breadth (see Fiester, Simpkins & Bouffard, 2005) are closely and recursive-
ly connected to the “perception of the quality of activities.” The individual grows 
into the setting of the specific activity; in becoming more and more socialised within 
that setting, the perception of the quality of activities becomes more affected. This 
is why the “perception of the quality of activities” (E) is modelled in a recursive 
process with the “duration” (F) in figure 2. And because of this the term ‘duration’ is 
used in the model for the different aspects of attendance.

Theoretical backing for the model is provided by methodological individualism 
(see e. g. Coleman, 1990). The transition in figure 2 from D to E/F corresponds to 
what is called the “logic of the situation.” This means that the individual perceives or 
defines a situation (for example, in a certain activity) to be “new” or at least as “odd” 
in comparison to the daily routine. In defining a situation as “new,” the individual 
faces an altered set of possible actions. One chosen path of action corresponds to the 
transition from E/F to G in figure 2. In terms of methodological individualism, the 
chosen action and the action itself are called the “logic of selection.” The aggregate 
of all actions is called the “logic of aggregation” and is represented by the transition 
from G to H. 

As the literature review revealed, the processes leading to specific student out-
comes through program implementation are mainly illuminated by observing the 
pedagogical staff and their individual paths towards implementation. This section 
focuses on and emphasises the student’s point of view. From this perspective, the 
conviction emerges that particularly the recursive process between the individual 
perception of the quality of activities and their duration should be considered as im-
portant. Consequently, the proposition arising from this is that actual gains in student 
outcomes may possibly become achievable through individual learning activities 
only if students see their situation in the program of interest as new and significant. 
Conversely, if a program is interpreted by students to be a daily routine, it is very 
unlikely for considerable outputs to be produced that could possibly be traced back 
to the program of interest. 

According to the research question formulated at the end of section one, how 
the problem of a successful program implementation is related to the problem of 
their effectiveness holds considerable interest. When informed by the theoretical 
and conceptual framework presented in sections two and three, it becomes evident 
that change processes on an “institutional level” (such as the implementation of a 
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program) are based on the processes of perception, definition and interpretation (and 
action) by students on an “individual level.” 

To support these theoretical and conceptual considerations, it is necessary to 
have empirical evidence as to how students perceive different activities. To be more 
precise with regards to figure 2, the transformation from D to E/F and from E/F to 
G holds specific interest. The empirical data presented in the following might give 
initial clues in this direction as to how a specific “offer” (D) is transformed into sub-
jective perceptions (E/F) and how these lead to action (G).

Methods

As mentioned in the introduction, the first project phase of the StEG (2005-2011) 
was very productive in generating broad knowledge about all-day schools in Germa-
ny. This is why the current project phase of the StEG (2012-2015) concentrates on 
more specific issues and aims for a much closer focus on the effectiveness of extra-
curricular time. One of the sub-projects of the StEG (called StEG-Q) concentrates on 
case studies of specific extracurricular activities. 

The StEG-Q research team investigated various extracurricular activities at all-
day schools in Hesse, a German state. Two years of field work were planned for 
2013 and until the end of 2014. For this paper, two extracurricular activities were 
chosen at two different all-day schools: the first is a Cooperative Comprehensive 
School and the second is a German Gymnasium3. Both schools may differ with re-
spect to organisational structure, but they have comparable elements with regard to 
their efforts at integrating what has traditionally been considered “homework” into 
the extracurricular time of the school day. Because of the extended school day at all-
day schools, homework has become no longer feasible. Therefore, both schools have 
implemented special extracurricular activities to replace traditional homework done 
in the afternoon at home. 

In addition to interviews with those conducting the activities, 36 students at the 
two selected schools also participated in the StEG-Q study. There were 19 girls and 
17 boys. Most of them were from 10 to 11 years old. Only one student was 9 and 
two students were 12. Because no quantitative data was collected on all students of 
the participating schools, it can only be speculated that the Gymnasium may have a 
different composition in comparison to the Cooperative Comprehensive School re-
garding students’ SES, for example. But what is commonly referred to as “selection 
bias” in qualitative inquiries leads here to two quite similar groups of students who 
individually agreed and whose parents also agreed to participate in the long-term 
StEG-Q investigation. So there are no considerable differences between the partici-
pating students with regard to their number, gender or age.

3  A Gymnasium is one form of secondary education in Germany, the completion of which enables students to 
further pursue an academic (university) degree. This is not necessarily the case in cooperative comprehensive 
schools as three different qualifications are possible that enable further education at either trade, professional 
or academic institutions.



 International Journal for Research on Extended Education, Volume 3/201588

Data was collected in the autumn of 2013. At both schools, multiple methods 
were utilised to investigate extracurricular activities. First, data was collected by 
interviewing the member of the pedagogic personnel providing the activity in ques-
tion. In a semi-structured interview format, the staff members were asked by trained 
interviewers to talk about their intents and ideas of their extracurricular activity. For 
the most part, interviewers followed the instructions of problem-centred interviews 
(Witzel & Reiter, 2012; Kielblock & Lange, 2013) as a brief guide that roughly 
informs the progress of the conversation. Second, group discussions with students 
attending those extracurricular activities were carried out in order to investigate the 
collective student perspective. The methodological discourse brought the “focus 
groups” (Barbour, 2007) more into line with German discourse on “group discus-
sions.” Yet, there were at least some differences (Bohnsack, 2004). Instructions for 
conducting group discussions were based primarily on Bohnsack’s (2007, 1989) rec-
ommendations. 

In addition to the collective student perspective, a third method of individu-
al student interviews was conducted using problem-centred interviews (Witzel &  
Reiter, 2012; Kielblock & Lange, 2013). As a fourth method, data was collected by 
observing the activity of interest and taking field notes on episodes that attracted the 
researcher’s attention. 

Interview and group discussion material was audio taped and subsequently tran-
scribed. The transcript does not reflect every single vocal expression, but it takes all 
of the expressed words literally. The steps of analysis are loosely based on Bohn-
sack’s (2010, 1989) experiences and recommendations. First of all, not only the re-
sulting text data but also the audio material of group discussions and interviews 
were examined to acquire an overview of the topics that were talked about. A “topic 
structuring” per group discussion or interview was created. The topic structuring 
consists basically of a chronological list of topics, each of which is specified by an 
appropriate topic title and a short summary of what was said about this topic. Then 
these documents were used to select specific passages in the transcribed material 
that were especially interesting on two accounts: either because relevant information 
was given in the passages concerning the research question or because they includ-
ed very extensive and detailed descriptions. Selected passages were subsequently 
analysed in greater detail. The field notes were typewritten and used for an analyti-
cal illustration of the interview and group discussion analyses. This resulted in two  
multi-perspective case studies, each of which focused on one of the homework sub-
stitute activities. 

The interpretation of the empirical material was driven by the model introduced 
before. The model shows that the offer (called the “homework substitute” in the fol-
lowing) from the teacher/pedagogue is perceived by the student body and perceived 
and processed by each student individually (see D>E/F, figure 2). The interpretation 
and presentation of the results initially reflect this process by explaining the offer 
(especially with regard to interviewing the member of the pedagogic staff who pro-
vided the associated activity); second, this was accomplished by revealing the stu-
dents’ perception in general (using group discussions with students who participated 
in the associated activity); and third, by illuminating the individual perception of 
each student (interpretation of interviews with students who participated in the asso-



Stephan Kielblock: Program Implementation and Effectiveness 89

ciated activity). Important additional information concerning the performance was 
provided by using the observation protocols. These may furnish the first clues about 
the transition from individual perceptions into actions (see E/F>G).

Results

Homework substitute at a Cooperative Comprehensive School

The homework substitute at the first school is called “free learning time” (German: 
Freie Lernzeit). The person providing this activity is not employed as a teacher but 
as supplementary pedagogic personnel. For purposes of this paper, the pseudonym 
“Ms. Jacobs” is used. She offered free learning time every day for about two or three 
school hours. The room where free learning time takes place is called the “learn-
ing workshop” (German: Lernwerkstatt). Folders with self-study material sorted by 
school subjects are available here. Students participate voluntarily in free learning 
time, which they attend together with other students of the same age group. The 
exact meaning of “voluntarily” is vague. The concept behind the learning workshop 
is “individual support.” The students receive curriculum-based complex tasks that 
should be done at school (instead of at home) within the next two weeks, for exam-
ple. Students who finish these tasks earlier than the classmates do extra or different 
tasks at the learning workshop. Ms. Jacobs pointed out that there is no regular con-
stellation of specific students as a result. The attendance simply varies: sometimes 
just three students attend and sometimes there are 30. 

During free learning time, students can individually choose the tasks that they 
work on. They can also ask which tasks they should do and complete tasks that they 
brought with them from their classes. Ms. Jacobs saw her duty in particular as ensur-
ing that the students are quiet, answering questions and helping with the self-study 
material. She said that there are at least three fundamental ideas for the free learning 
time: First, students who are intellectually quicker than the rest of their class can 
go beyond the scope of the regular curriculum and do extra tasks. Second, students 
struggling with some topics in classes are encouraged during the free learning time 
to do extra repetitions so they can catch up with the others. And third, learning time 
is also good for relatively free study such as preparing for tests. 

During the interview, Ms. Jacobs mentioned problems with the free learning 
time. She complained that learning time could not start on schedule because students 
did not arrive punctually and were not properly prepared. They forgot the things that 
they needed for the classroom work and it took time for them to finally be ready to 
start working. 

In the first group discussion, six students confirmed that they are required to work 
with specific folders on the one hand and to finish tasks from classes on the other. 
The aspect of choosing the tasks independently and becoming actively involved in 
their own learning, as Ms. Jacobs also emphasised, is not clearly represented in this 
group discussion. However, the children have positive remarks about free learning 
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time in that this makes it possible for them to improve a bit in school and do better on 
tests. Another positive aspect is that they do not have to do any homework as a result. 
They also emphasised that they enjoyed attending free learning time because it ends 
ten minutes earlier than other classes, so they did not have to stand in a queue for 
lunch. (As an aside, Ms. Jacobs also explained that this is necessary because the can-
teen cannot deal with the rush of students if they all finish classes at the same time.)

In the second group discussion, six other students talked about how they needed 
the signature of the teacher to sign out of classes and in to the free learning time. 
The students were certain that their teachers and parents decided whether and how 
often they had to visit the free learning time. The group discussions suggested that 
free learning time was not perceived by the students as actually being “free” in terms 
of their individual autonomy to learn. The case seemed to be quite to the contrary. 

The individual interviews with students revealed a closer look at their percep-
tion of free learning time. A few new insights were provided in comparison with the 
group discussions. In the face-to-face interviews, some students actually told the 
interviewer that it was possible to individually decide whether they wanted to do the 
assigned tasks or study for an upcoming test. In addition, one student explained that 
free learning time is only one remedial course among many others. Another student 
elaborated that these courses were all in different rooms and “it is totally chaotic 
because no one ever knows where they should go.” 

As shown above, the interviews revealed information about “organisational mat-
ters” such as that children are confused by the broad range of services on the one 
hand. If students actually struggle to comprehend the organisation of the different 
courses, including what to bring to them, this is not only a problem for the confused 
students but also creates a disturbance for those who found the right room at the 
right time and have the right materials with them. The field notes of the observation 
revealed that students do not enter the learning workshop all at once but rather in an 
unsteady stream of student by student. 

The data suggests that students interpreted the situation not as “free” time for 
“free” learning but rather as a routine and clearly hierarchical learning environment. 
During the free learning time, students are told what to do by the pedagogue and 
even the teachers and parents. The field notes support this impression. From the 
observer’s point of view, the pedagogical setting somehow mirrors regular classes: 
The students complete worksheets and the pedagogue walks around the room to give 
individual support when necessary. 

However, there is at least one obstacle: Many children studied with worksheets 
from the folders administered by Ms. Jacobs. A student who received a single work-
sheet was not engaged with it for a lengthy period of time and then needed another 
one. Ms. Jacobs was therefore mainly busy with the folders and giving the students 
appropriate worksheets. As a result, she did not really have much time to accompany 
the students’ learning progress.
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Homework substitute at a German Gymnasium

Like Ms. Jacobs, the person providing the homework substitute at the second school 
was also not employed as a teacher. Her pseudonym is “Ms. Schrader.” Ms. Schrader 
called her extracurricular activity “homework and learning support.” Students sat 
together in groups and were focused on their tasks. The activity is organised across 
classes. There were only a few rules: “no eating, no drinking and keep it quiet.” 

In the first group discussion at this school, six students talked about the extracur-
ricular time at their school. Even without being asked, they referred to the “home-
work support” several times. One student remembered that she attended homework 
support during the previous school year and that it was great because after finishing 
homework she was always allowed to delve into the books and have other tasks to 
do. Another student confirmed that this was still the good thing about homework 
support. 

In addition, the students pointed out that Ms. Schrader is a very active learning 
companion. One student said:

“Well, she doesn’t sit on her chair or at her computer and check who has borrowed books. She 
goes around, watches for who is ready and […short passage skipped…] whether a student is 
ready and says ‘yes I am ready.’ Then she asks something like ‘should I practice vocabulary 
with you?’ And that’s because of the students, that they stay quiet.” (Student in group discus-
sion)

The students emphasised that due to Ms. Schrader, a stable work climate prevailed. 
She always had clever ideas on how to keep the students busy with meaningful tasks. 
And she managed to maintain presence with all of the students even while giving 
individual students help with their tasks. 

In the group discussion, students reflected on the differences between curricular 
classes and extracurricular activities. Most activities were very similar to classes. 
For example in the cooking activity, the pedagogue explained cooking issues and 
the children had to learn about them. Only homework support was seen as entirely 
different from the regular classes:

Student: “Homework support is completely different because no teacher stands up in front and 
talks about something, saying that this works like this and that works like that. And telling us 
what we have to do next. Actually it is just completely different.” 

Discussion moderator: “How is it different?”

Other student: “We just work on our homework there and no teacher talks at us by saying ‘you 
have to do it like that! No, that’s wrong!’” 

However, this does not mean that students want to be left alone. The case is quite to 
the contrary because they emphasised how important it is to have a teacher or peda-
gogue around who can provide help when it is needed. 

One further aspect concerning homework support is that students felt that they 
can do homework and other tasks with each other. The presumption may have been 
that there would be no difference between doing homework alone and doing home-
work in a setting where each student must be rather quiet and focused on the individ-
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ual task. Yet, being socially embedded during homework support emerged as a major 
issue in this group discussion. 

They also discussed the fact that Ms. Schrader can get angry and be rigorous. 
The students in this discussion say that this was okay and even necessary to create 
a steady and calm work atmosphere. In the second group discussion, the other stu-
dents did not reflect at this high level. They just said that Ms. Schrader is a little bit 
weird; initiated by this topic, the discussion was almost completely about situations 
in which other teachers and pedagogues behaved improperly. It was not possible to 
draw much additional information about homework support from this second dis-
cussion. 

A closer look at homework support is provided by considering the individual 
interviews with students. Most commonly, the interviews reinforced the viewpoint 
of the first group discussion: Homework support enables students to work individu-
ally on their individual tasks. “You can do what you want” as one student stated and 
pointed out that he liked such flexibility and also the fact that Ms. Schrader helps 
students. He said that “you are not just left high and dry, especially if your parents 
cannot properly help you with homework or test preparation.” Another student elab-
orated on the previously mentioned option of delving into books once the homework 
was done. She added that the additional reading material helps to understand specific 
topics. It seems that the books are not only used for fun but also for knowledge ex-
pansion. 

In conclusion, the student perspective on the homework and learning support at 
the second school seemed to be very rich. Students emphasised working individually 
in homework support, attending it with the other students, receiving support and be-
ing encouraged to go beyond their regular tasks. All of this suggests that homework 
support significantly differs from the regular classes and other activities.

The observations and field notes support the idea, that this activity might have a 
significant meaning for many of the students considered here. For example, in one 
episode that was documented in the field notes, a student finished his arithmetic 
worksheet and went to Ms. Schrader to have his calculations corrected. She took the 
sheet and said: “Shall we check your answers with the calculator? Maybe you got 
everything right.” The two of them fetched the calculator and Ms. Schrader started 
to check the student’s answer. But he began a conversation with another student 
sitting next to Ms. Schrader’s’ desk. Ms. Schrader immediately gave the student his 
worksheet and her calculator and said: “You have to check your answers carefully.” 
Field notes like this support the impression that Ms. Schrader very well knows how 
to keep students busy and quiet. If she had checked the entire worksheet by herself, 
the boy’s conversation with another student would have disturbed the remaining stu-
dents. And it seems important that she gives the students the impression that they are 
capable of doing even difficult tasks (e. g. correcting worksheets with the calculator) 
on their own. 
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Discussion

This study has analysed the interrelation of successful program implementation and 
the effectiveness of these programs. The literature search revealed that this is a com-
mon question to varying degrees. On the one hand, implementation science is at 
least concerned with implementation and with student outcomes as a measure of ef-
fectiveness on the other. Yet, how processes of implementation actually enhance the 
specific processes that lead to student outcomes is hardly considered in the literature. 
Therefore, the third section elaborated on the mechanisms that lead to student out-
comes. This study has emphasised that the transition from the quality of the activity 
to the individual perception of the activity’s quality appears to be crucial for further 
processes that lead to distinct outcomes. 

Based on the empirical data of the StEG-Q project, the results demonstrate how 
two quite similarly implemented programs can be perceived very differently by their 
students. On the one hand, it is quite surprising that the individual learning support 
provided by the “learning workshop” in case 1 is perceived as an extension of reg-
ular classes. In outlines of the reported and observed actions of the students, they 
appear to engage in a kind of a sabotage of this “extra”-curricular activity (in some 
cases, it seems that they forgot their material on purpose, etc.). On the other hand, 
the individual learning support provided by the “homework and learning support” 
in case 2 seemed to appeal to the students because they believed that they had a real 
new “extracurricular” opportunity to do homework together with their classmates 
and friends at school. 

The reported and observed actions not only support the idea that Ms. Schrader 
is an assertive pedagogue, but also that the students like to delve into specific tasks 
together. Although there are no measures in the StEG-Q data concerning student 
outcomes (see discussion of limitations), the conceptual and theoretical framework 
suggests that such differences in perception (and action) will result in various student 
outcomes (e. g. “academic achievement, learning strategies or features of the per-
sonality that are connected with learning success […] social learning, intercultural 
learning or a positive academic self-concept” Stecher & Maschke, 2013, p. 35).

These findings agree e. g. with the results of O’Hare (2014), who measures stu-
dent perceptions of an afterschool program and the actual change in student out-
comes, for example. In his quantitative analysis, he only found a “small but signifi-
cant link between children’s perceptions of this afterschool program and the actual 
change in their outcomes” (O’Hare, 2014, p. 3789). O’Hare (2014) operationalised 
predefined dimensions of perception: His analysis uses standardised and global 
measures that are not necessarily equal to what the individual personally defines or 
interprets as significant and relevant. This could be one explanation of why greater 
links between children’s perceptions and outcomes are not predictable. Yet, further 
research is still needed to provide more conclusive evidence. One promising way 
to expand upon O’Hare’s paper with regard to the ideas presented here might be to 
investigate a complex – especially an ‘embedded’ – mixed methods design. Having 
qualitative interviews systematically embedded into the quantitative analysis of the 
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quality-to-outcomes connection may offer a more extensive opportunity to tap the 
full potential of the model presented in figure 2. 

In particular, case 2 showed that students interpret “doing homework at school” 
as a possibility of being socially embedded during “homework” time and not having 
to do homework at home alone. The need for relatedness seems to be a prerequisite 
for competence and autonomy, as it is conceptualised e. g. by self-determination the-
ory (Deci & Ryan 1985). In this sense, it would be a desirable goal for further studies 
to consider self-determination theory and reflect especially on the role of relatedness. 
Perhaps attempts to implement individualised forms of learning at schools are head-
ed in a critical direction because they lack a social component. There may be clues 
in this direction in the first case presented here. 

However, some limitations should be mentioned at this point. These cases were 
specifically chosen as the most illustrative. Yet, regardless of how carefully these 
cases were selected and how prototypical they may represent matters of implemen-
tation, a major limitation is that this qualitative study underestimates the diversity of 
possible cases. A further limitation is that the two cases are utilised to illustrate the 
substantiation of the conceptual framework. On behalf of the detailed description of 
implementation issues (see chapter 2) and explanation of the model (see chapter 3), 
the empirical results section (see chapter 4 and chapter 5) has been kept rather brief. 
A paper that focusses completely on homework practices and that uses more elabo-
rated and detailed versions of these two cases is in preparation. 

There are also limitations concerning the included or available data. Some ev-
idence in the data of StEG-Q could possibly illuminate aspects of implementation 
fidelity or other aspects of the implementation bridge. Including them in this paper 
may have made the analysis richer. This might be added in future papers when the 
longitudinal data of StEG-Q is completely available. The StEG-Q also has not inves-
tigated student outcomes in a narrower sense, which is why the processes leading to 
student outcomes cannot be fully proven in these cases. Systematically embedding 
the StEG-Q data into other sub-projects of the StEG (that explicitly measure differ-
ent kinds of impacts and outcomes of extracurricular activities) may help to close 
this gap in future analyses. 

This paper has created a conceptual framework that provides insight into the 
relatedness of program implementation and the effectiveness of these programs. In 
addition to the limitations, the paper has reported at least some evidence that the per-
ceptions and actions of students should inform implementation processes. Consider-
ation of the evidence presented here supports the conviction that a program has not 
been successfully implemented if it becomes a daily routine or if the implementers 
arrive at “new practices”; instead, is successfully implemented if it matters to the 
students.
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Influential Factors in the Out-of-class Activities 
of Korean College Students
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Abstract: This study aimed to explore who participates in what kinds of out-of-class activities in 
Korea’s universities. Therefore, the researchers examine whether differences exist in the pattern of out-
of-class experiences according to the individual characteristics of the students, including gender, grade, 
household income level, high school performance and major. The researchers also aimed to examine 
the empirical evidence to determine the relationships between the patterns in out-of-class activities and 
the institutional characteristics of the university that the student attends. In terms of the institutional 
characteristics, this study is concerned with the location and size of the university. To explore these 
questions, the researchers analyzed K-NSSE data with hierarchical linear modeling. In sum, the findings 
of the statistical analysis of this study support the results of the preceding research in which different 
personal and institutional characteristics are related to five types of out-of-class activities.

Keywords: out-of-class activities, college experiences, K-NSSE, hierarchical linear modeling

Introduction

College students, in comparison with students in secondary schools, are involved in 
a wide range of experiences and activities while attending college. Interacting with 
a variety of people, they participate in academic and social programs, are engaged 
in cultural and sports activities, and sometimes work either on or off campus. Ac-
cording to the I-E-O model (Input-Environment-Outcome Model) proposed by Astin 
(1970), these activities are essential parts of the environmental factors that finally 
influence the students’ behavior and college outcomes, including their knowledge, 
skills, attitudes, and values. In his ‘Student Integration Model’, in which he shows 
the predictors of the college students’ departure decisions, Tinto (1993) explains that 
their experiences have multiple aspects but that they mostly take place in the two 
domains – academic and social systems. In the academic system, students who oc-
casionally interact with the faculty members are generally involved in learning pro-
grams in their regular classrooms, while in the social system they mostly participate 
in various out-of-class activities together with their peers. These experiences, in turn, 
lead to higher levels of goal and institutional commitment through the academic and 
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social integration processes (Tinto, 1993). Similarly, Pascarella (1985a), in his ‘Gen-
eral Model of Assessing Change’, suggests that students’ interactions with agents of 
socialization (such as faculty and peers) are positively associated with the quality of 
their effort and, finally, influence their learning and cognitive development. Of note, 
many of these events in college take place not only in class and on campus but also 
outside of class and off campus.

Time may be one of the most important assets for college students. Compared 
to high school students who abide by firm time table under the framework of the 
nationally mandated curriculum, college students tend to get more free time that 
could be used for their own plans. A great deal of studies (Astin, 1993; Choi & Rhee, 
2009; Ehrenberg & Sherman, 1987; Ha, 2010; Hammes & Haller, 1983; Kim, 2004, 
Tinto, 1993; Yoon, 2013) have shown that students’ out-of-class experiences are 
positively associated with academic and social integration, satisfaction, enrollment 
and persistence, learning outcomes, and so forth. Given the limit to the total amount 
of time available, however, strategies for time allocation between various activities 
are of great importance. In other words, how to manage out-of-class hours is signifi-
cant for having a successful college life and outcome. With the growing importance 
of out-of-class activities, however, little effort has been made to investigate who 
participates in what kinds of activities in Korea’s universities. This study attempts 
to fill this void. 

The purpose of this study is twofold. First, it sets out to examine whether differ-
ences exist in the pattern of out-of-class experiences by the individual characteristics 
of the students, including gender, grade, household income level, high school per-
formance, and major. Based upon the literature review, the out-of-class experiences 
and activities of college students can be categorized into five types: interaction with 
faculty, preparation for class, working on/off campus for pay, peer interaction, and 
doing community services. In this study, special attention was given to the differ-
ences in the gender and socio-economic status of the students measured by the level 
of monthly household income. Given the significance of out-of-class experiences on 
student outcomes, the study results could offer considerable implications to those 
who want to promote the effectiveness of educational practices, and enhance the 
equality of educational opportunities for higher education. For instance, if low-in-
come students (compared to higher income students) are found to spend more hours 
working, and thus have difficulties in finding time for study or enriching interactions 
with people, it may be necessary to develop policies and/or programs to help those 
low-income students reduce their hours of work and find the time for study (e. g., 
needs-based scholarship, student welfare systems). 

Second, this study intends to examine empirical evidence to determine the re-
lationship between the patterns of the out-of-class activities of the students and the 
institutional characteristics of the universities that the students attend. In terms of the 
institutional characteristics, this study is concerned with the location of the univer-
sity and its enrollment size. As known in many studies (Bae et al., 2014; Han, 1983; 
Kim, 1983; Kim, 1986; Lee, 2007; Lee & Brinton, 2014), one notable characteristic 
of the Korean higher education system is its tendency to place too much focus on the 
university rankings that have been historically established. The university’s ranking, 
albeit unsubstantiated, has been known to influence the selectivity and recruitment 
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of students between the universities. In relation to student engagement, studies on 
Korea’s college students found that there exist differences between students attend-
ing local universities, and their peers in the Seoul metropolitan area universities (Bae 
et al., 2014; Bae & Han, 2015). For instance, those students from local universities 
were found to have a lower level of commitment to their institutions and participate 
in less writing classes, compared to their counterparts. Also, the above studies found 
that the size of the campus (measured by the number of students) affects the college 
experience of the students. This study attempts to extend these studies to cover the 
topic of the pattern of out- of-class activities.

Literature Review

Although the research interest in students’ out-of-class experiences has grown year 
by year across all educational research fields, there has been no consensus on its 
definition as yet (Bartkus et al., 2012). In general, these activities are called “out-of-
class’ or ‘co-curricular’ activities, which are referred to as occurring outside of the 
classroom, are conducted under the auspices of the school, do not provide a grade or 
academic credit, can be academic as well as non-academic, and can be either volun-
tary or optional (Bartkus et al., 2012). Notwithstanding the absence of agreement on 
the definition, numerous studies has proven that out-of-class activities are significant 
factors impacting undergraduate students’ overall college experiences (Bartkus et 
al., 2012; Everson & Millsap, 2005; Kuh, et al., 2006; Wilson et al., 2014; Zacher-
man & Foubert, 2014). According to previous studies, the more a student participates 
in out-of-class activities, the better experiences (i.e. academic achievement, engage-
ment, satisfaction, self-efficacy, core competencies and more) he/she may have dur-
ing college years (Astin et al., 2000; Bartkus et al., 2012; Everson & Millsap, 2005; 
Kuh, et al., 2006; Wilson et al., 2014; Zacherman & Foubert, 2014). 

In this part, numerous studies on the undergraduate students’ out-of-class activ-
ities will be explored in order to determine 1) how these activities are related to the 
undergraduates’ overall college experience and 2) how personal and institutional 
factors are associated with the patterns of college students’ out-of-class activities.

Interaction with faculty

A volume of studies have shown that college students’ interaction with faculty is 
closely related to their overall college experiences (Kuh et al., 2006). According 
to the studies, college students’ interaction with faculty is one of the key factors in 
a better college experience (Astin, 1993; Cox & Orehovec, 2007; Kuh, 1995; Tin-
to, 1993). In detail, frequent and positive interaction with faculty can promote the 
undergraduates’ academic performance, as well as their satisfaction and retention 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Kim & Conrad, 2006; Twale & Sanders, 1999); 
however, Endo and Harpel (1981) argued that the quality of interaction is more im-
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portant than the quantity of interaction. The researchers explained that the intimacy 
and content of the faculty-student interaction are more significant than the frequency.

Some studies focused on interaction with faculty outside the classroom. Astin 
(1993) suggested that the more a student interacts with faculty outside the classroom, 
the more he/she feels satisfaction in their college experiences. This finding can be 
backed up by Tinto’s theory of institutional departure (1993). According to the theo-
ry, undergraduate students can experience academic integration via interaction with 
faculty, which plays an important role in keeping students enrolled in their schools 
and devoted to learning. In his adjustment and attrition model, Pascarella (1980, 
1985b) also presented informal interaction between faculty and undergraduate stu-
dents as being highly associated with the “quality of the student effort” on learning 
and cognitive development. 

In Korea, along with the recent rapid increase of scholarly interest in higher 
education, a volume of studies about the influence of interaction with faculty in 
the different college experiences of undergraduate students have been conducted by 
various researchers. These studies generally agreed that students who connect with 
the faculty more often tend to have higher academic motivation, a higher devotion to 
learning, and they lead a more positive college life, as well as attain higher academic 
outcomes (Bae & Kim, 2013; Choi & Cho, 2014; Kim, 2005). Also, Kim (2014) sug-
gested that faculty-student interaction, through an increase in reading, contributes to 
academic improvement. However, some studies have presented opposite results, in 
regard to faculty-student interaction. For example, Kim and Rhee (2003) presented 
that an interaction with faculty outside the classroom is not associated with the de-
velopment of “core competency.” In addition, Rhee and Choi (2008) suggested that 
interaction with faculty has a slight influence on undergraduate students’ improve-
ment of higher thinking, while negatively affecting general interpersonal relations. 
In spite of different research outcomes, numerous studies have proven that there is a 
certain amount of association, whether it is positive or negative, between the interac-
tion with faculty and the undergraduate students’ college experiences.

Working on/off campus for pay

Many undergraduate students work on or off campus during their college years. They 
work for various reasons, such as to meet educational and/or living expenses, build 
a job-related career, or simply to explore different occupations. Therefore, it is now 
common to see ‘student workers’ both on and off campus. Different from voluntary 
activities, these students work for pay. In many societies, higher educational organ-
izations have a large number students working on or off campus while enrolled. For 
example, in the United States, nearly half of the students who were enrolled full-time 
in any forms of higher educational institutions reported having had work experience 
at least once in 2007 (Pema, 2010). Therefore, it is necessary to examine carefully 
what kind of personal or organizational factors are associated with the undergrad-
uate students’ deciding to work on/off campus for pay during their college years. 
Although students may obtain skills and knowledge from their work experiences, 
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these work experiences may not complement their academic performance or other 
college experiences. 

Studies on students working on/off campus, and their academic achievement, 
are not consistent. For instance, Hammes and Haller (1983) suggested that student 
workers tend to perform academically better than their non-working peers; however, 
Chacon, Cohen and Strover (1983) suggested that students from low-income fami-
lies are more likely to work on/off campus for pay, which makes them unable to be 
fully involved in college. Moreover, Dolton and his colleagues (2003) showed that 
there is no statistically significant correlation between the students’ working experi-
ence and their academic achievement. Furthermore, Ehrenberg and Sherman (1987) 
argued that employment during the undergraduate years can negatively influence 
both their academic performance and post-college outcomes. Also, they suggested 
that if a student works more than a certain amount of time, he/she would more likely 
fail to enroll in the following semester and graduate within an appropriate time. 

In line with these studies, Korean researchers also investigated the association 
between the undergraduates’ working experiences and their overall learning out-
comes, such as academic performance, and cognitive and psychological develop-
ment. Korean studies generally present a rather negative correlation between the 
college students’ working experiences and their desirable learning outcomes. Baik 
(2006) suggested that working on/off campus for pay does not have a significant 
influence on the undergraduate students’ academic performance; however, he addi-
tionally argued if a student devotes him or herself too much to their job, it may have 
a negative impact on their academic performance, emotional adaptation and sense 
of belonging to the college. Ahn and Bae (2011) also reported that students who 
work to cover their living expenses have a higher likelihood to gain lower academic 
grades, be enrolled in college less long, and enter the low-wage labor market.

Doing Community Service

Unlike working for pay, participating in community service and volunteer work is 
an activity freely given that benefits another person or group (Parnell, 2010; Wilson, 
2000). Williams (2000) argues that student participation in various forms of vol-
unteer work is the “trend of the 21st century.” Numerous studies regard volunteer 
work as one of the more significant activities and factors on the success of the under-
graduate students’ college experiences. Doing community service, or participating 
in volunteer work may be positively associated with the undergraduates’ college ex-
periences. For instance, undergraduate students can develop their humanitarianism 
by participating these activities (Kuh & Lund, 1994; Parscarella et al., 1988). Also, 
by being involved in different volunteer works, college students can be provided 
opportunities to develop themselves as “responsible citizens” (Rubin, 1990). In the 
United States, the Campus Outreach Opportunity League was founded in 1989 to 
expand community service opportunities for college students (Parnell, 2010). Also, 
recently, higher educational organizations in the US have integrated community ser-
vice and volunteer work programs into the regular course curriculum (Parnell, 2010; 
Williams, 2000). 
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Grounded in this recent trend in American universities, researchers examined 
the association between participation in community service (or volunteer work) and 
the diverse experiences of undergraduates. For example, Astin et al. (2000) found 
that undergraduate students who participate in both community service and service 
learning (course-based service) show significantly more positive outcomes in their 
academic performance, including improvement in their grade point average (GPA), 
critical thinking, and critical writing. The researchers also argued that being involved 
in community service is positively associated with self-efficacy and leadership. Oth-
er researchers found that the personal factors of the students, including their gen-
der and their major, were associated with their volunteer work participation. Parnell 
(2010) argued that female college students are more likely to participate in volunteer 
work than their male counterparts. She also added that female students who partic-
ipate in community service or volunteer work tend to gain higher academic grades 
than their male or non-participating counterparts. She also found, depending upon 
the student’s major, that participation in community service and volunteer work is 
correlated with their academic achievement. According to her finding, nursing and 
art major students who had participated in the service gained higher GPAs. 

Based upon these research findings, it is necessary to investigate how personal 
and institutional factors are associated with college students’ participation in com-
munity service or volunteer work.

Preparation for class

As noted above, out-of-class activities are positively associated with college stu-
dents’ academic involvement and achievement (Astin, 1984, 1993; Kim, et al., 2001; 
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). Among the different out-of-class activities, 
continuous learning-related activities are highly associated with better academic 
outcomes (Kuh & Hu, 2001; Kuh et al., 2008, 2011). Theoretically, different models 
for college learning suggested that undergraduate students who put more effort into 
their learning tend to gain better academic outcomes and remain enrolled in the in-
stitutions until they graduate (Astin, 1993; Kuh, et al., 2006; Pascarella, et al., 2004). 
Also, undergraduate students who put more effort and time into learning outside 
the classroom may understand the content of the course better and retain a more 
deepened knowledge (Tinto, 1993). This may result in the students attending to their 
courses by asking questions and participating in classroom discussion actively.  

Korean researchers also claimed that undergraduate students who put more effort 
into learning outside the classroom tend to actively participate in classroom activi-
ties and learning and, as a result, gain higher grades (Baek & Jung, 2012; Kim et al., 
2001; Ku, 2001). According to the literature, the most common forms of college stu-
dents’ investment or commitment to learning outside the classroom are participating 
in study groups or peer mentoring (Jacobi, 1991; Kim & Kim, 2013). Jacobi (1991) 
reviewed numerous studies regarding the peer mentoring of undergraduate students, 
and determined that the students’ mentoring activities, in general, are positively as-
sociated with their academic performance. Kim and Kim (2013) also suggested that 
undergraduate students who join study groups with their peers are more likely to 
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develop a self-directed learning capacity and improve their academic motivation 
which, therefore, can result in better and higher academic attainment (Kim & Kim, 
2013).

Peer interaction

Peer interaction is a critical factor in how college students perceive their college 
experiences (Astin, 1993; Kuh, 1993). Astin (1993) called peer interaction “the sin-
gle most potent source of influence” which can impact almost all aspects of the 
college students’ development (Kuh, 1993). The students spend the greatest amount 
of time with their peers throughout their college years and, therefore, peers are “the 
primary agents of socialization for one another in a variety of domains” (Moran & 
Gonyea, 2003). Peer interaction can occur both in and outside the classroom, and in 
different forms. For example, students collaborate for a group project in or outside 
the classroom, they can socialize by becoming a member of campus organizations, 
or participate in various events at their dormitory (particularly in fraternities and 
sororities in the US). Aside from these forms of peer interaction activities, in Korea 
the high school alumni association is another common form of socialization activity, 
particularly for freshman and sophomore students.  

Many studies on undergraduate students’ interaction with their peers have fo-
cused on how this interaction affects their students’ college experiences, especially 
their academic performance and outcomes, psychological development, and overall 
attitude toward the institution (satisfaction or involvement), and thus accumulate the 
skills required to be good and able citizens (Astin, 1993; Bean & Kuh, 1987; Carrell, 
Fullerton, & West, 2008; Ha, 2010; King, 1990; Kim, 2004; Kim & Park, 2010; Kuh, 
1993, 1995; Kuh et al., 2006, 2011; Moran & Gonyea, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2000; 
Weidman, 1989; Yoon, 2013). According to Bean and Kuh (1987), undergraduate 
students who are involved in campus organizations gain a moderately higher GPA 
than their counterparts. In addition, students who get along with their peers are less 
likely to drop out, but are more likely to gain better academic outcomes and career 
success (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Moran and Gonyea (2003) suggested that the stu-
dents’ academic-oriented interaction with their peers is highly associated with better 
academic achievement. Weidman (1989) determined that the students’ interaction 
with their peers can expose them to “normative pressures” that will affect their so-
cialization outcomes, such as knowledge, social skills, and dispositions. Also, their 
interaction with their peers outside class affects the students’ ability to develop so-
cial, intellectual, and civic development (Chang, Astin, & Kim, 2004). In Korea, 
similar studies have been conducted regarding undergraduate students’ socialization 
activities. For example, according to Ha (2010), the way in which the undergraduate 
students spend their out-of-class hours is highly related to their adjustment to college 
life. Other researchers also suggested students who actively participate in school 
organizations have higher satisfaction with their college life than the counterparts 
(Kim, 2004; Kim & Park, 2010; Yoon, 2013).  

Likewise, more recent studies have proved and emphasized the significant in-
fluence of peer interaction on the undergraduate students’ college experiences; how-
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ever, some studies have found that students’ personal and institutional factors can 
moderate the effect of peer interactions on their college experiences (Bronkema, 
2014; Nelson Laird & Niskode, 2008). Therefore, it is necessary to investigate thor-
oughly those personal and institutional factors associated with the peer interaction or 
socialization activities of the college students.

Institutional factors on student out-of-class activities: location and size

As indicated previously, out-of-class activities have been widely studied by differ-
ent researchers as critical factors on undergraduate students’ satisfaction, involve-
ment, and success with their college experience (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Teren-
zini, 1991; Porter, 2006). In addition, some studies explored institutional features 
that are associated with college students’ out-of-class experiences (Kuh et al., 2006; 
Pike & Kuh, 2005; Wilson et al., 2014). Pike and Kuh (2005) argued that the stu-
dents’ negative perceptions of their institution are related with diverse institutional 
characteristics like size, policy and mission, selectivity, and location. According to 
the researchers, the undergraduates’ out-of-class activity participation is highly as-
sociated with how they perceive their institutions, which eventually influences the 
students’ persistence. Wilson et al. (2014) also found that institutional features (type, 
size) are more associated with engineering, computer sciences, and math students’ 
participation in out-of-class activities. Although the institutional size is not a single 
key factor on the undergraduates’ extracurriculr activity, it still can be considered as 
a mediating or indirect factor (Kuh et al., 2006).

The location of an institution is rarely considered by American researchers, 
with regard to the undergraduate students’ out-of-class activities. Nevertheless, one 
cannot fully understand the topic without considering institutional location, when 
examining any issues regarding Korean higher educational institutions. In Korean 
higher educational institutions, undergraduates’ out-of-class activities can be better 
explained only when the location of the institution, as well as its size, is included; 
this is because the location of the institution contains not just its geographical posi-
tion but a wide range of the organization’s features, such as selectivity, size, whether 
it is research-oriented or not, and so forth. Korean higher educational institutions 
are strictly stratified, from top to bottom (Kim, 1983; Han, 1983; Kim, 1986; Lee & 
Brinton, 2014). Lee and Brinton (2014) argued that “the South Korean higher edu-
cation system is indeed characterized by the clear hierarchical ranking of schools.” 
Also, the top institutions are mostly located in and around Seoul, the capital of South 
Korea. 

Numerous studies on Korean students’ college experiences, therefore, include 
location to control for institutional influence (Bae & Jang, 2012; Choi & Rhee, 2009; 
Hong, 2014; Im & Han, 2013; Jin, 2014; Min, 2003;). Likewise, it can be assumed 
that institutional location may affect undergraduate students’ out-of-class activities 
in Korea. This assumption, for example, can be supported by the findings of Min 
(2003). According to this researcher, students enrolled in metropolitan universities 
tend to spend more time, effort, and expense in doing out-of-class activities, particu-
larly those related to career development.



Sang Hoon Bae, Sue Bin Jeon, & Song le Han: Influential Factors in the Out-of-Class Activities 107

Summary and hypotheses

In this section, a substantial amount of studies on college students’ out-of-class activ-
ities were examined. A relatively large number of studies have reported the positive 
effects of undergraduate students’ participation in different out-of-class activities. 
In particular, activities related to the interaction with faculty and peers, as well as 
preparation for class, were consistently reported to have a positive influence on the 
students’ academic engagement and performance. However, studies have reported 
inconsistent results on the impact of activities related to working on/off campus for 
pay, and doing community service, on the undergraduate students’ overall college 
experience. On the organizational level, some institutional features, such as size, 
policy, mission, selectivity, and location were reported to be moderately related to 
college students’ participation in out-of-class activities and overall school engage-
ment. Based upon the findings from the literature review, this study sets two hypoth-
eses: 
1.  There may exist differences in the patterns of out-of-class experiences according 

to the individual characteristics of the students, including: gender, grade, house-
hold income level, high school performance, and major.

2.  Institutional features such as size and location may affect the patterns of the Kore-
an undergraduates’ out-of-class activity participation.

Methodology

Data and Sample

The data was collected using the Korean-National Survey of Student Engagement 
(K-NSSE). The K-NSSE is the Korean validated version of the National Survey of 
Student Engagement (NSSE) that has been widely used in the US in order to meas-
ure college students’ engagement. The survey includes questions that measure both 
the quantity and quality of the college students’ in/out-of-class activities that are 
related to their engagement and academic performance. Bae et al. have conducted 
the K-NSSE since 2011. This study employed the data from the 2014 K-NSSE. The 
sample population of this study is comprised of students attending four-year univer-
sities in Korea. 49,775 students, from 84 universities across the nation, completed 
the K-NSSE survey. After cleaning up the missing data, 40,506 samples were finally 
used for analysis. 
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Variables and measurement

Based upon the findings of the literature review, to examine the association between 
personal and institutional factors, and the patterns of the undergraduates’ out-of-
class activity participation, this study included and analyzed different variables, such 
as the following: 

Dependent Variables. To measure the pattern of the out-of-class activities of col-
lege students, five dependent variables were used: 
a) Interaction with Faculty (IF)
b) Preparation for Class (PFC)
c) Working on/off Campus for Pay (WFP)
d) Interaction with Peers (IP)
e) Doing Community Services (CS)
IF consists of four questions: 1) talking about career plans with a professor, 2) dis-
cussing course topics, ideas, or concepts with a professor outside of class, 3) discuss-
ing your academic performance with a professor, and 4) working with a professor 
on the activities other than coursework (e. g. student clubs or unions). Each question 
has been measured using a 4-point Likert scale, coded from 1 to 4 (never=1, some-
times=2, often=3, very often=4). The reliability of the IF variable is substantially 
high (Cronbach’s alpha=.83). The other dependent variables were measured using 
an 8-point Likert scale which were coded on an hours-per-week basis (never=0, 
1‒5 hours=1, 6‒10 hours=2, 11‒15 hours=3, 16-20 hours=4, 21‒25 hours=5, 26‒30 
hours=6, more than 30 hours=7).

Independent Variables. The independent variables were chosen from two dif-
ferent levels – student and university. The student-level variables are a) gender (fe-
male=0, male=1), b) academic grades (1=freshman, 2=sophomore, 3=junior, 4=sen-
ior), c) household income (from less than 1 million won = 0 to more than 7 million 
won=8), d) high school performance (from the bottom ~4%=1 to the top ~4%=9), 
and e) major (four variables where the reference group is Humanity). In regard 
to the gender composition of the sample, there were 21,053 female students, and 
19,453 male students. Among the survey participants, there were 14,707 freshmen, 
8,762 sophomores, 9,305 juniors, and 7,732 senior students. The household income 
variable was used to infer the students’ socio-economic status (SES). The house-
hold income variable consists of an 8-point Likert scale (1=less than 1 million won, 
2=1~1.99 million won, 3=2~2.99 million won, 4=3~3.99 million won, 5=4~4.99 
million won, 6=5~5.99 million won, 7=6~6.99 million won, 8= more than 7 million 
won). The students’ majors fall into five categories: humanity, social science, engi-
neering, natural science, and art & music. The high school performance was reported 
using stanine grades. The 9th grade (=9) in the stanine system means that the student 
falls within the top 4% in academic achievement, while the 1st grade means that the 
student falls below the 4%.

The university-level variables include a) the location of university (non-met-
ropolitan=0, Seoul metropolitan area=1), and b) the institutional size (number of 
students enrolled). In terms of the size of the universities, the variable was composed 
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of 34 large-sized universities where more than 10,000 students were enrolled, and 40 
small- to medium-sized universities where less than 10,000 students were enrolled. 
Table 1. Summary of Variables and Descriptive Statistics

Note. Household income measured by Korean Won (₩)
Table 1 presents the descriptive results of the dependent and independent variables 
in this study. In general, male students spent more hours participating in all types of 
out-of-class activities, compared to their female peers. As they advance into higher 
grades, students showed patterns of greater involvement in most out-of-class activ-
ities, with the exception of working on/off campus for pay. Students from lower-in-
come families tended to have a lower level of interaction with faculty and spend less 
time for preparing for class, interacting with peers, and doing community service, 
while they spent more hours working on or off campus. Interestingly, students who 
had the lowest high school performance showed patterns of conducting more fre-
quent interaction with professors, spending as much time as the highest performers 
in preparing for class and interacting with peers. In addition, the lowest showed that 
they work for pay the most. Besides the lowest high school performers, students who 
did better in high school tended to interact less with faculty and work less hours for 
pay, while spending more hours preparing for class; however, there was an irregular 
pattern between high school performance and both interaction with peers and doing 
community service. In addition, the students who are majored in art and music had a 
larger level of interaction with the faculty, preparation for class, and working on/off 
campus for pay, while those who majored in social science spent more time in peer 
interaction and community service. 

At the university level, students attending local universities- in comparison with 
their counterparts who were enrolled in the universities in the Seoul metropolitan 

 

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
Female   21,053 0.94 0.75 3.48 1.77 2.20 1.47 2.35 1.90 1.97 1.65
Male   19,453 1.05 0.78 3.63 1.79 2.24 1.55 2.67 2.05 2.11 1.73
Freshman   14,707 0.94 0.73 3.39 1.70 2.09 1.44 2.50 1.92 1.93 1.60
Sophomore     8,762 0.95 0.75 3.62 1.78 2.21 1.48 2.54 2.01 2.00 1.66
junior     9,305 1.03 0.79 3.67 1.83 2.29 1.53 2.53 2.02 2.09 1.74
Senior     7,732 1.10 0.81 3.66 1.85 2.39 1.61 2.43 1.99 2.21 1.82
Less than 1 million     2,487 0.99 0.77 3.60 1.87 2.46 1.58 2.52 2.01 2.10 1.77
1~1.99 million     5,532 0.98 0.77 3.49 1.77 2.36 1.52 2.47 1.99 1.95 1.61
2~2.99 million     8,997 0.99 0.76 3.48 1.76 2.26 1.50 2.43 1.93 1.99 1.66
3~3.99 million     8,714 0.99 0.75 3.52 1.74 2.20 1.50 2.50 1.99 2.06 1.69
4~4.99 million     5,703 1.01 0.76 3.57 1.74 2.16 1.47 2.56 1.95 2.04 1.65
5~5.99 million     3,846 1.00 0.78 3.59 1.78 2.12 1.47 2.50 1.97 2.05 1.69
6~6.99 million     1,662 1.00 0.78 3.61 1.76 2.07 1.46 2.54 1.99 2.02 1.72
More than 7 million     3,565 1.03 0.81 3.82 1.93 2.04 1.52 2.62 2.06 2.19 1.87
9 (the top ~4%)     1,575 0.93 0.82 3.90 1.90 2.13 1.51 2.77 2.09 1.95 1.67
8 (4~11%)     5,178 0.93 0.78 3.73 1.83 2.15 1.48 2.62 2.00 2.01 1.68
7 (11~23%)   11,051 0.98 0.78 3.62 1.78 2.22 1.49 2.56 2.00 2.06 1.70
6 (23~40%)   11,855 1.01 0.75 3.49 1.74 2.22 1.51 2.45 1.95 2.05 1.69
5 (40~60%)     7,131 1.01 0.75 3.41 1.76 2.22 1.51 2.37 1.92 2.00 1.67
4 (60~77%)     2,311 1.04 0.77 3.43 1.79 2.31 1.55 2.43 1.95 2.03 1.68
3 (77~89%)        987 1.10 0.78 3.46 1.83 2.33 1.58 2.46 2.00 2.12 1.80
2 (89~96%)        310 1.09 0.81 3.36 1.82 2.39 1.59 2.59 2.03 2.23 1.78
1 (96%~ the bottom)        108 1.24 0.89 3.90 2.02 2.56 1.89 2.77 2.07 2.49 2.13
Humanity     5,789 0.99 0.75 3.45 1.73 2.19 1.48 2.41 1.95 1.95 1.65
Social Science   13,225 0.95 0.77 3.39 1.73 2.26 1.53 2.56 2.00 2.20 1.80
Engeineering   10,626 0.98 0.76 3.63 1.80 2.14 1.48 2.55 1.98 1.95 1.62
Natural Science     5,722 1.01 0.77 3.65 1.77 2.20 1.49 2.42 1.95 1.95 1.62
Art & music     5,144 1.11 0.76 3.84 1.90 2.32 1.54 2.46 1.97 2.00 1.67
Metropolitan   10,390 0.88 0.75 3.57 1.78 2.25 1.46 2.53 1.98 1.92 1.64
Non-metropolitan   30,116 1.03 0.77 3.55 1.78 2.21 1.52 2.49 1.97 2.08 1.71
Large-sized   13,787 0.94 0.77 3.66 1.81 2.20 1.49 2.59 2.03 2.00 1.69
Small & medium-sized   26,719 1.02 0.76 3.50 1.77 2.22 1.51 2.46 1.95 2.06 1.69

  40,506 0.99 0.77 3.56 1.78 2.22 1.51 2.50 1.98 2.04 1.69

Community
service

Household
income

n
Interaction with

faculty
Preparation for

class
Work on/off

campus for pay
Interaction with

peers

Total

Gender

Grade

High school
performance

Major

Location

Size
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area- were likely to have more frequent meetings with professors, and participate 
more in community services. Instead, students who were enrolled in the universities 
located in metropolitan areas spend more hours in preparing for class, working for 
pay, and interacting with peers. Moreover, students attending large-sized universities 
showed a tendency to spend more hours in preparation for class, and interacted more 
frequently with their peers. 

Data Analysis

To examine the patterns of college students’ participation in out-of-class activity, 
according to student and university characteristics, the researchers conducted both 
descriptive and inferential statistical analyses. SPSS (Statistical Package for Social 
Science) 18.0 was adopted to conduct a descriptive analysis and calculate correla-
tion coefficients among the variables. First, the means and standard deviations of 
both dependent and independent variables were calculated and suggested in Table 
1. Then, to measure the effects of the student- and university-level predictors on the 
patterns of participation in out-of-class activities, this study employed Hierarchical 
Linear Modeling (HLM) 7, taking the hierarchically nested data structure of this 
study into account (i.e., in this study, students as the unit of analysis are nested within 
the universities). The HLM method ‒ a hierarchical system of regression equations 
(Hox, 2002, p. 11) ‒ has been widely used in social science to deal with hierarchical-
ly nested data, and associated problems like aggregation bias and erroneous estima-
tion of effects (Luke, 2004; Osborne, 2000; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).

Statistical Models: Hierarchical Regression Equations

Two-level hierarchical linear models are formulated to investigate the direct effects 
of the independent variables on the dependent variables, both at the student and 
university levels.

Null Model. The null model, with no predictor variables, was used to examine 
the extent to which the predictive ability of the fitted model (conditional model) was 
improved by the inclusion of the student- and university-level predictors. Methodo-
logically, the student- and university-level residual variances,       and       (of the null 
model with no predictor variables) were compared to those of the fitted conditional 
model.
Yij = β0j+ rij 
β0j = γ00 + u0j 
Yij = γ00 + rij + u0j

𝜎𝜎𝜎𝜎𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟2 
 

𝜎𝜎𝜎𝜎𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢02  
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Where
Yij = outcomes for student i within university j;
β0j = the intercept (student-level);
rij = the residual error term indicating a unique effect associated with student ij. 

These residual student effects are assumed to be normally distributed, with a mean 
of 0 and a variance      ; 
γ00 = the intercept (university-level);
u0j = the residual error terms indicating a unique effect associated with university 
j. All variations among the universities that are not explained by the two predictor 
variables are captured by these residual error terms. 

Conditional Model. To explain the direct effects of the individual variables on the 
dependent variables, this study created the conditional model below. In the student-
level model, the units of analysis are the students. The outcomes, Yij, is predicted by 
six student-level predictor variables, as below. It should be noted that the intercept 
(β0j) and slope coefficients (β1j to β8j) in this regression equation are assumed to 
vary randomly across the universities. The variation of the regression coefficients 
indicates that the initial status and the effects of the predictor variables on the 
outcome variables are different across the universities. 
Yij = β0j+ β1j (gender)+ β2j (grade)+ β3j (household income)+ β4j (high school perfor-
mance)+ β5j (social science)+ β6j (engineering)+ β7j (natural science)+ β8j (art and 
music)+rij 

Where:
β1j ... β8j = regression coefficients of the student-level equation;

The university-level model was created to explain the variation of the student-level 
regression coefficients, as follows:

β0j = γ00 + γ01 (location)+ γ02 (size)+u0j, βij = γi0 (i=1 … 8)

Where
γ01 , γ02 = slope coefficients indicating the direction and strength of association be-
tween the school-level predictors.

The final mixed model is below:
Yij = γ00 + γ10 (gender)+ γ20 (grade)+ γ30 (household income)+ γ40 (high school per-
formance)+ γ50 (social science)+ γ60 (engineering)+ γ70 (natural science)+ γ80 (art 
and music)+rij + γ01 (location)+ γ02 (size)+u0j

𝜎𝜎𝜎𝜎𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟2 
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In order for the value of the intercept to be meaningful and interpretable, the predictor 
variables are all grand mean centered, with the exception of some dummy variables, 
including gender, major, and school location. “Centering is simply the process of 
linear transforming a variable X by subtracting a meaningful constant, often some 
type of mean X” (Luke, 2004, p. 48). Therefore, the intercept is the expected outcome 
for student i within university j whose values on independent variables are equal to 
the grand mean.

The HLM analysis shows the statistical parameters, including: a) the fixed effects 
regression parameters (the gammas), which provide information about the direction 
and strength of the relationship between independent and dependent variables, and 
b) the random effects variance components, which present the residual variance at 
the student- and university levels. Random effects variance components were em-
ployed to investigate the predictive ability of the fitted model. More specifically, the 
proportional reduction of the prediction error (PRE) (Luke, 2004) was calculated 
by comparing the residual variances between the conditional and null models. The 
PREs at the student- and university-level are represented by the following equations:

Findings

Table 2 shows the results of the correlation analysis. Most variables were shown to 
be statistically correlated (p<.01~<.001). Since some of the correlation coefficients 
were greater than .40, multicollinearity was assessed for all variables. All variance 
inflation factors (VIFs) were smaller than 10 with a tolerance of more than .1, and 
which means no multicollinearity existed in this analysis. 
Table 2. Pearson’s correlation coefficients among the variables

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

 1. Gender - -.03*** -.06*** -.08*** -.12*** -.05*** .31*** -.08*** -.13*** -.06*** -.00 .07*** .04*** .01** .08*** .04***

 2. Grade - -.02*** .03*** .01 .01** -.00 .01* -.03*** .05*** .02** .08*** .06*** .08*** -.01 .06***

 3. Household income - .05*** .00 .01 -.02** .00 .00 .08*** .01 .02** .04*** -.07*** .02*** .02***

 4. High school performance - .01 .02*** .00 .04*** -.09*** .23*** .08*** -.05*** .06*** -.03*** .04*** -.01*

 5. Humanity - -.28*** -.24*** -.17*** -.16*** .04*** .03*** -.00 -.03*** -.01 -.02*** -.02***

 6. Social Science - -.42*** -.28*** -.27*** -.01* -.06*** -.04*** -.06*** .02*** .02*** .07***

 7. Engeineering - -.24*** -.23*** -.01 -.03*** -.01 .03*** -.03*** .01** -.03***

 8. Natural Science - -.16*** -.01 .13*** .01 .02*** -.00 -.02** -.02***

 9. Art & music - -.01 -.04*** .06*** .06*** .03*** -.01 -.01

10. Location - -.10*** -.09*** .01 .01** 0.01 -.04***

11. Size - -.06*** .02*** -.03*** .01* -.03***

12. Interaction with faculty - .27*** .23*** .26*** .28***

13. Preparation for class - .27*** .30*** .30***

14. Work on/off campus for pay - .35*** .42***

15. Interaction with peers - .41***

16. Community service -
*p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 =
𝜎𝜎𝜎𝜎𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟(𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛)
2 − 𝜎𝜎𝜎𝜎𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟(𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛)

2

𝜎𝜎𝜎𝜎𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟(𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛)
2  

 

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜 =
𝜎𝜎𝜎𝜎𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢0(𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜)
2 − 𝜎𝜎𝜎𝜎𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢0(𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜)

2

𝜎𝜎𝜎𝜎𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢0(𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜)
2  
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Hierarchical Linear Modeling Statistics

Table 3 presents the results of the HLM analysis. It shows the point estimates of the 
effects of the student- and university- level independent variables on the dependent 
variables.

In terms of gender, the fixed effects regression parameters (the gammas) in the 
upper panels show that male students had more active participation in most out-of-
class activities compared to female students in college (γ10 =0.14, 0.20, 0.09, 0.35, 
0.19, p<0.01). These results are consistent with previous studies that suggest the 
gender imbalance in terms of student involvement and leadership development (As-
tin, 1993; Hall & Sandler, 1984; Kezar & Moriarty, 2000; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). 

In relation to the student grade, the results suggest that the grade of the students 
is positively associated with their interaction with the faculty, and the hours spent in 
preparation for class, work for pay, and community services (γ20 =0.06, 0.09, 0.10, 
0.09, p<0.01). However, the students’ grade was not statistically related to time spent 
interacting with their peers in out-of-class activities, like club activities, sports, and 
student government. 

The student SES, measured by the monthly household income, was found to be 
statistically and positively associated with interaction with the faculty and all other 
types of out-of-class activities, with the exception of working for pay (γ30=0.02, 0.04, 
0.02, 0.03, p<0.01). Not surprisingly, low-income students were found to spend more 
hours at work, either on or off campus, compared to their peers (γ30=-0.05, p<0.01). 

Students who performed better in high school were found to have more interac-
tion with the faculty in college (γ40=0.02, p<0.01). This result is opposite to that of 
the descriptive statistics analysis. The reason for the difference can be deduced that 
1) in Korea, students with lower performance in high schools are usually enrolled 
in colleges and universities located in non-Seoul metropolitan areas, 2) according 
to previous studies (Hong, 2014; Min, 2003), these students more frequently inter-
act with the faculty, 3) these institutions are often teaching-oriented universities, in 
which faculty-student interaction more often occurs (Pike & Kuh, 2005). Therefore, 
in the HLM analysis results, in which the institutional location effect was controlled, 
students with a higher GPA were more likely to interact with faculty as in previous 
studies. The study also found that the high school performance of the students is 
statistically and positively related with hours spent preparing for classes, interaction 
with peers, and conducting community services (γ40=0.08, 0.05, 0.03, p<0.01). The 
current research, however, found that no relationship exists between high school 
performance and time spent working on or off campus. 

In terms of the major, the study found no consistent patterns of participation in 
out-of-class activities across the majors. Interestingly enough, it was found that stu-
dents who major in art and music, compared to students majoring in the humanities, 
spent more hours interacting with the faculty, preparing for class, and working for 
pay (γ80=0.16, 0.43, 0.15, p<0.01). From these findings, one may assume that stu-
dents majoring art and music are encouraged to meet the faculty to share their works, 
not only in class, but also out-of-class. 
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Regarding the university level independent variables, the location of the institu-
tion was found to affect how much students interact with the faculty members, and 
the degree to which students conducted out-of-class community services during the 
week. Students attending universities in non-metropolitan areas were found to have 
more meetings with their professors (γ01=-0.23, p<0.01) and more actively conduct-
ed community services as their out-of-class activities (γ01=-0.21, p<0.01), compared 
to their counterparts in the Seoul metropolitan areas. 

The random effects analysis, implying the analysis of the proportional reduc-
tion of the prediction error (which can be calculated by comparing the student- and 
university-level residual variances), suggests that about 1 to 2% of the student level 
variances were explained by the student level predictors. By contrast, the university 
level independent variables were found to greatly explain variations in the students’ 
participation in certain types of out-of-class activities. More specifically, 17% of 
the university level variance in the interaction with faculty was explained by the 
two university level predictors- i.e., the proportional reduction of the prediction er-
ror for the university level = (0.06-0.05)/0.06=0.17. The results were similar to the 
preparation for class and interaction with peers (i.e. the proportional reduction of the 
prediction error for the university level were 25% and 11%, respectively). However, 
the predictive abilities of the university level independent variables were minimal, 
both in work for pay and community services. The proportional reductions of the 
prediction error for the university level were 3% and 10%, respectively. These find-
ings suggest that there exist gaps in the interaction with the faculty, preparation for 
class, and interaction with peers across the universities. However, few gaps exist in 
out-of-class activities, like working for pay on or off campus and conducting com-
munity services.
Table 3.  The HLM results for student- and organizational- level factors on the  

patterns of college students’ out-of-class activity participation

 

Null Conditional Null Conditional Null Conditional Null Conditional Null Conditional

Fixed effect

  Intercept(γ00) 0.98*** 0.96*** 3.58*** 3.40*** 2.19*** 2.12*** 2.51*** 2.30*** 1.99*** 1.92***

  Student-level

     Gender(γ10) 0.14***  0.20** 0.09*** 0.35*** 0.19***

     Grade(γ20) 0.06*** 0.09*** 0.10*** -0.02 0.09***

     Household income(γ30) 0.02*** 0.04*** -0.05*** 0.02*** 0.03***

     High school performance(γ40)     0.02** 0.08***  0.01 0.05*** 0.03***

     Major(reference:Humanity)

       Social Science(γ50) -0.04 -0.09*  0.08*  0.11** 0.17***

       Engineering(γ60)  0.02  0.12* -0.02 -0.01 -0.06

       Natural Science(γ70)  0.02  0.13**  0.01 -0.08 -0.05

       Art & music(γ80) 0.16***  0.43*** 0.15***  0.06  0.03

  University-level

     Location(γ01) -0.23*** -0.00 -0.02  0.04 -0.21**

     Size(γ02) -0.00*** -0.00 -0.00*  0.00 -0.00*

Random effect

  Student-level(γij) 0.54*** 0.53*** 3.11*** 3.06*** 2.21*** 2.19*** 3.84*** 3.81*** 2.78*** 2.75***

  University-level(u0j) 0.06*** 0.05*** 0.08*** 0.06*** 0.06*** 0.06*** 0.09*** 0.08*** 0.10*** 0.09***

*p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001

Community service
Interaction with

faculty
Preparation for class Work on/off campus for

pay
Interaction with

peers
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Discussion and conclusion

This study started with the single question of who participated in what kinds of out-
of-class activities in Korea’s universities. With this curiosity, first, this study sets 
out to examine whether differences exist in the pattern of out-of-class experienc-
es according to the individual characteristics of students, including gender, grade, 
household income level, high school performance, and major. Second, this study 
also aimed to examine the empirical evidence to determine the relationship between 
the patterns of out-of-class activities and institutional characteristics of the univer-
sity that the student attends. In terms of the institutional characteristics, this study 
concerns the location and size of the university. To explore these research questions, 
the researchers analyzed the K-NSSE data with hierarchical linear modeling. 

In sum, the findings of the statistical analysis in this study support the results of 
the preceding research suggesting that different personal and institutional character-
istics are related to the college students’ five types of out-of-class activities. Among 
the personal factors, the male gender is associated with more active participation in 
all types of out-of-class activities compared to female students. These results are 
consistent with previous studies that suggest the gender imbalance in terms of stu-
dent involvement and leadership development (Astin, 1993; Hall & Sandler, 1984; 
Kezar & Moriarty, 2000; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). The students’ high school perfor-
mance was also found to be positively related to interaction with the faculty, hours 
spent in preparation for study, interaction with peers, and community services. This 
result corresponds to previous research findings (Astin, 1993; Choi & Rhee, 2009; 
Ha, 2010; Kim, 2004; Kuh et al., 2006, 2011; Tinto, 1993; Yoon, 2013). However, 
unlike the findings of numerous studies (Bean & Kuh, 1984; Chang, Astin, & Kim, 
2004; Ha, 2010; Kim & Park, 2010; Moran & Gonyea, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2000; 
Yoon, 2013) stating that the undergraduates’ academic achievement, or GPA, is high-
ly associated with their peer interaction, the finding of this study indicates that the 
student grade was not statistically related to their interaction with their peers. It can 
be presumed that Korean students who obtained a higher GPA may have had no time 
to participate in student organizations, or socialize with their peers in/outside the 
campus. This assumption can be backed up by Baek and Jung (2012), who presented 
that students who vigorously participate in any student organizations (e. g. student 
union and clubs) tended to gain lower GPAs. 

The student SES measured by the monthly household income was found to be sta-
tistically and positively associated with all five types of out-of-class activities, with 
the exception of working for pay. In other words, students from low SES families 
tend to spend a substantial amount of time in working to cover their expenses, rather 
than participating in peer/faculty interaction and community service. As Ahn & Bae 
(2011) reported, undergraduate students who work to make a living are usually from 
lower SES families, have a higher likelihood of gaining lower grades, tend to be 
enrolled in college less long, and enter the low-wage labor market. Although most 
personal level factors are generally associated with all five of the undergraduates’ 
out-of-class activities, working on/off campus for pay is consistently unrelated to the 
students’ high school performance, and major (except for art & music).  
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In terms of the major, the study found no consistent patterns of participation in 
out-of-class activities across the majors. Interestingly, students majoring in arts and 
music participate more in interactions with the faculty, preparation for class, and 
work on/off campus. This finding can be explained by some studies on the lives of 
college students who major in music and arts (Ha, 2012; Yoon & Jung, 2010). Ac-
cording to the study, students majoring in music and arts occasionally take lessons 
in/outside classroom, which increases the frequency of the faculty-student interac-
tion. In addition, they spend a substantial amount of time practicing and training in 
their skills and techniques, which naturally results in an increase in preparation for 
class. Furthermore, many music and arts students tend to work as private tutors to 
earn pocket money or meet living expenses. On the contrary, regarding the students’ 
major, one finding of this study is not accordance with what Wilson et al. (2014) 
suggested. Wilson and his colleagues found that when institutional features (type, 
size) work as a medium, then engineering, computer, and math students participate 
more in out-of-class activities. In this study, undergraduate students who major in 
engineering and science only moderately conducted course-related out-of-class ac-
tivities (i. e. preparation for class). 

The bigger the institution is, the less faculty and students interact with each 
other. This finding is in accordance with previous studies on the institutional size 
and student engagement or involvement (Astin, 1993; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; 
Pike & Kuh, 2006; Porter, 2006). According to previous studies, institutional size 
has a negative effect on students’ college experience, including less interaction with 
faculty and peers. The location of the institution was found to affect the degree and 
extent of the faculty interaction and performance of community services. Students 
attending universities in non-metropolitan areas were found to have more meetings 
with professors, and more actively conduct community services as their out-of-class 
activities, compared to their counterparts attending universities in Seoul metropol-
itan areas. This may be because many higher educational institutions in Seoul-met-
ropolitan areas are research-oriented universities. According to Pike & Kuh (2005), 
interaction within or outside the classroom occurs the most in baccalaureate-liberal 
arts institutions, whereas faculty-student interaction at research-oriented, doctoral/
master institutions is relatively limited.  

Differently from secondary school students, undergraduates have more time that 
they can spend for diverse out-of-class activities. Therefore, how they utilize the 
given time by participating in what kind of out-of-class activity may affect their 
success in college life. Previous studies on college students’ out-of-class activities 
were mostly intended to clarify the influence of the activities on the students’ college 
experiences, like their GPA, cognitive and psychological development, and engage-
ment /involvement. However, this study reversely examined how various personal 
and institutional factors can influence undergraduate students’ out-of-class activity 
participation and patterns. Moreover, under the era of the universalization of high-
er education (Altbach et al., 2009; Hayes, 2006), colleges and universities will be 
valued by their customers’ (i. e. students) satisfaction. Thus, the emphasis on the 
cultivation and enhancement of the quality of higher educational institutions will ac-
cordingly increase (Alexander, 2000; Altbach et al., 2009; Harvery & Green, 1998; 
Hayes, 2006; Neave, 1988). Therefore, to keep up with this trend, higher educational 
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institutions need to carefully and empirically grasp the status quo as it relates to their 
students’ out-of-class activities as well as their regular courses. 
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The emergence of the term ‘extended education’

After school programs, out-of-school time programs, leisure time activities, extra-
curricular activities, all-day schools – there are many terms used to refer to non-cur-
ricular, yet educationally based time spent by children and young people beyond the 
‘school gates’. Although it is not a new phenomenon to extend pupils education in 
this way, the extent of government investment into this area has been growing since 
the turn of the millennium. Examples of such initiatives include the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers program in the United States that started in the 1990s 
(James-Burdumy et al., 2005), the Investitionsprogramm “Zukunft Bildung und Be-
treuung” (IZBB) that started in Germany in 2003 (Zickgraf & Zickgraf, 2009) and 
the initiative to foster extended services in England, starting in 2005 (e. g. Cum-
mings, Dyson, & Todd, 2011). 

These developments, which occurred globally, were the start of a network that 
aimed to bring together specialists in this field to share ideas, research and practices. 
An international conference held in Giessen, Germany in 2010 was the formal start-
ing point for the development of this Network on Extracurricular and Out-of-School 
Time Educational Research (NEO ER) (Ecarius, Klieme, Stecher, & Woods, 2013; 
Bae, 2014). 

During this inaugural conference it became increasingly clear that the terms “ex-
tracurricular” and “out-of-school time” did not cover the full scope and variety of ac-
tivites under the heading ‘non-formal services’ within the different countries that in-
itiated the network activities: England, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, South Korea, 
Sweden, Switzerland, and the United States. A second issue for participants was the 
lack of an appropriate publication platform for the exchange of ideas and research. 



 International Journal for Research on Extended Education, Volume 3/2015124

The IJREE. A brief description

To address both of these challenges in 2013 the International Journal for Research 
on Extended Education (IJREE) was launched. This was supported by the German 
Research Foundation (DFG). The editors agreed on the use of the term ‘extended 
education’ as this was seen as being broad enough to capture a wide range of relevant 
practices and research. The journal aimed to present a platform for cross-cultural and 
cross-national exchange around issues in the field of extended education. 

The current journal 2/2015 is the fifth issue of the IJREE – one in 2013, two in 
2014 and two in 2015. The first two issues (1/2013; 1/2014) were concerned with 
specific national research reports. Aspects of extended education were examined 
across seven countries (in that order): Netherlands, Switzerland, Germany, Korea, 
England, United States, and Sweden. In the next issue 2/2014 the main topic was 
University-Community Links: Collaborative Engagement in Extended Learning. 
Issue 1/2015 was a collection of ‘free contributions’ (collection of papers without 
a specific main topic), and the current issue 2/2015 is now on blurring educational 
boundaries. 

How ‘international’ is the IJREE? 

One of the stated aims of the IJREE is to be an international platform for the ex-
change of ideas and research on aspects of extended education for children and 
young people. Using the R package rworldmap (South, 2011) figure 1 shows the 
countries so far included in the journal after only five issues. 
Figure 1.  Coverage of countries that are involved and have published in the IJREE. 

Own illustration using author’s information (of main topic papers and 
free contributions) in the end of each IJREE issue (1/2013‒2/2015) and 
the R package rworldmap (South, 2011)
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Researchers from 14 different countries have so far been published. In 2013 the 
IJREE’s authors came from Germany, Netherlands, South Korea, Sweden, Switzer-
land and the United States. In 2014 in addition three new countries, Taiwan, Unit-
ed Kingdom and Spain, were involved. Five additional countries were included in 
2015 – Australia, Denmark, Finland, Japan and Norway. Although the IJREE is still 
in its early stages of development it already covers a remarkable range of different 
countries and perspectives. It is becoming a truly ‘international’ journal. Several 
parts of Europe, and also selected parts of North America, Asia and Australia are 
involved. However, there are no researchers publishing in the IJREE from South 
America and Africa as of yet. 

Prospects and future challenges 

A challenge for the researchers in the field of extended education is to develop a 
comprehensive global network. There are researchers concerned with extended edu-
cation in countries so far not included and the aim is to try to link with these people 
sharing ideas and research. The IJREE and the NEO ER seem to be appropriate 
platforms to bring these people together. It will need the continued engagement of 
IJREE’s editors and NEO ER’s participants (including the IJREE authors) to reach 
out and link with relevant researchers, who are not currently affiliated to NEO ER 
and encourage them to contribute to the journal and the network. In a short space 
of time the IJREE has started to build a solid reputation as an international journal 
focused on sharing research and ideas on extended education.  
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