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FOREWORK 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic crisis has drastically reshaped how Danish universities approach the use 

of digital technologies in teaching. At the time of this dissertation project’s commencement, 

universities and the Danish ministry's arguments for investing time and money into digital 

technologies mostly focused on enhancing student learning and student-centred teaching in 

campus-based courses through learning-management systems (LMSs) and a selection of 

technologies with interactional capabilities. However, the pandemic has had a significant influence 

on the rationales and models for integrating digital technologies in higher education teaching. 

COVID-19 restrictions involving social distancing and shutdowns of educational institutions were 

instilled by the Danish ministry in mid-March 2020, affecting the public’s whereabouts in vast 

aspects of life. Due to these restrictions, university students could not access university buildings or 

meet in person with other students or teachers. Therefore, Danish universities declared that they 

would convert their traditional campus-based teaching activities to remote emergency teaching 

and online delivery of courses. At the time of this foreword’s writing, it is still unclear when and if 

higher education will return to what might be framed typical teaching and normal delivery formats. 

This project commenced well before the COVID-19 crisis erupted and online teaching during the 

pandemic is not the focus of this project. However, this research project presents rich material on 

students’ experiences with digital educational interactions, offering insight into what participation 

in formal digital educational contexts requires of students and how universities and university 

teachers may plan and conduct teaching—in times of pandemic or under normal circumstances.   
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THESIS OUTLINE 

The dissertation is structured in the following way: 

Chapter 1 serves as an introduction to the topic and motivation for the dissertation. It provides an 

overview of the research background to situate the dissertation according to existing research 

discourses and foci. In addition, Chapter 1 presents the research question that guides the 

dissertation. 

Chapter 2 outlines and discusses the conceptual framework adopted in this dissertation. It outlines 

key tenets and themes from research into student agency. Based on my research agenda, I offer a 

presentation of a relational understanding of agency. 

Chapter 3 outlines my research approach and activities. During the course of the PhD project, I have 

conducted a systematic review, an empirical study and developed a conceptual paper. The first 

two are at the core of this chapter.  

Chapter 4 presents the three studies conducted, including the findings. 

Chapter 5 contains my conclusions and outlines the implications for research and practice  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

This dissertation is about understanding and analysing the quality of digital teaching-learning 

interactions in higher education from a student perspective. It asks questions such as: when students 

engage in learning tasks with a digital element or embedded in a digital context, what influences 

student actions? What does it feel like and mean to students to engage? Does the technology 

influence how students participate? What do digital interactions leak into? Do the academic 

programme and instructional guidelines affect students? In addressing these questions, I offer an 

account that centres on student agency and the interplay between agency-structure.  

In order to provide an initial sense of the importance of this particular issue related to digital 

education, allow me to provide a brief account of how I became interested in the topic. In 2008, I 

began a position as an e-learning coordinator at Aarhus University in Denmark. The job involved 

being on top of the technologies “out there”, introducing educators to digital technologies, and 

providing instructions on using digital technologies to engage students. This was only a few years 

after graduating from the IT University in Copenhagen, and the approach to technology that I saw 

and experienced as a student—curious and playful—greatly inspired my own engagement with 

digital technologies. I did not feel constrained by technology but enjoyed creating immersive user 

experiences, finding ways of giving groups of people a voice online, and balancing usability issues. 

In 2008, I was primarily in contact with technology enthusiasts among faculty who approached me 

with inquiring minds towards technologies or who experienced great value in digitizing their 

analogue teaching materials, such as with educators from the field of medicine who sought to 

digitize their archives of illustrative photographs and slides. Other educators, particularly from the 

Faculty of Arts, had courses with limited student intakes and planned to use online course-delivery 

formats to increase the number of students.  

In 2013, my employment at Aarhus University became located at the School of Business and Social 

Sciences, where digital technologies had become a strategic faculty priority. It prompted large-

scale implementation initiatives, such as mandatory online course sites in a learning management 

system (LMS) and a mandatory teacher-training programme that supported staff in learning 

technology. Teaching the mandatory course, I would engage with staff less interested in using 

digital technologies and experiencing it as adding to their workload. Beyond this, the question of 

how to engage students particularly concerned the educators. One particular event became the 
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turning point that paved the way for this dissertation. I had supervised a professor in his planning of 

a teaching intervention that involved digital technology. He seemed relatively engaged in the 

digital intervention he had planned, and he aimed to facilitate a student-centred task. Nevertheless, 

he returned a bit disappointed after introducing the activity to the students in class, saying to me 

something resembling, I did everything that we talked about was necessary for the intervention to 

be successful. However, still, the students did not engage. Why is that? What should I do?  

So, “what works? It is hardly controversial to claim that “what works”, the effective link between 

teaching and learning, has been given much attention (Henderson et al., 2017; Selwyn, 2008). 

Indeed, I was familiar with literature often used in practice to frame the use of digital technologies 

such as technology affordances (Bower, 2008; Bower & Sturman, 2015), learning design (Cross & 

Conole, 2009; Rienties & Toetenel, 2016), scaffolding techniques (Salmon, 2004), and constructive 

alignment (Biggs & Tang, 2011). However, a crucial point that this breakdown made clear is that 

the guidelines and literature for “making it work” not always work. Students do not always express 

positive signs of engagement (Trowler, 2010) and self-manage in a way that complies with the 

educational intentions (Harris et al., 2018). Additionally, the literature does not provide an answer 

to how and why interactions unfold in different ways. The issues it raised are about how to account 

for student engagement in digital interactions as they unfold. I am arguing that in order to 

understand breakdowns, it is necessary to develop a better sense of how interactions emerge to 

students.  

Why focus on analysing teaching-learning interactions? 

Teaching–learning interactions matter because universities invest numerous resources on 

facilitating situations with interactions. Teachers spend a great deal of their time planning and 

executing interactions that cultivate student learning. The Danish Ministry of Higher Education and 

Science (Uddannelses- og Forskningsministeriet, 2020) emphasizes the key role of interactions by 

defining a teaching activity as a situation with a significant amount of interaction between students 

and the teacher. Measures of teaching–learning, such as student satisfaction surveys and student 

engagement surveys, even go to all lengths with interaction by placing observable interaction as 

the precondition and primary site of the social and learning (Gourlay, 2017; Klemenčič & Chirikov, 

2015). The effort to qualify interactions exemplifies how formal interactions are seen as essential 

transformative forces in education. Indeed, the educational efforts directed towards interaction 

indicate that  
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something is supposed to happen in these situations in which these groups come 

together that is of value in helping students to engage with programmes they are 

studying and helping academics and support staff to understand the needs of their 

students (Ashwin, 2012, p. 4).  

Teaching–learning interactions are also mentioned in texts aimed at promoting student-centre 

learning (SCL) and student-centred learning environments (SCLEs) (Damşa & de Lange, 2019; 

Klemenčič, 2017; Klemenčič et al., 2020). Student-centred activities are referred to by Damşa and 

de Lange (2019) as those emphasizing the centrality of students’ needs and responsibilities and 

assumed to tailor learning in a way that enabled students to develop generic skills and 

competences, making sense of specialized knowledge and practices. For instance, the set of 

principles proposed Damşa and de Lange (2019) to guide the development of SCLEs centre on 

providing students with opportunities and support for accessing and engaging with course-related 

knowledge, interacting with others, and regulating their learning processes. Similarly, Klemenčič 

(2017) noted that “SCL is made synonymous with active learning, i.e., involving activities that all 

students in a class session do other than simply watching, listening and taking notes of the lecture” 

(p. 74). Sfard (1998) elegantly summarizes such focus as adopting a “learning-as-participation” 

metaphor. According to Sfard (1998), learning-as-participation draws on the premises of a learner 

interested in participating in relevant activities to take part or become part of a greater whole.  

Additionally, teaching-learning interactions matter to student learning outcome. A significant body 

of research on this matter is termed Approaches to Learning and Teaching research (Prosser & 

Trigwell, 1999). The research is built upon the teaching-learning model in Figure 1, which argues 

that how students perceive their learning context and how they approach their learning are 

associated and, additionally, mediate students’ learning outcomes (Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; 

Trigwell & Prosser, 2020). This line of research informs much work into student learning (Biggs & 

Tang, 2011; Entwistle, 2007). 
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Figure 1. The teaching-learning model. Source: Adapted from Trigwell and Prosser (2020)  

 

 

 

 

The model shows a set of interrelated dynamics related to student learning. These components are 

temporally embedded and contingent on the context. First, the presage components include the 

academic context, such as the buildings and the teaching methods experienced and students’ 

understanding of the subject to be learned and prior learning experience. Conceptions of learning 

denote “the ways in which students conceive of what learning is and what its outcomes might be” 

(Ellis et al., 2008, p. 268). Second, the process component includes students’ perceptions of the 

learning context, which comprise students’ perception of the course workload and the quality of the 

teaching and learning. Students’ approaches to learning (SAL) denote what students say they do 

(strategy) and why (intention) (Ellis et al., 2008). Approaches to learning refer to either deep and 

surface approaches, which are qualitatively different ways of approaching the learning. A deep 

approach entails intending to understand the studied subject by constructing a whole of the taught 

elements. A surface approach entails more temporary learning and strategies for reproducing the 

material. Finally, the product component of students’ learning outcomes are typically referred to as 

students’ assessed learning outcomes (Trigwell & Prosser, 2020). Through phenomenographic 

research that maps the outcome space of a particular phenomenon and the qualitatively different 

ways students experience learning (Åkerlind, 2005), research has shown how student actions might 
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represent either coherent conceptions and deep approaches to learning or fragmented 

conceptions and surface approaches to learning. Previous studies have also identified two 

categories of approaches to teaching: content and teacher-focused and conceptual change and 

student-focused (Prosser & Trigwell, 2014).  

Studies have been conducted into the influence of teaching on learning. The research provides a 

clear indication that interactions between student and teachers matter. In their book on higher 

education teaching learning and teaching, Prosser and Trigwell (1999) dealt with the issue of this 

relation. Following a synthesis of studies exploring links between teachers’ approaches to teaching 

and students’ approaches to learning, they concluded: 

The relation between teachers’ experiences and their students’ experiences is such 

that university teachers who adopt a conceptual change/student-focused 

approach to teaching are more likely to teach students who adopt a deep 

approach to their learning, while teachers who adopt an information 

transmission/teacher-focused approach to teaching are more likely to teach 

students who adopt surface approaches to their study. (1999, p. 162)   

Similarly, students’ perceptions of the teaching–learning environments (hindering/enhancing 

learning) related to teachers’ approaches to teaching (dissonant teacher-focused 

approach/consonant learning-focused approach; (Uiboleht et al., 2019). Specifically, Uiboleht et 

al. (2019) emphasized opportunities for interacting with peers and teachers and scaffolding 

interaction to enhance student learning. Therefore, teaching–learning interactions, including 

supporting actors and environments, must work together to foster students’ deep engagement. In 

other words and quite importantly, what the teacher does with the teaching seems to relate to what 

the students do.  

Why are digital technologies related to teaching-learning interactions? 

Mainstream educational literature clearly recognizes the importance of interactions, and the 

importance of supporting and cultivation the interactive and dynamic aspect of higher education 

teaching and learning is clearly emphasized in research into digital technologies (Ed-Tech) (Leece 

& Campbell, 2011; Singh & Thurman, 2019). This research offers ways of translating the qualities of 

social media, or Web 2.0 (O'Reilly, 2009), to higher education. While no hard boundaries are 

available to establish what is and what is not Web 2.0, a set of principles demonstrate what can be 

defined as Web 2.0: 
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• User contributions and shaping content (McLoughlin & Lee, 2007); 

• Users who are willing to make public contributions (Beer & Burrows, 2007); and 

• Services, not packaged software (O'Reilly, 2009). 

Transferred to an educational contexts, these qualities hold the potential for enhancing student 

interaction in learning processes and meet needs for customization of student learning content and 

progress (McLoughlin & Lee, 2007). More so, the interactional capabilities of Web 2.0 has brought 

an interest in various pedagogical usages of Web 2.0 to support student-centredness and student-

centred teaching approaches and activities (Bower et al., 2010), such as collaborative report 

writing, sharing of assignments in different modalities, representing conceptual knowledge, and 

performing high-level analyses of texts. After a decade of digital technology use, literature has 

reported the use of various technologies, including smart learning environments (Eduardo et al., 

2021), group e-portfolios (Victoria, 2020), videos (Matthew et al., 2019), and mobile 

communications (Berjón et al., 2015), for different productive purposes, such as student flexibility, 

development of skill and professional practices, and collaborative work among peers (Kirkwood & 

Price, 2011). 

Research into students’ approaches to learning with digital technologies has investigated how 

digital technologies sit with students’ approaches to learning and students’ learning outcomes. For 

instance, a study focusing on students’ experience of face-to-face and online discussions identified 

variation in students’ approaches (Ellis et al., 2006). The outcome space ranged from students 

engaging to understand the matter to students engaging for fact-finding (Ellis et al., 2006). Another 

phenomenographic study of online peer-assessment (PA) (Yang & Tsai, 2010) identified six 

categories of conceptions of learning via online PA. The study identified an outcome space ranging 

from a cohesive conception of online PA as training for critical thinking to a fragmented conception 

of online PA as a drill for some related computer skills. The authors also identified a surface 

approach to online PA comprising engagement to meet course requirements and a deep 

approach comprising reflection on one’s work using peer comments. They identified an association 

between fragmented and cohesive conceptions of learning and surface and deep approaches to 

learning (Yang & Tsai, 2010). Ginns and Ellis (2007) investigated courses with structured use of 

blended activities. A cluster analysis distinguished a group of students with relatively high scores for 

the learning environment, a deep approach to learning, and relatively high final grades as well as 

a group of students with low scores for the learning environment, high scores for a surface approach, 

and relatively low course grades. A recent study by Han and Ellis (2019) followed two student 

cohorts in two consecutive years to investigate students’ approaches to learning through blended 
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discussions. Similar to other studies, the study identified a link between cohesive conceptions as well 

as deep approaches to blended discussions and higher marks. The study, however, highlighted how 

students tend to regard discussions (online and on-site) as mechanistic elements that do little to 

help them understand key subject themes, and they do not see how face-to-face discussions are 

linked to online discussions.  

Broadly, SAL studies have identified variation in students’ perceptions and understandings of digital 

technologies. The variation is fundamental to how students approach their studies and the 

outcomes they gain. Additionally, the studies demonstrate how learning experiences of digital 

technologies link to students’ general learning experience. These results are important for 

understanding the effect of digital technologies on student learning.  They show that merely 

assuming that digital technologies will guide students to benefit more from educational contexts of 

learning is misleading. For students to benefit from digital education, the research suggests two 

things. First, for students to adopt deep learning approaches, it seems necessary to support students' 

cognitive engagement in this direction by scaffolding learning and modelling student behaviour. 

Second, to improve the value of the online activities, it seems vital to link the online activities with 

the class activities, so that the spaces for learning appear cohesive. But suppose students’ 

perception of teaching-learning resources and activities is critical, then it becomes vital to “seek to 

understand their students' perceptions of this part of the learning environment, and how successfully 

that part is in supporting student learning across a whole course” (Ginns & Ellis, 2007, p. 63). 

Limitations 
While it would seem that the Ed-Tech perspective highlights the ways teaching–learning 

interactions works and the SAL perspective the ways interactions are shaped, neither are 

particularly helpful when accounting for breakdowns in digital interactions or the dynamic nature 

of interactions. Studies within the field of Ed-Tech often come up against a theoretical and 

methodological problem. As Goodyear et al. (2018, p. 226) notes, Ed-Tech research is action-

oriented, which has left a void of “theoretical ideas, methods and modes of explanation that are fit 

for the purpose of constructing a research-based understanding of a range of fundamental, 

complex phenomena that are core to education” (Goodyear et al., 2018, p. 226). Selwyn (2010) 

observed that, at best, Ed-Tech research depicts less successful engagement without taking great 

care in developing understandings about what the technology worked for and why it did not. Hew 

et al. (2019) conducted an in-depth analysis of 503 articles published in well-known journals for 

research on education technology. They found little or no use of theory and equally few attempts 

to advance particular theories. Bulfin et al. (2013) identified the research field as methodologically 
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weak, and Bliuc et al. (2007) called for methodological advancements from small-scale, 

exploratory studies to survey studies for further generalization of insights. 

Additionally, Ed-Tech studies come across as technology-centric and instrumental by nature 

(Biesta, 2007). Following this, Hamilton and Friesen (2013) identified two general orientations in 

research into online education: essentialism and instrumentalism. Essentialism takes the technology 

as an active agent and independent forces that can realize educational goals, whereas 

instrumentalism depicts technologies as absorbing the educational intent and ideas. Here, humans 

are agents. The orientations, then, represent different notions of the relationship between 

technology and agency. However, they both represent the assumption that “the meaning of 

technologies is equivalent to what they can do at the level of their overt, predetermined functions” 

(Hamilton & Friesen, 2013, p. 4). To put it differently, both essentialism and instrumentalism assume 

an association between digital technology, its features, the discursive framing of use, and the 

realization of an educational model or intention. It is ”plug-and-play”. What, then, is the problem 

with plug-and-play? First and foremost, it is that the assumption is flawed. As highlighted by 

postphenomenologic research, one technology can be used for various purposes (Rosenberger, 

2014), and phenomenographical research shows student perceptions of what to do in education 

to take many forms, even within the same course (Bliuc et al., 2007). Then, as Hamilton and Friesen 

(2013) continue: In approaching digital technologies as stabile artefacts without confronting 

technology, we become constrained in our understanding of what technology does to education 

and educational processes.  

The scepticism towards Ed-Tech research is connected intimately with the discourse used for 

learning technologies and learning management platforms. Bayne (2015) claimed that the trend 

towards framing technologies as in-service to faculty seals the technology off from critical 

investigations. Equally, Selwyn (2016) framed it as “Ed-Tech speak” when technologies are 

conjoined with learning (hinting to the much-used concept of learning technologies) to signal its 

benevolent force. Conversely, naming technology as learning reduces the complexity of learning 

and downplays how learning is affected by social relations and power struggles (Bayne, 2015; 

Biesta, 2012). To debunk the learning agenda, Biesta (2012) stated that learning is always about 

learning something, for particular purposes and from someone. In other words, learning is a situated 

experience, closely related to a context. By not considering this, one would blatantly disregard what 

learning involves and the means and ends to learning. As Biesta (2012) has claimed, ”learning from” 

is significantly different from ”being taught by” a teacher. If one views learning as learning from the 

teacher, then the teacher is structurally aligned with other learning resources, such as books. In this 
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way, the teacher-student relationship is presented as balanced and within students’ control. 

Approaching it the other way around and adopting the notion of being taught by the teacher 

directs attention towards the teacher’s power and how students are assigned to this person’s 

agenda. ”Learning”, then, frames knowledge development as relationally unproblematic. 

”Teaching”, it is claimed, directs attention to structures and power relations. When considering 

concrete learning-technology relations, it is therefore vital to pay better attention to the dynamics 

and principles that make learning-technology work. The fact that Ed-Tech research holds scant 

notions of social, technological, and educational character obscures the complexity of human-

technology (Selwyn, 2016) and limits our capacity to properly interrogate the changes that 

technology involves and how learning occurs (Bayne, 2015). 

For SAL research the problem is largely conceptual. As Ashwin (2012) has remarked, it does not 

take us beyond understanding broad relationships between technology, approaches to learning, 

and outcome, because SAL research provides concepts of learning and relations that are stable. 

None of the studies focuses on how phenomenon emerges or explain how students, for instance, 

come to experience blended teaching as unhelpful to their learning. Then, while exploring the 

variation in students’ conceptions and actions is a powerful way to map differences in what students 

do and the consequences of the adopted actions, it is insufficient to understand how and why 

student learning is affected in digital educational contexts.  

In educational research it would seem the networked learning (NL) research (Goodyear et al., 2004) 

fills some of the gaps. Indeed, in studying student learning in social–material–digital worlds 

(Collective, 2020), it focuses on how interpersonal relationships, technology, and collaborative 

engagement are intertwined in practice. For example, Ryberg et al. (2018) empirically scrutinized 

what students “actually do” in self-organized learning processes in terms of moving around and 

reconfiguring spaces. They identified three practice categories of nomadic collaborative learning 

groups: (1) orchestration of work phases, spaces, and activities; (2) the orchestration of multiple 

technologies; and (3) orchestration of togetherness. The categories showed fluid boundaries 

between the digital and the physical and intimate bonds of entanglements that students need to 

manage, and informs what is meaningful for students. Furthermore, Caviglia et al. (2018) explored 

the technologies that actually constitute students’ digital learning environments. The study showed 

a range of tools adopted by students, which led the authors to suggest that students’ digital learning 

environments cannot be framed by learning environment systems but rather resemble media 

ecology—a collected arena for use of different tools.  
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In 2020, a joint position paper from key NL authors set out to redefine NL. According to the authors, 

NL involves 

processes of collaborative, co-operative and collective inquiry, knowledge-

creation and knowledgeable action, underpinned by trusting relationships, 

motivated by a sense of shared challenge and enabled by convivial technologies. 

(Collective, 2020) 

Emphasizing the strong focus on collaborative approaches to learning, Goodyear et al. (2004) quite 

candidly proclaimed, “In short, there is no point to networked learning if you do not value learning 

through co-operation, collaboration, dialog, and/or participation in a community” (p. 2). It may not 

be a hindrance to using NL to analyse the dynamic nature of digital teaching–learning interactions, 

but the strong conceptualization of learning, as it relates to a certain type of practice, and the 

assumption that collaboration is or should be pleasurable, is problematic for several reasons 

(Gourlay et al., 2021). I will highlight the issues most relevant to this research project. First, the 

definition of NL seems to present a normative vision for learning in networked contexts, which 

favours a particular type of human connection. Thus, Gourlay et al. (in Gourlay et al., 2021) 

responded to the redefinition by describing NL as utopian by nature. Indeed, SAL research has 

clearly shown that teachers approach teaching in qualitatively different ways, including less 

student-centred approaches. The favouring of a particular approach rather than engaging with the 

range of approaches is a privileged position—at least seen from the perspective of someone from 

the outskirts, typically engaging with academic staff less excited about convivial technologies and 

academic teaching cultures focused on content rather than more generic skills (Bager-Elsborg, 

2017). More so, it may hinder critical reflection of the degree to which collaborative activities are 

actually experienced in this way. Pischetola and Dirckinck-Holmfeld (in Gourlay et al., 2021) asked, 

“Does the network always generate collaborative, co-operative and collective processes of 

knowledge creation?” Indeed, critical analysis has evidenced exploitation of collective data 

(Selwyn, 2010) and experiences of diminished agency (Tsai et al., 2019). Finally, Lee and Bligh (in 

Gourlay et al., 2021) argued that notions of trusting relationships enabled by convivial technologies 

are naïve, and they called for studies that encompass the struggles in daily practice. With these 

concerns in mind, NL may be more appropriate as a manifesto presenting an ideal rather than 

stating the actual.  

It is important to be clear that the comments made above frame my overall concern, not something 

that all studies oblige. As I have indicated, the interactive and dynamic aspects are central to all 

research frameworks, however my argument is that drawing on what works, the stability of practices 
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and ideals of teaching and learning important elements related to the dynamic and shifting aspects 

of digital interactions remain underexplored.  

Why focus on accounting for agency? 

The discussion of the research area raises the critical issue about how to grasp the dynamic and 

emerging nature of interactions and what counts as an explanation within research into digital 

teaching–learning interactions. Explanations provided by SAL research of what matters in digital 

teaching–learning interactions have focused on students and teachers’ perceptions and 

approaches, which means that an individual’s intentionality guides our understanding. Thus, the 

research relies firmly on cognitive understandings of human agency (Bandura, 2006) but brackets 

off anything outside this explanation (Ashwin, 2012). According to more thorough readings of Ed-

Tech literature and its findings (Bayne, 2015; Kirkwood & Price, 2014; Stenalt et al., 2019), 

explanations of what matters in digital teaching–learning interactions have focused on delivery 

format, instructional guidelines, learning designs, and the affordances of technologies. They incline 

us to subsume student agency to formal intentions presented to students during studentship, thereby 

not only excluding student trajectories but also overlooking structures out there and inside the 

interaction (Bayne, 2015). Then, both accounts interpreted student meaning-making and reason as 

primarily intentional, located within an a priori–defined interaction and within what occurred in the 

interaction.  

However, it would be a mistake to limit the accounts of interactions to human cognition only and 

what happens within particular interactions. It is not that these aspects do not provide insight into 

interactions. It is rather because they bracket off nonconscious issues and other relations that are 

assembled in the production of digital interactions (Castañeda & Williamson, 2021). Indeed, it is 

important to recognize that some of the discussions in the literature about digital education and 

learning imply that designable and other structures hinder or enable student agency (Castañeda 

& Selwyn, 2018; Tsai et al., 2019). Furthermore, there are strong arguments and evidence that 

processes that might not be visible within the particular interaction influence and structure digital 

education and educational processes (Bayne et al., 2020; Williamson et al., 2020). Therefore, I am 

arguing that we need to develop a sense of how interactions reflect students and the assemblage 

of social, material, and political factors. My argument is that accounting for agency and structure in 

the analysis seems to be a viable approach to examine ”the embodied, enactive, ecological 

qualities of cognition—that acknowledge what it really means for learning and teaching once the 
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mind is seen as extending beyond the brain—mean that one can no longer analyse the world as 

just ‘background’” (Goodyear et al., 2018, p. 227).  

The adoption of such an approach raises a host of new issues related to human agency. On the 

one hand, it begs the question of how even to account for human agency and structures in the 

analysis of digital interactions. There are certainly applications of agency that may render a narrow 

or simple analysis of human agency possible, but there are conceptualizations of agency that are 

too complex and demand a rather complicated approach (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Equally, it 

triggers discussion of how to approach agency. As discussed by NL research, there is a need to 

include a first person agency but at the same time agency is distributed among relations and 

objects (Dohn, 2016). Thus, a relational understanding seems to be required (Goodyear et al., 2014). 

Hodgson et al. (2012) explicitly positioned the dilemma in this way: “It is the individual who holds 

the power to be active and reflexive – in that sense agency is a fundamentally human characteristic. 

However (…), agency takes place in socio-cultural-mediated settings and on various levels of scale” 

(p. 302). Then, how do we develop accounts that are open to an interactional relationship between 

what is analogue and digital and between biological and material forms (Jandrić et al., 2018)? 

More so, recent research has shown sustained attention and profound dedication to ideas of 

nonhuman agency that take inspiration from the turn towards materiality (Fenwick & Landri, 2012; 

Gourlay, 2017; Leonardi, 2010). Relatedly, I see dedication to ideas of affect, dedicated to re-

instating the body as a legitimate phenomenon of research (Beard et al., 2007; Hillis et al., 2015) in 

an attempt to balance mind and matter (Brøgger, 2018). According to Staunæs (2016), this 

approach implied that “the quality of the analysis depends upon the ability to design and produce 

researcher sensitivity towards the performative effects of technologies aimed at researching the 

affective level” (p. 67). In this thesis, I tackle the issue of how to focus on human agency without 

excluding sensitivity and the affect of other assemblages to address the question of why and how 

digital interactions matter. 

Research question 

This dissertation is accordingly about the interplay between student learning and digital education 

and between learning and teaching. Hence, this dissertation contributes to current debates on the 

implications of digital technologies in higher education and the factors affecting student learning. 

To contribute to the development of knowledge about digital teaching and learning, I have 

formulated a research question that focuses on understanding agency-structure dynamics in digital 

teaching–learning interactions:  
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What enables or hinders student learning in digital teaching–learning interactions? 

As the background story of my own experience suggests, I examine the research question to 

develop higher education practices towards digital technologies. Once a digital element is in use 

but found not to work as expected, ideals of teaching and learning or knowledge of what works 

provide less guidance for practice or what Ellis et al. (2018) described as actionable knowledge: 

“ideas that are expressed in such a way that enables their use in practice” (Ellis et al., 2018, p. 4). 

However, advancing insight is not a matter of becoming better at describing the context while 

continuing with the notion of learning as related to a student’s inner change or subtle shifts of mental 

capacity. Rather, I concur with Ellis et al. (2018), who stated that understanding breakdowns in 

teaching and learning and that addressing the functional gaps of existing digital interactions seems 

to require another take on student learning in digital contexts.  

This research is in line with critical calls for developing more realistic accounts of human-technology 

interplay that move our understanding of digital interactions in higher education from a the state—

of—the—art focus towards a state—of—the—actual (Selwyn, 2008). It is equally a move away from 

constructing simple and causal relations between computers and human behaviour and 

assumptions of completely certain relationships (Perrotta, 2021). As Perrotta (2021) argued in his 

essay on underdetermination, “the relationship between causes and effects is, indeed, 

underdetermined by a plurality of social and cultural factors continuously bound and unbound by 

relations of dependency, alliance and conflict” (p. 45). Seen in this light, the project is an indirect 

consequence of critical research that has focused on the ways rational systems benefit at the 

expense of others. In his work, Perrotta (2021) explored the underlying propositions guiding much 

critical work. According to him (Perrotta, 2021), underdetermination (a) pays attention to relations 

and how they continuously negotiate technologies and forms of knowledge to tease out the role of 

culture and society; (b) seeks to cast light on how forms of life come together through linguistic 

conventions and practices to plant seeds of doubt about the validity of linear empiricism; and (c) 

focuses the performativity role in the production of knowledge. Performativity draws attention to the 

ways the methods used to qualify higher education, such as rankings and measuring, not only rank 

or measure higher education but also act upon and change it.  

The limits of my arguments 

In concluding the introduction, let me be clear that the arguments developed in this thesis relate to 

experiences from practice of breakdowns in digital teaching and learning. I want to emphasize 

that, while these gloomy experiences could relate to my own practice as an academic developer—
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if not teachers’ approaches to digital technologies at my educational institution—research often 

neglects understanding such experiences in detail, privileging the state—of—the—art rather than 

the state—of—the—actual (Selwyn, 2008). It is important to be clear that the knowledge I seek to 

develop is not meant to be inapplicable to those interested in what works, which informs much 

pedagogical work and dissemination of knowledge to academic staff. Rather, I am motivated by 

an interest in providing a deeper understanding of human-technology dynamics in interactions and 

identifying “connecting constructs” (Goodyear et al., 2018), which help connect and reason about 

“relationships between things that can be designed and what people will do; between designable 

components and emergent activity” (Goodyear et al., 2018, p. 231). I hope that studies presented 

in this thesis combine to inform on such issues because they are important to students, academic 

staff, academic developers, and university management.  

By emphasizing these issues, I intend to highlight that I have a particular approach to agency and 

that I came to each of my studies with a particular perspective on accounting for agency. This thesis 

does not intend to unravel the conditions of human life nor engage with the range of philosophical 

framings of agency (Kockelman, 2017). Thus, I do not claim to offer a full account of theories of 

agency or how various learning interactions works from an agentic perspective. Rather, I explore 

the extent to which accounting for agency in a particular way allows insights into the dynamics of 

digital interactions.  

Defining digital technology and teaching-learning interactions 

Before we proceed, let me interject a few comments about the terminology that will be used in this 

dissertation. First, I am interested in digital technologies used for educational purposes in higher 

education. What I am after is neither technologies (or tools) themselves nor educational ideals or 

ambitions guiding the use of such technologies. Instead, I am interested in students’ engagement 

in teaching-learning interactions supported by technology. To provide a further delimitation, my 

specific focus is not directed towards just any use of technology adopted in processes of learning, 

but the use of technologies initiated by faculty educators to facilitate formal educational 

interactions. To reduce confusion, this dissertation focuses on campus-based courses in which 

digital technologies are used to facilitate teaching-learning interaction. This type of use is often 

referred to as technology-enhanced teaching or learning (Kirkwood & Price, 2014) or blended 

learning if it involves ”a systematic combination of co-present (face-to-face) interactions and 

technologically mediated interactions between students, teachers and learning resources” (Bliuc et 
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al., 2007, p. 234). Consequently, other interesting and equally relevant uses of technology are only 

cursorily touched upon in the present study.  

In this thesis, I use digital technology and digital teaching–learning interaction to describe my focus 

of research. I approach digital technologies as an umbrella term comprising a dependent hierarchy 

of hardware (material and physical infrastructure of computers and networks), software (coded 

instructions that make the hardware operational, operating systems, and applications), and what 

Liestøl (2007) defined as meaningware, the distinct level of expressive forms seen in individual 

messages and texts. As noted by Liestøl (2007), each layer can be constituted in its own right and 

by order of complexity, but at the same time, each layer depends on the others in situations of use. 

In practice, research in digital technologies seems to converge the mentioned layers. For example, 

research in digital distraction emphasizes the hardware (computers), highlighting these as 

distracting elements in classrooms, but refers to the level of meaningware by emphasizing people’s 

computer usage (Aagaard, 2017c). I am aware that conjoining hardware, software, and digital 

content can seem confusing. Having said that, I follow the notion by Aagaard (2017c) that “we 

bodily interact with technological artefacts whenever accessing such content, so separating these 

entities is unhelpful for our analytical purposes” (p. 4).  

Second, teaching-learning interactions describe ”situations in which students engage with other 

students, academics or support staff in relation to the curricula of their programmes, even if they are 

separated by location or time” (Ashwin, 2012, p. 3). This emphasizes two points. First, interactions 

involve direct and indirect engagement with other people. Second, interactions involve 

engagement with materials related to the process of learning. The concept includes students’ 

engagement with feedback, visits to a LMS, and direct engagement face-to-face. Equally 

important, conjoining the terms teaching and learning signals a research agenda comprising a 

move away from mainstream notions of teaching and learning as separable processes to notions 

of teaching and learning as different aspects of the same process. This move challenges ideas of 

the ”teacher just teaching” and the ”learner just learning” in teaching-learning interactions without 

other aspects of their lives affecting the situation (Ashwin, 2012, p. 2). For the sake of linguistic 

variation, teaching-learning interactions are sometimes referred to as ”educational interactions”.  
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CHAPTER 2  

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: STUDENT AGENCY  

In this chapter, I account for the conceptual framework that I adopted in this dissertation. In the first 

part, I outline mainstream positions towards student agency in educational research. In the second 

part, I explain my own understanding.  

Understanding the concept of student agency 
So what makes a description of teaching–learning interactions particularly focused on student 

agency? In answering this question, it is helpful to begin by considering some of the mainstream 

constructs adopted by educational research. Broadly speaking, agency has to do with “how human 

beings are agents of influence who are able to cause things and to bring about change” (Goller & 

Harteis, 2017, p. 85). This understanding highlights agency as the capability of making and acting 

on choices in a way that makes a difference in one’s life (Martin, 2004). Agency, then, includes both 

a human drive towards producing a particular effect in the world and the person exerting power. 

In this light, it is unsurprising that agency has gained momentum in higher education policy 

(Klemenčič et al., 2020; OECD, 2018), discussions of professionalism (Goller & Paloniemi, 2017), and 

digitization of higher education (Castañeda & Selwyn, 2018; Tsai et al., 2019).  

The field of research into agency is open to pluralism with a range of frameworks seeking to explain 

human action using human agency as a conceptual stepping stone (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). Linked 

to classical debates of agency-structure (Hitlin & Elder Jr, 2007), a substantial body of literature 

focuses on the extent to which individuals can pursue their own goals and make choices within 

societal structures. Agency, in other words, is understood as something that actors always have; 

however, the possibility of fulfilling personal goals is conditional on external structures. Higher 

education studies conceptualizing agency in this way tend to foreground individual students’ pursuit 

of personal educational success within a context of macrosocial structures. This literature tends to 

produce critical accounts of aspects in higher education that hinder student agency. For instance, 

Calitz et al. (2016) examined patterns of unequal participation for working-class, first-generation 

students at a South African university. They applied Sen’s (2005) capability approach to make sense 

of the relationship between a person and the social forces that can hinder or enable them to 

convert resources into capabilities. Such forces include physical or mental disabilities, variations in 

availability of nonpersonal resources, environmental variations, and differences in relative social 
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positions. In a similar manner, Arkoudis and Tran (2007) applied positioning theory and notions of 

moral agency (Harré & Van Langenhove, 1999) to move away from static and stereotyped 

descriptions of Chinese international students studying in Australian higher education and towards 

understandings that depicted these students as actively involved in making meaning. Analysing 

how students intentionally position themselves in relation to the expectations of their lecturers and 

university, Arkoudis and Tran (2007) highlighted issues of mismatching between institutional 

expectations and students’ struggles.  

Studies adopting a sociocognitive framework refer to individual psychological processes of 

development or knowledge acquisition (Bandura, 2006), emphasizing students’ disposition for 

cognitive development or learning. In particular, this body of literature focuses on the psychological 

exercise of self-management through self-reflection, self-regulation, and self-efficacy (Bandura, 

2001, 2006; Zimmerman, 1995). Here, self-management is understood to depend on students’ 

ability to generate goals for their own engagement through cognitive representations of desired 

future states that match their individual strengths and preferences. In addition, individuals should be 

able to engage in these actions and tackle the problems that occur along the way (Bandura, 2006). 

Studies proposing this conceptualization of agency foreground subdimensions of agency such as 

self-efficacy (Bandura, 2006). Self-efficacy is students’ beliefs about their capability to succeed in 

what is required of them. Sources of self-efficacy are (a) enactive mastery experiences (actual 

performances); (b) social comparison and modelling based on observation of others’ successes and 

failures (vicarious experiences); (c) forms of verbal and nonverbal persuasion within realistic 

bounds; and (d) interpretation of one’s own physiological and affective states. For instance, 

Malmberg and Hagger (2009) investigated supportive and instructional agency beliefs, defined as 

the perceived ability to facilitate others’ learning. Nye et al. (2011) framed agency as “a willingness 

to engage with [curriculum] questions.” Agentic engagement (Reeve & Tseng, 2011) is closely 

related to a sociocognitive understanding of agency. Here, agentic engagement is “the act of 

exerting agency through proactive behaviours that may alter or enrich the flow” (Montenegro, 2017, 

pp. 121-122) of teaching and learning. Thus, agentic engagement involves a learner who 

contributes to teaching and learning by proactively enriching (e.g., challenging the activity), 

modifying (e.g., working with peers), and personalizing (e.g., expressing a preference) instructions.  

Sociocultural studies focus on how individuals use the resources they have available in their 

sociocultural context (Eteläpelto, 2017). The approach presents agency as “doing”—that is, actions 

reflect the ways students make use of resources in their immediate social and contextual 

environment. Sociocultural research views individuals as embedded in a learning community, 
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consistent with the literature on learning as social participation in a community with certain 

practices (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Additionally, social participation is interpreted as part of 

individuals’ active construction of identity (Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). However, social 

participation theory challenges notions of agency: purely collective, subject-oriented approaches 

to agency highlight individuals’ autonomous beliefs and actions while still recognizing the 

importance of the social and cultural context. For instance, Jääskelä et al. (2016) defined individual 

student agency in terms of access to (and use of) resources for purposeful action in study contexts. 

(Jääskelä et al., 2016) focused on how students experience and interpret “individual, interactional 

and contextual resources to engage in intentional and meaningful action and learning” (p. 2067).  

Another widely used understanding of agency was developed by Emirbayer and Mische (1998). 

They referred to agency as the temporally embedded engagement comprising the interplay of 

habit, imagination, and judgement; or, using Emirbayer & Mische’s (1998) terms, the iterational 

(past), projective (future), and practical–evaluative (present) dimensions (see Table 1).  

Table 1. Dimensions of temporally embedded engagement. Source: Emirbayer & Mische (1998, p. 

971) 

Dimension Description 

Iterational 
element 

The selective reactivation by actors of past patterns of thought and 
action is routinely incorporated in practical activity, thereby giving 
stability and order to social universes and sustaining identities, 
interactions, and institutions over time.  

Projective 
element 

The imaginative generation by actors of possible future trajectories 
of action, in which received structures of thought and action may be 
creatively reconfigured in relation to actors’ hopes, fears, and desires 
for the future. 

Practical-
evaluative 
element 

The capacity of actors to make practical and normative judgments 
among alternative possible trajectories of action in response to the 
emerging demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of presently 
evolving situations.  

 

In an article on the ontology of student engagement, Klemenčič (2015) drew on the work of 

Emirbayer and Mische (1998), reasoning that 

Different temporalities shape students’ sense of what is possible to achieve in a 

given situation (agentic possibility) and what is desirable (agentic orientation). 
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Student agency includes students’ selective reactivation of past habits of thought 

and action, students’ imaginative generation of possible future selves, and students’ 

capacity to make practical and normative judgments among alternative possible 

choices of action (Klemenčič, 2015, p. 8). 

According to this approach, agency can be understood in terms of how the three temporal 

dimensions (the past, present, and future) interplay and “varies within different structural contexts of 

action” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 963). The interplay in a specific context is teased out by 

exploring how students enter into relationships with surrounding people, places, meanings, and 

events, as well as students’ actual interactions with their context. The temporal perspective 

underpins the study by Merrill (2014), in which agency is understood within both contexts and across 

time, where individuals act to change their future lives. Harris et al. (2018) also reported on ways 

student resistance to assessment or assessment decisions might draw on past experiences. 

Additionally, the temporal perspective has had a notable influence on research into lifelong 

learning and professional agency (Hitlin & Long, 2009), and has been adopted in recent research 

into the development of professional agency (Soini et al., 2015; Toom et al., 2017).  

To sum up, researchers have foregrounded cognitive, behavioural, cultural, and temporal aspects 

of agency. Agency is connected to a range of subconstructs such as self-efficacy, power, identity, 

and will, which all contribute to an understanding of agency as an individual phenomenon 

embedded in a social context. The empirical adoption of agency spans from unveiling ways 

students take control of their work (Harris et al., 2018; Nye et al., 2011), are offered the capacity to 

control their work (Lindgren & McDaniel, 2012; Lipponen & Kumpulainen, 2011; Luo et al., 2019), or 

develop their own or others’ capacity to control their work (Malmberg & Hagger, 2009; Soini et al., 

2015).  

Dimensions and domains and relational and systematic descriptions 

Broadly, student agency is configured by three domains: individual, relational, and contextual 

domains (Jääskelä et al., 2016). To provide an overview (see Table 2), I refer to the collocation of 

dimensions provided by Jääskelä et al. (2016).  
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Table 2. Dimensions of agency. Source: adapted from Jääskelä et al. (2016) 

Resource domain Dimensions of agency Items (examples) 

Individual Meaning-oriented studying 

Self-efficacy 

Competence beliefs 

Participation activity (engagement 
and initiative) 

The course was not inspiring 
because of low utility value 
Belief in one’s ability to succeed 
in the course 

Understanding of the course 
components 

Asking questions and making 
comments in the course 

Relational Power relationships 
Peers as resources for learning 
Emotional atmosphere 

Equality among students 

Experiencing other students as 
resources for learning 

Supportive course climate 

Contextual Opportunities for active participation 
Opportunities to influence 
Opportunities to make choices 

No possibility to choose between 
various ways of completing the 
course 

Student viewpoints and opinions 
were taken into account 

 

The individual domain is pivotal in current discussions of student agency in higher education. This 

domain relates to individuals’ resources and disposition towards being agentic. It involves 

dimensions such as self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation (Hayes & Mansour, 2017; Kapp et al., 2014). 

Additionally, participation is recognized as an individual capacity, comprising students’ 

engagement in tasks and their interaction with others (Jääskelä et al., 2016). However, agency is 

also relational. Students engage in relationships that are structured by power between one’s peers 

and teachers. Other relational dimensions involve trust between those involved and emotional 

relations (Hopwood, 2010). Finally, agency is contextual. Agency is enacted within a particular 

context constituted by the opportunities offered to act upon, such as opportunities for active 

participation and influence. For instance, educational arrangements have been studied as 

resources for equal participation (Calitz et al., 2016)), and opportunities to choose course delivery 

format (Irvine et al., 2013). 
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The interplay among the domains is a central theme in discussions of agency. The question of how 

dimensions interact has two extremes. According to Eteläpelto (2017), one extreme refers to 

structures or external aspects affecting the individual domain on the level of society and historical 

configurations. One example is Botha’s (2014) work, in which an academic scholar belonging to a 

minority group of students was challenged by norms and standards of quality within the academic 

community. Faced with determining structures, agency becomes a matter of maintaining oneself 

or reproducing others. The other extreme refers to individuals with individually constructed 

dispositions towards agentic actions. In studies emphasizing individuals’ agentic dispositions, wider 

educational structures are almost neutral. Luo et al.’s (2019) study of student learning in flipped 

courses, for instance, considered microstructures in interactions without considering the broader 

structural context. While the mentioned extremes present different views of individuals’ power to 

affect interaction, they share the view of structures as external to students and agency as the 

individual's property. What, then, lies between the two extremes? In considering how student 

actions are affected by educational practices and environments, Jääskelä et al. (2020), for instance, 

explored relations between student agency profiles and teaching practices (based on students’ 

perceptions of teaching) and found a clear association. Students with lower-than-average 

perceived resources for agency were less likely to experience the teaching as student-centred than 

students with a higher-than-average agency. Students with a higher-than-average agency 

determined interactive forms of instruction in the teaching–learning context more often than 

students with a low agency, as well. Reeve and Jang (2006) showed that autonomy supported 

instructional behaviour related to students’ perceived autonomy. In this study, autonomy referred to 

students’ intentional behaviour associated with the sense that an action emanates from oneself. 

The mentioned autonomy-supportive instructional behaviours included: 

• Take the student’s perspective (invite students’ input) 

• Vitalize inner motivational resources (frame learning tasks within students’ goals) 

• Provide explanatory rationales (explain why) 

• Acknowledge and accept negative affect (listen nondefensively) 

• Rely on informational and nonpressuring language (provide choices) 

Conversely, instructional behaviour supporting control correlated negatively with students’ 

experiences of autonomy. These behaviours included a teacher monopolizing time and talk, stating 

solutions and directives, asking controlling questions, and frequently making statements about 

deadlines. However, even though these studies explored agency as embedded within a social 
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context, they (like most other student agency accounts in higher education) primarily approached 

student agency as a reaction to an external context.  

Agentic orientation and possibility 

Another central issue in analysing agency-structure is suggested to involve sensitivity towards “the 

intentional projects of individual and collective agents, and the ways in which these projects are 

enabled and constrained” (Ashwin, 2012, p. 21). This relates to the conceptualization of agency. As 

Klemenčič puts it,  

Student agency is conceptualised as a process of student actions and interactions 

during studentship, which encompasses variable notions of agentic orientation 

(“will”), the way students relate to past, present and future in making choices of 

action and interaction, and of agentic possibility (“power”), that is their perceived 

power to achieve intended outcomes in a particular context of action and 

interaction (Klemenčič, 2015, p. 16). 

Focusing on students’ will to act (agentic orientation) and power to achieve intended outcomes 

(agentic possibilities), an agentic perspective should move beyond psychological factors and 

sociostructural conditions to include changing temporalities affecting how will and power are 

constituted. Here, Klemenčič turns to Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) account of agency as the 

socially situated, temporally embedded engagement. Thus, what the notions of power and will 

indicate for analysing digital interactions is that student agency cannot be fully understood by 

attending only to students’ agentic orientation or agentic possibilities (Ashwin, 2008; Emirbayer & 

Mische, 1998).  

Current empirical research into digital contexts 

An increasing number of studies of digital educational interactions in higher education investigate 

student agency in higher education (Marín et al., 2020). In a systematic review of studies, Marín et 

al. (2020) identified 1,716 references using the search string agency AND learning AND (digital OR 

techno* OR comput*) AND (education OR educational sciences). Twenty-nine studies published 

between 2002 and 2020 were included in the final synthesis. These studies mainly referred to 

students’ agency in terms of learning or self-regulated learning. Marín et al. (2020) identified a 

tendency towards adopting social cognitive theory, including self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) and 

self-regulation (Zimmerman, 1995); followed by social constructivism focused on knowledge-

building (Scardamalia, 2002); and sociocultural learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Significantly, the works largely focused on Web 2.0 tools, mentioning social software or tools for 
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creating media objects. Tools and trends such as interactive whiteboards, massive open online 

courses and augmented reality were only sparsely mentioned. Given these roots, it is perhaps 

unsurprising that learner autonomy, ownership of learning, self-regulation, and learner control 

appeared as the most common topics. Lifelong learning and informal learning were the topics of 

least interest. However, as Marín et al. (2020) made clear, these findings need to be interpreted in 

the light that most of the studies lacked thorough definitions of agency or linkage to theoretical 

frameworks. Marín et al. (2020) showed that while many studies mentioned agency, they did not 

focus concretely on the phenomenon itself. Rather, agency was of indirect interest.   

The pervasiveness of agency has inspired a debate about how to cultivate and identify agency in 

higher education. To examine student agency in current empirical literature focused on higher 

education, we undertook a systematic review of empirical studies published in journals between 

1980 and 2018 (Study 1). Using the search string agentic OR agency AND student* AND higher 

education, we identified 1,550 references, out of which 11 studies were included in the final 

synthesis. In contrast to Marín et al. (2020), we only included studies with a clear conceptualization 

of agency. Indeed, much literature seemed to engage with student agency in an indirect manner 

using other concepts as primary, highlighting agency in the results with no prior indication of its 

operationalization, or neglecting to define the phenomenon. Out of the 11 studies identified to 

engage with student agency in relation to higher education teaching and learning, only two studies 

took an interest in digital teaching–learning contexts. Luo et al. (2019) compared students' 

academic performance and perceived learning experience in three modes of flipped instruction 

with varying levels of student agency assigned to students in class sessions. In addition to defining 

agency within a sociocultural framework (referencing Ahearn, 2001), Luo et al. (2019) also linked 

agency to the concept of learner autonomy, involving a learner who actively exercises agency. 

Thus, autonomy is seen as the enactment of self-directed learning (Luo et al., 2019). The authors 

defined a high level of agency as including collective student autonomy in terms of choosing 

instructional tasks and activities and limited teacher intervention. A medium level of agency was 

defined as joint decision-making between teacher and students on instructional tasks and teachers 

providing feedback. A low level of agency was defined as not allowing students to influence what 

or how to learn. The study showed that low levels of agency were associated with better student 

performance than high student agency. The authors suggested that this indicates a nonlinear 

relationship between performance and student agency in the flipped classroom. Additionally, 

students’ in-class learning experiences seemed to indicate a preference for low agency. Thus, Luo 

et al. (2019) argued that when preparatory activities call for a high level of self-regulation, low levels 

of autonomy and greater in-class teaching presence are preferred.   
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Lindgren and McDaniel (2012) investigated how agentic roles and agentic elements in an online 

course affected students compared to students in more traditional online courses where they were 

positioned as recipients of knowledge transfer. Lindgren and McDaniel (2012) linked agency to 

issues of self-management (Bandura, 2001). Lindgren and McDaniel (2012) found that the explicit 

element of agency can promote higher levels of critical thinking compared to other online courses, 

improve skills in the target domain, and increase ratings of design and development skills. 

Additionally, they found that elements of agency affect students’ thinking on their career goals. 

Based on our literature review, I argue that current empirical research into student agency in digital 

contexts is limited and that the large body of studies mentioning agency keeps agency at arm’s 

length. Within the research described, agency is seen primarily as a stabile object that students 

react to or engage with rather than a process or an educational element linked to a participatory 

experience (Dalsgaard et al., 2016). In other words, by foregrounding the educational intentions 

ascribed to the digital elements, the studies neglect the dynamic processes that mediate input and 

output (Sun & Goodyear, 2020). Relatedly, the studies are primarily focused on how students are 

positioned. In this way, they neglect agentic descriptions of the relational aspect of learning. In 

summary, although the studies contribute to an understanding of ways to integrate agentic thinking 

in course design, they do not really provide good insight into the ways interactions are produced 

and unfold. By examining relations between students’ reactions and educational elements defined 

as agentic by teachers or researchers, the studies link structure and agency in a fairly distant 

manner. In specific, the studies and the methodologies they adopt neither provide an account of 

the interplay among agency dimensions nor include students’ agentic orientation and perceived 

agentic possibility. This hinders the capacity to understand how students assign meaning to the 

interaction and the relation between students’ perceptions and practices.  

Conceptualizing and analysing student agency in digital interactions 
Before discussing how student agency is conceptualized and analysed in this dissertation, I would 

like to interject a few comments about the ontological view taken, as it has implications for my 

approach. The view taken in this project relates to the underpinning of learning from an ecological 

perspective— and is that of a social world (Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). This is complex in that it is 

constituted by social elements, emergent, and uncertain or problematic. Packer and Goicoechea 

(2000) described six themes that are key to the nondualist ontology:  

1) The person is constructed,  

2) in a social context,  
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3) formed through practical activity,  

4) and formed in relationships of desire and recognition,  

5) that can split the person,  

6) motivating the search for identity.  

The ontological view of people and the social world as internally related to one another and 

mutually constituting directs attention to the many ways learning may come about as a problematic 

endeavour. This is made clear in notion of learning presented by Packer and Goicoechea (2000):  

learning involves not only becoming a member of a community, not only 

constructing knowledge at various levels of expertise as a participant, but also 

taking a stand on the culture of one’s community, in an effort to take up and 

overcome the estrangement and division that are consequences of participation. 

Learning entails both personal and social transformation (Packer & Goicoechea, 

2000, p. 228).  

Following such a view, many researchers have renounced an individualistic focus and moved on 

to study learning as social (Biesta & Tedder, 2006; Damsa & Jornet, 2016; Ellis & Goodyear, 2019). 

In particular, an ecological view on learning has gained momentum. Damsa and Jornet (2016) 

clarified the ecological notion of learning in the following way: 

 (a) Learning is not a private, internal process, but involves transactions between 

people and their socio-material environment, in which both people and 

environments are transformed; and (b) learning involves not only intellectual 

dimensions, but also practical and affective ones. In learning, the entire person-in-

setting is transformed. (p. 40) 

From the ecological perspective, learning involves not only cognitive development, but 

engagement with other individuals and the environment (Damsa & Jornet, 2016). Therefore, 

knowledge is not only an epistemological matter, but closely related to ontology, human 

development (Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). At the same time, participation in the production of 

knowledge with others is thematized by the ecological perspective as emergent and conditioned 

by uncertainty. Students themselves rarely enter processes of co-construction with a clear plan for 

what will happen. Thus, social learning requires receptivity, affectivity, and competence, which take 

precedence over students’ intellectual intentions (Damsa & Jornet, 2016). As a consequence, 

analysis of social learning situations needs to explore whether and how processes of knowledge 

generation become more than an individual matter. 
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Structural-agentic processes 
Returning to the ontological view provided, it also means that our knowledge of the world 

(epistemology) is constructed. As Ashwin (2012) noted, we cannot deal with the full complexity of 

the world, but use conceptions or theories to understand what is going on. If the world is social and 

complex, and we use theories to understand it, it also means that the world we construct is 

simplified. Researchers analysing digital teaching–learning interactions must thus determine what 

they seek to draw attention to and what to place in the background. This has some implications for 

the use of agency and structure, which has been described by Ashwin (2012): “this view suggests 

that the ‘structure and agency problem’ is a product of the way in which theory has to be used in 

order to interpret the empirical world rather than a feature of the social world” (p. 18). In this thesis, 

agency and structure are not ontological matters related to the social world, but ways to develop 

explanations of what happens in the social world. In other words, I adopt a nondualistic version of 

the agency–structure relationship, where structures or social relationships constitute the form of 

agency rather than a dualistic version, which sees the individual as confronted with an external 

context. This means that the context of interaction is woven together with the interaction taking 

place rather than serving as a container for actions. Following Ashwin (2012), “structure and agency 

are not different kinds of processes but different ways of grouping or conceptualizing complex 

social processes” (p. 19).  

Ashwin (2012) described two sets of descriptions. An agentic description sees power as relational, 

playing out in different ways in different situations. It is focused on “conceiving the relations between 

the projects of those involved in terms of different sets of structural–agentic processes” (Ashwin, 

2012, p. 26). A structural description sees power as systematic, concerned with how agents are 

positioned (Ashwin, 2012). It focuses on exploring how interactions become situated and shaped. 

The point is that both views describe the same social process, but they foreground agency and 

structure differently. Agency processes might appear to be the projects of the individual or an 

object. Structural processes can take on the appearance of things, such as others’ power or social 

class. That said, however, the appearance of agency and structure as objects and things is a result 

of the analysis undertaken or an analytical distinction rather than a fixed feature of the world. Both 

approaches are needed, so in examining digital interactions, the empirical challenge is finding 

approaches that provide the possibility for offering both kinds of insight.  

Relational agency 
To focus on the agency-structure interplay, I adopt an understanding of agency that foregrounds its 

relational aspects in contrast to mainstream approaches to student agency in higher education, 
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which conceptualize agency as an individual phenomenon and centre on reflexivity (such as socio 

cognitive theory, see Martin, 2004). My relational understanding of agency is based on Burkitt 

(2016), who foregrounded the importance of interaction and interdependencies with others within 

various situations. Here, agency concerns people producing particular effects on the world and on 

each other through their relational connections and joint actions, whether or not those effects are 

reflexively produced (Burkitt, 2016, p. 323). Stressing this point, Burkitt framed individuals as 

interactants rather than simply individuals acting on their own, and replaced structure with analysis 

of relational connections: “that is, webs or networks of relations and interdependencies, both 

interpersonal and impersonal, in which interactants and their joint actions are embedded” (Burkitt, 

2016, p. 323).  

Burkitt presented the following argument for abandoning a dualism between individuals and 

others. He stated that while we are perfectly able to make analytical distinctions between private 

persons and social selves with a social identity, these two are not separate ontologically but 

interrelated from the very beginning. Similarly, Martin (2004) noted that against full biophysical 

determinism, human actions are meaningful and value-laden, which means that they require a 

social context. The social world is not just discourse and ideation, but part of humans’ practical 

realm: 

The social universe is composed of the sum of manifold relations, some impersonal 

and some interpersonal, in which individuals are located, forming the contexts in 

which agency is not simply enabled and constrained (as if it were a power 

separate from relations) but is constituted within relationships as they unfold across 

space and time (Burkitt, 2016, p. 336) 

In this view, then, agency is relational not because of the way we make use of others as resources 

(Edwards, 2005) or the way we think of others (Jääskelä et al., 2016), but because we are relational 

beings in the world. Relations do not hinder or enable student agency, but constitute the very form 

of agency.  

What does this mean for understanding digital interactions and student meaning-making? Burkitt’s 

(2016) point is that people are embedded in a manifold of relationships. We do not engage in 

relationships or interactions to reproduce or elaborate structures based on our own interest, but 

because they are meaningful to us. This means that we rely on others for the exercise of capacities 

and powers. Additionally, Burkitt (2016) commented that emotional bonds to others bind our 

actions in a way where we not only act according to our own needs, but also to the needs of others. 
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A key element, then, as suggested by Burkitt (2016), is to understand the different meanings 

associated with different forms of relations rather than reducing structure to one thing extracted 

from the people involved and the power balance in play. In a passing remark, relationships are 

difficult to classify as either good or bad. Most often, relationships are ambivalent. Thus, following 

relational agency, it is important to pay attention to the ways people are embedded in ordinary 

relationships:  

It is from within these that we come to feel and think about them and the 

ambivalences within them, our emotional connections to others forming a central 

element of our agency that sometimes is pre-reflexive or only partially reflexive. 

(Burkitt, 2016, p. 334) 

Additionally, the perspective illustrates that focusing only on human thought (reflexivity) makes less 

sense. While the focus on thought views logic as a mental representation of people’s reflexive 

relation to the world, Burkitt (2016) stated this downplays the way we live our lives and our being in 

the world—emotionally. If we take the point of being in the world rooted in Merleau–Pontian 

theorizing seriously, it means that actions begin in more unconscious areas of life; thus, the origin of 

agency is not conscious reflexivity, but rather habituated activity and affective intensities. While 

these might not be fully realized or articulated, they constitute human life and influence human 

meaning-making (Burkitt, 2016).  

To summarize, the notion of relational agency by Burkitt (2016) suggests to analyse agents as 

interactants acting among people in their relational contexts. With this in mind, structures cannot be 

separated from the relationships and power balance in play. Rather than describing relations and 

their value based on the emergent relational goods they represent, Burkitt’s perspective suggests to 

follow how people relate to and orient themselves directly to others. To be clear, there are two main 

reasons for foregrounding a relational understanding of agency. Following from the previous 

identification of an ecological perspective on learning, the ecological principles imply primacy of 

the social system over the individual (Damsa & Jornet, 2016). That is, learning involves transactions 

between people and their environments in which everyone is transformed (Damsa & Jornet, 2016). 

More so, learning is not only a cognitive project, but a practical and affective one (Damsa & Jornet, 

2016). The relational approach to agency seems in line with this conceptualization of learning. 

According to both approaches, people and the environment come to form part of thinking and 

doing through processes of relating to each other. Learning is an uncertain endeavour, and the 

“things” of learning—that is, the things that act in such contexts—are affected by the relations and 

cannot be taken for granted. I also argue that the relational take on agency seems to be in line with 
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Ashwin (2012) project involving finding ways to view teaching–learning interactions that 

foreground the complex social processes involved. Thus, relational agency represents a way to 

develop accounts of agency and structure that give a sense of the agents involved, their projects, 

and how they are constrained by other processes.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I have laid out the concept of student agency and how my research is positioned in 

relation to existing research. In summary, my position can be seen as a response to a series of 

developments: 

• From a focus on agency as an individual phenomenon to an understanding of agency as 

relational. 

• From a focus on agents as individuals to viewing them as interactants. 

• From seeing agency-structure as entities to seeing them as processes that are integrated in 

interactions. 

• From a focus on cognitive aspects of learning towards a focus on experience-oriented 

ones.  

My focus does not imply that I discard findings of recent research—on the contrary, it is on the basis 

of earlier research that my approach emerges.  
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CHAPTER 3  

RESEARCH LOGIC AND METHODOLOGY  

In this chapter, I switch to a discussion and elaboration on the ways that I have converted the 

theoretical insights into a research logic and methodology. However, it must to be clarified that 

rather than presenting a dissertation with studies that represent three end-products, the research 

studies undertaken in this research project have informed and shaped the dissertation along the 

way. This means that Study 1 serves as the basis of the identification of studies into student agency 

and gaps in the literature, provided in Chapter 2. The account of Study 1 presented in this chapter 

includes the approach adopted in undertaking a systematic review of student agency in higher 

education. Study 2 includes my examination of empirical data using relational agency as 

framework. In other words, my account of Study 2 considers and discusses my way of accounting 

for student agency in digital interaction on the basis of my conceptualization of agency-structure. 

For this reason, the methodological account of Study 2 is extensive. Study 3 may be seen as the 

end-product of this dissertation by reflecting on the interplay between students and technology 

within formal learning contexts of higher education. Elaborating on the knowledge derived from 

Study 1 and 2, it proposes a framework that allows others to take the insight into account. As a result, 

this chapter does not include an account of the approach taken to study 3. To enhance the 

overview of studies undertaken, I here provide an overview of the studies and the resulting papers 

(see Table 3). First, I will introduce and elaborate the logic of my research process before presenting 

the research activities and methods adopted.  
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Table 3. A summary of the studies undertaken in relation to the PhD project. 

Study Article title 
Research questions/ 
objectives Method Status 

1 Does student agency 
benefit student 
learning? A systematic 
review of higher 
education research 

What is the relationship 
between the student 
agency being 
investigated and the 
student learning 
outcomes being 
emphasized? 
What methodological 
quality do the studies 
portray? 

Systematic 
review 

Currently under 
revision, to be 
resubmitted for 
review, round 2 

2 Researching student 
agency in digital 
education as if the 
social aspects matter: 
students’ experience of 
participatory 
dimensions of online 
peer assessment 

 

Which form of 
participation is proposed 
in the particular online 
educational interaction, 
and how is participation 
enacted? 

Which aspects inform 
the construction of 
students’ experience of 
participation? 

Case study Published, Journal 
of Assessment & 
Evaluation in 
Higher Education 
(October 2020) 

3 ‘Digital student agency’: 
Approaching agency in 
digital contexts from a 
critical perspective 

To provide a way for 
nuanced research and 
better insights into 
student agency in digital 
education.  

Conceptual 
paper 

Resubmitted for 
review, round 2  

 

Moving towards reflexive ethics 

When doing research, we must always consider the ethical aspects of our practice. Research 

discussions of ethics in research articles typically concern informed consent or comments on how 

the research complies with regulatory bodies and guidelines (Markham, 2006). In this case, ethical 

issues apply to dilemmas of human beings’ privacy in the dissemination of research. If, however, we 

understand ethics as an approach to critically dissect how we go about making sense of our world 

as researchers (Markham, 2006), we must acknowledge that ethics is a dialogic process rather than 
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a set of values or principles. This advocates intensive and critical dissection of how the researcher 

makes sense of his or her world (Markham, 2006). Adhering to Markham’s (2006) proposal, I have 

tried to avoid reducing ethics to comments on anonymity alone. First, my approach is directed 

towards the objectives of being (i) continually open to data without immediately imposing a model 

or a pattern on the data, (ii) sceptical of predetermined models and ways to test and ensure how 

framings of data comply with the previously expressed concerns, and (iii) exploratory in my 

approach rather than directed towards confirmation. To maintain a productive interplay between 

data and theory, my research has followed the logic of sequential exploratory research (Creswell, 

2009) (Figure 2). The logic of exploratory research includes that the researcher seeks to ”elaborate 

on or expand on the findings” (Creswell, 2009, p. 14) from a given study with one method by using 

another method. Using different methods and considering previous findings and gaps, we are not 

only helped in triangulating the findings and thereby possibly overcoming limitations to any single 

field method, but we might also be enabled to see things hidden to one method but visible to 

another.  

Figure 2. The logic of the research process  

 

The frame of the PhD project 

An introduction to my research project's framing conditions is likewise necessary from an ethical 

point of view, as it has predetermined my research in at least two concrete ways: It has designated 

the site of my case study and the type of technology use to study. The first will be described in the 

following, and the latter is described in the sub-chapter focusing on study 2. 

My empirical study was conducted in Denmark at Aarhus University’s School of Business and Social 

Sciences. The university is the second-largest in Denmark and tuition-free for students from the EU, 

EAA, and Swiss citizens. The faculty is a triple crown (AACSB, AMBA, EQUIS) accredited business 

1

Recognising 
a 
problematic 
situation and 
identifying a 
theoretical 
construct 
which I 
consider 
useful to 
unravel the 
problem in 
the social 
world. 

2

Considering 
the likely 
effects of the 
proposed 
solution 
through an 
exploration of 
available 
evidence and 
broad 
patterns in 
literature.

3

Developing a 
possible 
approach to 
the situation 
based on a 
combination 
of theoretical 
perspectives 
from 
literature

4

Analysing 
data and 
reflecting on 
the cogency 
of the 
perspective 
adopted 

5

Situating the 
findings in a 
broader 
discussion
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school and among the largest business schools in Europe, with approximately 13,000 full-time 

students and 2,000 part-time students (University, 2020). The research-based educational 

programmes offered include business, engineering, psychology, political science, economy, and 

law. 

The faculty has made it a strategic priority to implement a digital LMS, a digital assessment system, 

and a digital course evaluation system with management, administrative, and technical processes 

supporting each element. In practice, this means that each course offered to students has an online 

course site from which course-specific information is distributed, and course-related tasks may be 

conducted. Also, written formal assessments are run through a digital system. Finally, digital course 

evaluation processes have been implemented across the faculty comprising a systematic 

distribution of default and optional questions to assess the quality of students’ learning experience 

and their efforts. Since 2013, the faculty has offered a mandatory one-year-long (50 hours) 

development programme on educational technologies to senior staff. I have facilitated the majority 

of these courses. As this information clarifies, the case study is conducted within an educational 

context with a management focus on large-scale initiatives towards digitizing education.  

I have chosen to research my own workplace. My research is anchored at the former Centre for 

Teaching and Learning, a centre for faculty teaching development.1 The centre comprises 

researchers and academic consultants with various educational interests and backgrounds 

conjoined by purposes of offering teaching development and support for faculty members and 

conducting practice-oriented research that contributes to the enhancement of teaching quality at 

the faculty. This research project follows the predefined objective of practice-oriented research. As 

a result, my project is directed towards teaching at the faculty, including the strategic aims and 

challenges facing staff and students in the educational programmes. 

The pros and cons of researching one’s own organization are well known. Among the pros are the 

already established access to disciplinary environments and prior knowledge of the territories, the 

members of the environment, and the educational programmes offered within each (Trowler, 

2011). Among the cons are the danger of entering the research with fixed perceptions of the 

environments studied, swaying away from conflict issues or exploring evidence of the contrary (Yin, 

2014), asking inconvenient questions and causing trouble in your own institution (Biesta et al., 2019), 

and being situated within power relations (Trowler, 2011) unhelpful for the research conducted. 

                                                             
1 Pedagogical centres across the Faculties at Aarhus University were merged into one centre during 
the run of this PhD project.  
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Admittedly, I have made use of direct access to the disciplines and my knowledge of its members. 

As expressed by Bernard (2006), however, there ”is no reason to select a site that is difficult to enter 

when equally good sites are available that are easy to enter” (p. 356). Researching within my 

organization made it possible for me to contextualize the research's purpose from an insider 

perspective and to probe relevant questions. However, I do not see myself as a direct member of 

the discipline studied. First of all, the faculty's structural organization situates me apart from the 

school’s other disciplines. Second, my physical office is located away from the discipline members, 

which means that we do not encounter each other daily. We meet by chance or in relation to more 

formalized encounters such as teacher training activities. Third, the programmes offered by the 

faculty do not represent my own educational background; as such, I do not have in-depth content 

knowledge of the domains represented. Fourth, the centre is financed by the faculty departments, 

which means that I might be seen as working for the departments.  

I have tried to avoid the traps of inside-research by adopting an exploratory approach comprising 

interviews with several educators involved and refraining from discussions with faculty members 

engaged in the project that would position me as an academic developer engaged in regular 

development activities. In some ways, this has meant that I have deliberately delayed the impact 

of my research on practice. Indeed, by foregrounding students’ experiences in my research rather 

than faculty experiences, we might regard the insight into the discipline as a kind of advantage 

helping to identify structural components better. 

Accounting for the research method in Study 1 

In order to obtain a sense of student agency given the complexity of the construct (Ashwin, 2012; 

Emirbayer & Mische, 1998), Study 1 investigates how current empirical studies operationalize 

agency. Additionally, the benefits for student learning promised by integrating a student agency 

focus (Damşa & Jornet, 2016; Jääskelä et al., 2016) encouraged us to evaluate existing research to 

determine if this association exists. For this reason, we decided to conduct a systematic review of 

student agency in higher education. As a qualitative researcher in the field of educational 

technology, however, I faced the dilemma of being inspired by the rigorous approach to the 

mapping of available evidence (Littell et al., 2008) emerging from medical research, yet I was 

uneasy with the apparent focus on “what works” and the streamlining of research associated with 

systematic reviews (Bennett et al., 2005). Therefore, my account of the research method adopted 

in Study 1 is meant to sketch out the pragmatic approach taken, which is guided by sensitivity 

towards the research purpose. 
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The systematic review 

The term “systematic” generally refers to a specific type of practice allied to hard scientific virtues 

of employing organized and transparent procedures replicable for others. In particular, the 

procedures distinguish systematic reviews from narrative reviews. While narrative reviews are 

referred to as haphazard and represent the perspective of the author (Bearman et al., 2012), a 

systematic review purports a higher degree of trustworthiness through the adoption of transparent 

procedures and by facilitating access to all relevant literature, described as available evidence. This 

enables the reader to reproduce the review and make their own conclusion in addition to those 

made by the authors. As Bearman et al. (2012) stated, “A good systematic review saves 

reproduction of literature searching, directs readers to quality literature and provides a formal 

synthesis of the research outputs” (p. 634). The procedure for minimizing bias and errors outlined by 

Littell et al. (2008) involves the following steps: 

• Develop clear objectives and specific research questions or hypotheses. 

• Form a team for the review to ensure that the necessary skills are present. 

• Develop explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

• Create a protocol that describes the procedures in the review. 

• Identify and implement a reproducible search strategy to retrieve all relevant studies.  

• Screen titles and abstracts and identify relevant studies. 

• Retrieve full-text versions of the relevant studies. 

• Determine the relevance of each study based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

• Extract data from the studies subsequently included. 

• Conduct a quality assessment of the included studies. This should be done by two raters. 

• Present the key characteristics of the included studies. 

• Present the study results. 

While we initially planned to follow the steps involved in the “right order”, data got in the way, so to 

speak. Reflecting the experience by Bennett et al. (2005), even when the researchers try to be as 

consistent and precise as possible, there will be differences in how studies and their markers of 

quality are interpreted. Additionally, experience with data will reveal pitfalls that you were unaware 

of when sketching the research protocol. In particular, we identified a range of studies that 

appeared to explore agency in a way relating to our focus, yet they presented either vague 

definitions of agency or adopting less transparent methods. After reflecting on the value of such 

studies in terms of the focus of Study 1, we chose to exclude low-scoring studies based on our quality 

assessment. In other words, we decided to include only studies of high methodological and 
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conceptual clarity in relation to accounting for agency. As a result, we converted the quality 

assessment of studies into a third screening of studies. Data extraction took place following this step.  

Sampling strategy 

Returning to the steps involved in a systematic review, we aimed to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of student agency, and the literature sampling was, therefore, underpinned by 

principles of conceptual homogeneity and methodological heterogeneity (Suri, 2011). In other 

words, a strategy was formulated to pick all studies that claim to investigate student agency in 

higher education, regardless of their research design. This yielded a combination of three sampling 

strategies. First, to determine literature that claims to examine student agency specifically, we 

employed a relatively narrow search strategy. Only studies that were marked as concerning student 

agency by their authors or the publication were retrieved, rather than any literature that included 

at least one dimension related to student agency. Other search criteria were added (the context of 

study, language, publication type, etc.). Second, we conducted a search using Google Scholar to 

retrieve any missing studies. The search string adopted located studies using ‘agentic’ OR ‘agency’ 

AND ‘higher education’ in the title of the page. The third sampling strategy was snowball sampling 

(Suri, 2011), in which we sought details from key literature of other studies of relevance. We utilized 

snowball sampling by browsing the included studies' bibliographies from the first search round to 

identify any unretrieved studies of the phenomenon. 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

With our primary research aims in mind, we used predefined criteria for inclusion and exclusion. For 

example, all included studies should provide an understanding of student agency, collect data on 

student agency and report on the data. Additionally, studies should refer to agency in relation to 

actual teaching and activities and report on the higher education domain. Our screening of titles 

and abstracts and full-text studies later in the process was based on these criteria; studies were 

excluded if they did not meet these criteria. The screening was conducted independently by both 

authors and compared. Undertaking such an intensive exercise enlightened us about the need to 

specify what was meant by each criterion. Specifications were continuously integrated into the 

screening process. 

Analysis 

Quality appraisal of studies is a step towards developing a synthesis based on methodologically 

sound studies (Heyvaert et al., 2013). Concerned with integrating studies using diverse research 

methods (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005), we generated generic criteria for critically appraising the 
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conceptual clarity and methodological rigour of the studies (Heyvaert et al., 2013), such as (a) 

stating the theoretical framework for agency; (b) stating a research question that concerns agency; 

(c) using a justified operationalisation of agency; (d) stating the process of data collection; (e) 

applying an appropriate analytical approach; (f) being transparent in the reporting of the study; 

and (g) justifying the central findings that relate to agency. Our 22-item quality assessment tool was 

informed by work by Mager and Nowak (2012), Major et al. (2018), and Tong et al. (2007). 

Identifying a body of studies with questionable evidence or weak conceptualisations of student 

agency, the critical appraisal resulted in a post-hoc criterion sampling strategy (Suri, 2011) 

excluding studies that do not sufficiently define agency or describe their empirical 

operationalisation of agency.  

Synthesis 

To bring together findings from studies adopting different research designs and explore findings 

within and between studies, we employed a narrative synthesis (Popay et al., 2006). First, we 

produced a description of each study included in the synthesis. To maintain a systematic approach 

to the reports, we had the same information for all studies. For all studies, we highlighted their 

approach to agency and their framing of student learning. Additionally, we included findings 

related to the relation between agency and learning. We grouped the studies according to the 

research design employed to illustrate distinct variation between studies better and make the 

synthesis more readable and manageable. Finally, we grouped findings in a conceptual model 

collocating antecedents of agency, agency, and outcomes of agency to highlight investigated and 

assumed relationships. 

Reflections on the method adopted 

This study is not without limitations. First, the systematic review only includes studies published 

between 1980 and 2018. However, the methodological demands combined with detailed and 

elaborated data analysis processes and synthesis, as well as time-consuming review processes, 

have delayed the publication of the study. As a result, the study is already out of date and needs to 

be updated. Second, the systematic review is a narrow review. Specifically, it only includes studies 

that frame student agency as a significant construct. Although the review might seem instrumental 

in this way, I argue that the systematic review is directed towards enlightenment (Gough et al., 

2012). Specifically, the review locates studies attesting to student agency, assuming that these 

studies would be most useful and appropriate to study student agency research and take stock of 

existing literature as a ”launch pad” (Grant & Booth, 2009) for future research. Through the specific 

focus on student agency, the review can generate new insights about the phenomenon (Littell et 
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al., 2008). Third, while we do not disagree with those advocating the use of systematic reviews to 

enhance objectivity and replicability (Littell et al., 2008), we agree with Bennett et al. (2005) in 

stating that while the process may be transparent and replicable, the products are likely to “depend 

on the values held and the judgements made by those involved in the review process” (p. 399). 

Fourth, we would also like to sound another note of caution about the findings emerging from this 

systematic review. Research decisions are constituted by larger academic infrastructures and 

discourses that benefit certain groups more than others, as pointed out by Markham (2006). She 

states, ”no context is value-free” (2006, p. 44). This is a valuable, thought-provoking statement in 

relation to systematic reviews. For example, we used the discourse of ”higher education” in contrast 

to ”university”, and we opted for ”agency” instead of ”empowerment”, which is a closely related 

construct. While we have done our best to be transparent about our deselections, it does not 

diminish the fact that our decisions were consequential and led to studies being excluded due to 

their discourse practice. We are aware that our research findings are tailored to our purpose and 

do not represent everything there is to say on student agency in higher education. The study lays 

out the choices we have made for others to judge the usefulness of the choices and prepare other 

approaches. 

Accounting for the research method in Study 2 

In Chapter 2, I addressed current approaches to student agency in higher education and, in specific, 

the empirical studies of agency in digital contexts of higher education. In particular, I illustrated the 

limited body of literature focusing on student agency in digital contexts. The latter was based on 

the review conducted in Study 1. In order to avoid dualistic notions of agency-structure in higher 

education teaching and learning, I considered alternative ways to account for agency-structure 

particular. It seems helpful to summarize the key points from the discussion in Chapter 2: 

• Teaching and learning occur in a complex social world (Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). This 

means that learning is rarely unproblematic (Damsa & Jornet, 2016; Packer & Goicoechea, 

2000). 

• Learning is not only a cognitive matter but an affective and practical one (Damsa & Jornet, 

2016). It means that accounting for agency needs to consider how to research student 

thinking, doings, and nonconscious aspects of life such as affect. 

• A full account of agency should include students’ agentic orientation and possibility 

(Ashwin, 2012; Klemenčič, 2015).  
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• Agency is constituted by an individual, relational and contextual dimension (Jääskelä et al., 

2016). 

• Agency is relational (Burkitt, 2016). It means that agency is not only influenced by the three 

dimensions but configured by them.   

• Accounting for agency should include agentic descriptions and structural descriptions of 

teaching-learning interactions (Ashwin, 2012). 

As the list makes clear, accounting for student agency focusing on agency–structure as processes is 

far from trivial but rather complex. Moving on, the question of how to explore agency in a contexts 

that are partly digital concerns me. 

Human and nonhuman inquiry  

Notions of human agency, student projects, and experiences inevitably push towards a first-person 

perspective or an experience-focused, tapping into a phenomenological framework (Brinkmann, 

2018). Phenomenology is oriented towards grasping the lifeworld as we experience it, including 

pre-reflective experiences. It studies the essence of a phenomenon or what it means to somebody 

(Brinkmann, 2018) by bracketing what is taken for granted, leaving aside theoretical or scientific 

understandings to be radical open towards the phenomenon (Errasti‐Ibarrondo et al., 2018). 

Thereby, the fundamental aim of phenomenological research is to determine what makes an 

experience what it is and not some other experience. Human perception is not seen as a mental 

product of a conscious subject but constitutive of our bodily directedness toward the world 

(Aagaard, 2017c). As Aagaard (2017c) stated, phenomenologists are instead “concerned with 

human experience before it is abstracted, reduced, and explained” (Aagaard, 2017c, p. 519) in 

contrast to research that seeks objective truth. Human experiences of the world fundamentally exist 

from the point of view of a subject. In this sense, experiences that come across as objective are 

assessed in a subjective form and exist in a perspectival mode.  

On the other hand, posthumanism has criticized the first-person perspective for not considering and 

making visible the digital and its effects (Adams & Thompson, 2016b). Instead, posthumanism seeks 

to correct notions about humans as autonomous beings separated from the tools used of particular 

relevance to this project. This posthumanist turn towards making everyday things near to us, 

available for critical reflection, addresses “our co-constitutive entanglements with nonhuman 

entities” (Adams & Thompson, 2016b, p. 2). A school of thought complying with this aim is 

postphenomenology, which pays attention to how the “body prereflectively stretches onto things, 

uses things, and is in turn used by things” (Aagaard, 2017c, p. 525). Explicitly, postphenomenology 
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differs from phenomenology by focusing on 1) bodily relations to technologies, 2) multistability, 

which replaces the notion of something to have an essence, and 3) reflexivity, replacing the 

bracketed researcher with the situated researcher (Aagaard, 2017c). 

This dissertation takes inspiration from both human and posthuman thinking and approaches to 

explore what hinders and enables learning in digital contexts of higher education. I share the 

feeling current among nonhumanist scholars that phenomenological approaches, and indeed the 

phenomenographical approach  (Åkerlind, 2005) adopted by scholars into the field of approaches 

to teaching and learning, is inadequate for thinking about how technology in a way that do justice 

to research findings of the mediating role of technology (Bechmann & Lomborg, 2013; Gillespie, 

2010). Still, I interpret human agency to be the essential framework for learning of the state-of-the-

actual and understanding what digital learning feels like. More so, I have found posthumanist 

approaches to digital education, such as the postphenomenological, to focus almost exclusively on 

the ways technology mediates being-in-the-world at the expense of attending to other structures 

within which interactions take place (Aagaard, 2017a) such as teaching practices. In the following, 

I present the methodological guidelines that I have adopted to combine human and nonhuman 

inquiry. 

1: Attending to student meaning-making 

Focusing on students’ agency, research should include sensitivity towards student projects and how 

these are enabled or constrained by attending to students’ agentic orientation and agentic 

possibilities (Ashwin, 2008; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).  

2: Following the students 

Coming to understand a phenomenon should not be a purely intellectual achievement, standing 

apart from any sensuous experience, but should include being open to “what is going on”. Following 

the humans embedded in the phenomenon of study is mentioned by both human and nonhuman 

research (Adams & Thompson, 2016a). It means that the unit of analysis needs to found rather than 

pre-defined, which is closely related to the phenomenological point of “watching with wonder as 

new meaning emerges and striving creatively to express, indeed to emulate, the formative process 

before it is overwritten be reifying discourses and performances” (Coole, 2010, pp. 101-102).  Much 

like the ecological perspective (Jornet & Damşa, 2019), research objects are seen to “emerge and 

take shape in and through the very work of inquiry” (Jornet & Damşa, 2019, p. 3/10). Thus, the 

analysis demands that the unit of analysis should be observed as a germ cell that develops in and 

through concrete history as a part of an ecosystem of manifold relations.  
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Taken together, these discussions helped me define my unit of analysis. I expressed my unit of 

analysis as what it feels like and means for students to take part in a learning activity but allowed 

students to identify who or what matters in this situation. Therefore, I did not formulate my unit of 

analysis as consisting of a particular form of technology use or practice or a specific place and time. 

Although I observed that these could be identified objectively, I kept an open mind towards what 

should count as an explanation so as to abandon ideas of these factors being in place within the 

particular interaction and known to me. In doing so, I wished to be open to students' values, 

challenges, and experiences that the specific social practice afforded. Indeed, this also follows 

notions derived from phenomenology of being directed towards the ways the lived body actively 

— through movements, activities, and gestures, introduces patterns, intervals, and affect (Coole, 

2010).  

3: Seeing the digital as a way of being 

How does notions of approaching the world and a phenomenon in a non-dualistic and open way 

translate to the practice of examining digital technology use? According to Markham (2018), 

inquiries into the Internet can be divided into roughly three categories according to part of the 

researchers’ explanation: The Internet as a tool, medium, or network of connectivity; the Internet as 

a place or world; or the Internet as a way of being. The first focuses on cultural practices in or of 

digital contexts or practices facilitated by aspects of the digital context. Much Ed-Tech research 

makes use of this framework. The second approach to the Internet includes research that views the 

digital context as a cultural space where one can be present and feel absorbed. This resembles 

research conducted into Second Life (Hunsinger & Massanari, 2012). The third framework 

understands the Internet (or the digital) as a way of being by emphasizing that technology and 

humanity interweave and are interconnected with other practices and relations.  

I situate my approach within the last category. Let me provide two relatively unsophisticated 

illustrations to ground my approach. The first stems from Henderson et al.’s (2017) study of what 

Australian students (n = 1658) found to be a good use of digital technology in their academic 

studies. Adopting the rather simple research question, the authors showed that the most frequently 

identified set of benefits of digital technologies by students were (1) organizing and managing the 

logistics of studying, (2) flexibility of place and location, and (3) saving time. What makes this study 

interesting is that it clarifies that technology helps students, but not directly in the transformative 

ways claimed in relation to large-scale rollouts of digital technologies. Indeed, student comments 

on ”useful” digital technology relating to learning per sé centre on supporting them in terms of clarity 

and flexibility in achieving learning goals and finding facts. Clearly, these benefits are far from those 
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related to student-centred and active learning. What Henderson et al. (2017) outline, then, is that 

the digital is used to make students’ everyday work. It is not as exciting or as transformative as we 

might have hoped but part of students’ regular lives. Paraphrasing Markham’s (2018) framework, 

the digital is just a part of being in the world. The second illustration stems from the classroom 

observation conducted in relation to this dissertation. Here, I took particular notice of how students’ 

digital and non-digital behaviour interwove. A sequence such as this one was typical: A student 

would say something to the person sitting next to her, make a note on her computer, access Kahoot 

when instructed to by the educator, mark her answers, cheer and laugh because of the intensity 

increasing in the room, then return to her computer afterwards as the educator proceeded with the 

lecture. The particular situation and chain of events could take place within five to ten minutes of 

teaching. While students’ attention seemed to shift between being directed towards the computer, 

their peers, and the educator, these shifts seemed so smooth and habitual that it would not make 

sense to think of them as occurring in different places or at other times. Neither does it seem to make 

sense to think of each as requiring students to make significant shifts in their ways of being present 

or participating. Thinking of the digital as a way of being allows one to cast away ideas of a digital 

world versus a non-digital world. Indeed, this distinction only makes sense analytically (Markham, 

2018). 

4: Attending to the invitational quality of things 

Interviews with humans hold a place of particular concern in postphenomenological research 

(Aagaard & Matthiesen, 2016). In particular, discourse practices are seen to inhibit exploration of 

embodiment (Adams et al., 2018; Aagaard, 2017c; Aagaard & Matthiesen, 2016), overwriting 

affective and practical aspects of being in the world and the human-technology interplay. 

Researchers have, therefore, advocated other methods such as participant observation as an 

imperative supplement to interviews or “the verbal reports of speaking subjects” (Aagaard, 2017c, 

p. 41). What is suggested is that the researcher should be there in a direct relationship to the unit of 

analysis to cultivate a sensitivity towards how the body moves around in space without perceiving 

this “with the relative sizes objective calculation would predict” (Coole, 2010, p. 104) but by through 

an emergent order conveyed. Thus, as Coole (2010) has stated, the phenomenological challenge 

is to adopt a method that conveys the ways the object is “in the act of appearing, organizing itself 

before our eyes” (p. 104). 

I take to the heuristic of attending to the invitational qualities of technology as proposed by Adams 

and Thompson (2016a). Our immediate world speaks to us prereflectively (Adams & Thompson, 

2016a, p. 40) and our engagement with objects and people are, for most part, not something that 
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we go about in a thoughtful way. Attending to the invitational qualities provides a way of exploring 

the appeal of something, what it requires and what it offers if responded to fittingly, in a situated 

context (Adams & Thompson, 2016a). Exploring the invitational qualities also decentres technology 

as the obvious object of study, which Pink et al. (2017) frame as a non-digital-centric approach. The 

technique “surpasses simply asking how new technologies impact on a supposedly preexisting 

world, to instead investigate how the emergent forms of digital materiality are part of ongoing 

changing configurations of ‘things’ that inevitably leak into each other” (Pink et al., 2017, p. 376). In 

this way, it investigates how the emergent form is part of students’ being-in-the-world (Markham, 

2018) and helps to centre on interacting and participating rather than the interaction's relational 

goods.  

The sensitivity towards the way things or matter emerge to the humans based on how they come 

to know them brings the participatory experience alive (Dalsgaard et al., 2016) as a viable way to 

explore cognitive and affective aspects of human experiences. The framework for analysing the 

participatory experience, adapted for this research, does not measure or represent the observable 

object but emulates how matter materializes in perception. By asking students to “talk me through” 

what the participation offered and entailed, students explained their perception of participatory 

qualities, how these emerged to them, unfolding in the situation, and what was most important to 

them about the different qualities. The framework will be elaborated later. 

5: Suspending assumptions 

Finally, and much related to the heuristic of following the students, the research logic of this 

dissertation is to take a step back and suspend assumptions (Aagaard & Matthiesen, 2016). The 

study of breakdowns, also known as the “broken hammer” strategy (Aagaard & Matthiesen, 2016), 

is viewed as a way to escape prejudice, light up relational webs into which the technology is 

embedded, and render the thing in question visible (Adams & Thompson, 2016a). In everyday life, 

equipment becomes transparent in use. When we use a hammer, we rarely pay attention to the 

device itself. Instead, we focus on placing the nail in the correct position. However, if a hammer 

breaks, the flow of the process gets interrupted, and the hammer becomes visible. I will likely start 

“interviewing” the object (Adams & Thompson, 2016a): What happened, is it broken, can I fix it, can 

I use it if I make some minor adjustments to the process? As stated: “a breakdown is thus a kind of 

naturally occurring epoché-reduction; what is taken for granted falls temporarily away, and 

meaning structures that were in play briefly collapse” (Adams, 2018, p. 19). Thus, breakdowns 

create a space where it becomes possible to catch a glimpse of the technology, locale processes 

and other actors. Next, I want to present the practicalities of Study 2.  
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The empirical methods 
The methodological guidelines or dogmas lead me to base my study on a case study including 

interviews and an exploration of the participatory qualities of digital interactions. This section 

describes the relationship between the empirical methods and the methodological guidelines.  

Identifying a breakdown  
My empirical study emerges from a breakdown in higher education teaching-learning. It would not 

be precise to speak of a complete breakdown of the teaching-learning processes, nor a breakdown 

relating to the functioning of the technology used. The framing of the breakdown, however, is 

related to an imbalance between the intentions of the teacher and the actions of the students – as 

experienced by the teacher involved.  

The study involves a first-semester course in a bachelor’s degree programme that enrols 

approximately 460 students each year. Generally, students are highly motivated and used to 

receive high grades. The teaching formats employed in the course are lectures and small-class 

teaching on campus by either academic faculty or professional experts, supplemented by small-

group teaching by student teaching assistants. A large number of students (about 20 - 25%) 

attending the course are unsuccessful in fulfilling the required formal qualifications and fail the 

exam. At the exam, students are presented with an unknown case. To pass the exam, students must 

identify the legal issues in the case, identify and apply the correct legal rules, and present their 

arguments for the adopted approach. More so, students are expected to structure their presentation 

in a precise way, adopting the correct legal discourse. Unsuccessful students are offered 

supplementary teaching to prepare them for successfully undertaking the reexamination.  

To increase the number of successful students, the educator sought to strengthen students’ 

competences towards identifying and applying rules to legal cases and structuring presentations. 

For this reason, a teaching intervention was conducted comprising online peer-assessment (PA). In 

particular, the teaching-learning interaction offers students supplementary assignments for 

practising the required competences. The educator decided to support student learning through PA 

activities for two reasons. The educator believed that students would be more motivated to engage 

in additional tasks if they received feedback. However, a high number of students prohibited the 

team of educators from providing more individual feedback. As a second-best solution, the 

responsibility for providing feedback was delegated to students. However, the educator also 

believed that making other students’ solutions available for student review would strengthen 

individual students’ insight into assessment criteria and develop their self-assessment capabilities.  
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To integrate online PA expediently, PA was regularly offered to students and supported through 

small-group teaching classes. The procedure is as follows: Before class, students read a case and 

identify the rules that apply to the case. They upload their answers to an online platform, Peergrade. 

Next, they attend a small-group class where a teaching assistant covers the rules that apply to the 

case and how to apply them. Each teaching assistant receives a description from the responsible 

educator on how to solve the case successfully. Third, students access Peergrade in class to provide 

a blind PA of two other contributions. Peergrade automatically distributes assignments between the 

students participating. Finally, students assess their own contributions, after which they are 

permitted to access the feedback given to them by peers. During class, students are free to ask the 

teaching assistant for support. As mentioned, the digital interaction in the case is executed through 

the online platform Peergrade, a third-party technology developed to support peer-feedback 

processes. According to the statements on Peergrade’s website (Peergrade, 2020), the system 

excels by automatically assigning feedback givers to those needing feedback, offering 

opportunities for evaluating and interacting with the feedback given, and offering opportunities for 

self-grading and teacher feedback. The website claims to facilitate fair assessment through a 

flagging feature, allowing students to mark unfair feedback and through calibration of evaluation 

scores to the teacher. Moreover, the system gives teachers data-driven insights into student activities 

and flexibility in terms of customizable feedback processes. The system supports reuse of teaching 

materials and integration with the LMS. The educator’s responsibility is to set up the task, upload any 

necessary resources, define the rubric (assessment criteria) for the task, define the deadlines for 

hand-in and peer-assessment, choose the number of reviews each student has to conduct, 

anonymity settings, and options to hand in late. 

As described earlier, my entrance to the course sprang from a breakdown. The time has now come 

to elaborate a bit more on the relevance of this label in this particular case. Before the full integration 

of PA to all students attending the course, the educator conducted a pilot project involving around 

70 students. The pilot project is reported in Stenalt and Lassesen (2017). The pilot project involved 

students handing in their assignments and providing feedback online and outside class. The small-

group teaching, then, was not part of the setting in the pilot project. Although students generally 

participated in the beginning, the number of participating students significantly decreased during 

the semester. What we have here, in other words, is the breakdown. A situation that contradicted 

the expectations or hopes of the educator, which, at least for a brief moment, led to disbelief and, 

more permanently, to considerations of what to do next: How to turn students over? This tension 

between the educator’s expectations and students’ engagement made the digital teaching-

learning interaction appropriate for this study. 
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The case study 
I conducted a case study to explore the interaction comprising the online PA activity. A case study 

design makes it possible to explore a phenomenon holistically and in-depth close to the use 

context. As Yin stated, the case study is an ”empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when the 

boundaries between the phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” (Yin, 2014, p. 16). 

This notion sits well with the methodological guidelines of Study 2. In this study, the case works as 

an instrumental case (Silverman, 2013, p. 143) that provides insight into constraints in digital 

contexts of learning, as opposed to a case study of a particular discipline. To explore student 

learning through digital interactions unfolding and developing, the design is constructed as a single 

longitudinal case (Yin, 2014) running for a semester. The time intervals were pre-specified to the 

beginning and end of the course to capture the ”new learner” experiences and the ”more 

experienced learner” within higher education. In that respect, the research context is held constant 

to better explorations of student participation and interaction dynamics. 

I first conducted a pilot project with a single longitudinal case to prepare to collect case study 

evidence. The pilot critically assessed: 

• The usefulness of the case study selection criteria. 

• Whether the agentic perspective adopted would elicit agency structure in interactions. 

Further, the pilot project informed me of relevant sources of evidence and how to collect data and 

helped me evaluate my interview protocol. The pilot study is reported by Stenalt and Lassesen 

(2017). 

Case selection criteria 

The case selection was based on a purposive sampling strategy. Silverman writes that a ”purposive 

sampling allows us to choose a case because it illustrates some feature or process in which we are 

interested” (2013, p. 148). To investigate dynamics in digital teaching-learning interactions, I 

considered it critical to select a course in which students regularly spend time on digital teaching-

learning interactions. Therefore, I prioritized a sampling criteria of systematic and intentional use of 

technology in teaching (referencing the definition of blended learning by Ginns & Ellis, 2007) and 

consistent use of a specific digital teaching-learning interaction. Second, I prioritized sampling a 

course, which features some critical challenges for education at the faculty level, particularly high 

student enrolment numbers and limited time for individual lecturers to provide feedback. Identifying 

possible ways to meet the challenge of providing quality teaching to many students is of high 
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relevance for higher education. The criteria for case selection were the same in the pilot phase and 

the final selection. After discussing potential cases with colleagues, I contacted the principal 

educator of a course that I identified to qualify as a case. The educator recognized the relevance 

of the research and was willing to let me observe the lessons and interview educators and students. 

The educator was kind enough to provide me with details of the teaching conducted and elaborate 

on the course regularly in meetings or via emails. 

Recruitment of participants 

Silverman has argued that a case study samples social relations, not individuals (2013, p. 146). This 

aligns well with this project, in which I was concerned with situations of interactions and the 

characteristics of the interactions experienced by the participants involved. I determined groups for 

sampling based on a mapping of responsibilities in relation to the particular interaction. This 

mapping (Table 4) was based on information provided by the principal educator. I identified the 

students, the principal educator, and teaching assistants to be of importance. While I did consider 

the group of external educators relevant for student learning, I knew that they were not directly 

involved in the particular interaction. This seemed to place them in the corner of the interaction.  

I define the research setting as closed (Silverman, 2013, p. 214), which means that a gatekeeper 

controls access to research participants. In this context, the gatekeeper is the principal educator. 

The educator agreed to invite the full group of teaching assistants (N = 12) to participate in the 

study. In particular, the educator recommended that any teaching assistant experiencing significant 

variation among students in the class considered participating in the study. Five teaching assistants, 

each teaching in two small-group classes, expressed their interest. A smaller sample of teaching 

assistants (n = 3) was selected based on the expression of interest. The teaching assistants (two 

males, one female) were selected based on the representation of genders (Bernard, 2006, notes 

that gender roles may affect attitudes and behaviours) and logistic concerns on my part. The latter 

refers to my priority of observing the classes during which one of the first PA tasks was completed. 

As some of the classes coincided, time-wise, I directed my attention towards three teaching 

assistants whose classes I was able to attend without conflicts. 
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Table 4. Overview of educational staff and responsibilities 

Staff Role 
Total number 
of staff 

Teaching 
activities and the 
number of 
students 

Responsibility 
concerning the digital 
interaction 

Academic staff 
member 
(associate 
professor) 

Responsible 
for the 
course 

3 Large lectures 
for all students 
(approx. 460) 

Plans and designs the 
interaction, 
comprising 
developing the case 
and the rubric criteria 
(feedback questions) 

Academic staff 
and extern lector 
(some of whom 
are professionals 
within the field) 

Conducts 
small-class 
teaching 

12 Small-class 
teaching for one 
group of 
students 
(approx. 34) 

No responsibilities 
directly related to the 
digital interaction 

Teaching assistants 
(students) 

Conducts 
small-group 
teaching 

12 Small-group 
teaching for 
(typically) two 
smaller groups 
of students 
(approx. 12 in 
each group) 

Executes the digital 
interaction 

 

Overall, four small group classes were included in the sample. Two small groups had the same 

teaching assistant, and two groups had different teaching assistants. Students attending the classes 

were informed about the project verbally in class. I recruited student participants based on a 

combination of voluntariness and relevance. To discover different ways of understanding the 

phenomenon, I first developed a theoretical-based sampling strategy (Silverman, 2013, pp. 150-

153). I wanted to recruit students with various agentic experiences of teaching-learning. For this 

reason, I sampled students based on observable signs of agency, such as expressions of self-

efficacy and participation in class. These signs were aligned with the three agency domains 

identified in Jääskelä et al.’s study (2016). I noted students who seemed to have high self-efficacy 

(“Yes, I think I have made the right choice”) and low self-efficacy (“I have probably gone about it 

the wrong way”), students who engaged/did not engage actively with the teaching assistant by 

asking questions, and students who engaged/did not engage actively with peers through regular 

interaction. Being concerned about triggering students’ experience of personal surveillance 
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(Bratich, 2018), the criteria were not communicated to students. Next, students fulfilling the sample 

criteria were approached in class or via email (see Appendix 1). Practically, not all students that I 

approached would agree to participate, and the criterion of volunteering was also taken into 

consideration.  

The sampling process resulted in 13 student participants in the first round of interviews distributed 

across the four small-group teaching classes. Nine out of 13 students agreed to participate in the 

second round of interview 2 - 2.5 months later. Table 5 describes the sample of student participants. 

Table 5. Student participants 

 
Gender Qualifying grade 

Priority of the 
study  Nationality 

First round of 
interviews 

9 female / 4 
male 

High First priority for all 
participants 

Danish 

First round of 
interviews 

5 female / 4 
male 

High First priority for all 
participants 

Danish 

 

Data collection 

Due to my interest in identifying what agency-structure processes in digital teaching-learning 

interactions leak into (”the precise location of an object”; Yin, 2014, p. 120), I used various data 

sources to investigate the convergence of evidence (Yin, 2014). Table 6 provides a complete 

overview of the key sources and the number of participants involved. Figure 3 illustrates the 

dependence between the design and the data collection sources.  

Table 6. Number of participants 

 Students Teachersa 

N 460 approx. 27 

n = observed in lectures 460 approx 1 

n = observed in class 36 approx. 3 

n = interviewed in the first 
round 

13 4 

n = interviewed in the second 
round 

9 0 
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Note: a N refers to the total number of teachers in the program, including small-class teachers and 

small-group teachers. 

Figure 3. Design and data collection sources 

  Data collection source 

From an individual From digital technology 
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Interviews with lecturer and 
student teaching assistant:  

- How the course and 
interactions are 
structured and why 

 
Documentation: Lecture plans 
from the responsible lecturer 

Direct observation: Contextual 
information 

Number of PA assignments 

 

Classroom and participant observation  

I entered each class twice, at the beginning and end of the semester. Additionally, I joined a lecture 

once. Each moment of observation was purposeful, and guided by its relevance to the study. 

Specifically, I observed a lecture in which the lecturer clarified the purpose of the teaching-learning 

interaction to the students present in the lecture hall. I attended the small-group teaching classes 

during which the interaction in question would unfold. Typically, for my first appearance in each 

place, the lecturer or teaching assistant would introduce me, and then I would explain my research 

interests to the students. After this, I would sit down in the back row, if possible, which allowed me 

to observe the interactions in class, make notes of the interactions unfolding, and draw sketches of 

the room's structure and students’ physical positioning. The strategy helped me in several ways. It 
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helped me “learn the language” (Bernard, 2006, p. 360) of my research site; gather first-hand 

impressions of the interactions unfolding; develop situational maps (Aagaard & Matthiesen, 2016) 

portraying the observable elements and actors in the classroom, serving a mnemonic purpose, and 

identify possible participants in the study (see the illustration below of the sketches made of the 

classroom arrangements upon entering the classroom; comments where added during the 

observation). It also worked as a frame of reference during the interviews. Thereby, the observation 

became situated as part of the material included in the qualitative interviews and a context of 

communication (see Bratich, 2018, for an elaborated discussion of the role of observation). 

 

 

Digital observation  

I observed students’ actions in Peergrade for two reasons. I used digital and in-class observation to 

generate my sample of students and identify students of observable difference. Next and more 

importantly, to further explore the territory of student agency in digital teaching-learning 

interactions, I collected digital textual communication through Peergrade and a visual 

representation of student behaviour offered by the platform. This is ”naturally occurring data” 

(Silverman, 2013, p. 132) generated as part of the interaction, not as a part of the research project. 

Distinctively, I collected data accessible for the lecturer or the teaching assistant; however, I did not 

collect students’ written assignments. While the data helped me verify that, yes, student participants 

vary within a class, I also came to realize that interpreting a visualization of student behaviour easily 

misses the motives of student actions.   
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Academic performance 

I collected students’ final grades in the course as a measure of academic performance. Participants 

from the second round of interviews self-reported their grades based on an email inquiry. All 

participants accepted the optional reporting of achievements, and some provided reflections on 

their performance. The relationship between students’ participatory experience, participation, and 

academic performance is analysed in a study (Stenalt, 2020), however not part of this dissertation. 

Qualitative interviews 

I used the interview, a common phenomenological research tool (Brinkmann, 2018), as primary to 

obtaining first-person perspectives. The first round of interviews comprised nine individual 

interviews (five females and four males) and two group interviews (4 females). Four students (2 x 2) 

preferred to be interviewed in groups of two, which I agreed to. However, the structure of questions 

and focus of the group interviews were the same as the individual interviews. I, therefore, refrain 

from calling them focus group interviews (Frey & Fontana, 1991). The first part of the interview was 

semi-structured (Brinkmann, 2018), departing from an extensive interview guide with open-ended 

questions to elicit students’ views on pre-specified topics of interest related to the interaction and 

theory in focus (see Appendix 2). Based on my reading of SAL research and mainstream 

approaches to agency, the interview guide emphasized the conceptions of learning, learning 

elements, and dimensions of agency: 

• Students’ motivation for studying (When did you know that you wanted to study law?). 

• Perception of studying (Describe a week of studying). 

• Sense of belonging (Do you see yourself as a student of law?). 

• Self-efficacy (What is your level of knowledge and understanding compared to your 

peers?) 

• Perception of learning and approaches to learning (What do you have to learn?) 

• Perception of and approaches to online PA (What do you think of the Peergrade 

assignments?’, ‘Why did you/did you not participate?) 

The second part of the interview was relatively structured (Brinkmann, 2018), which will be 

elaborated in the next section. Students were asked to provide scores of the participatory 

experience (elaborated in the following) and we discussed their scores. This activity was integrated 

into the first and second round of interviews as a rating activity (Colucci, 2007). An individual 

interview took about one hour. A focus group interview took about one hour and 30 minutes. To 

explore developments in students’ agency, I conducted a second round of interviews with nine of 
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the 13 students who participated in round one. Participation was voluntary and conducted at the 

end of the semester, and before the students’ final assessment. Four students opted out of the 

second interview. Only individual interviews were conducted in the second round. During the 

interviews, students were asked, once again, to provide their scores of the participatory experience, 

inviting reflection and dialogue on changes or lack of changes in their scoring of the distinct 

dimensions. Additionally, the interview guide explored their self-efficacy (see Appendix 3). Each 

interview in the second round lasted 30–45 minutes. 

When I interviewed the students, I did not bracket my own subjectivity or refrain from prompting 

and encouraging students to elaborate. In terms of the latter, the rating activity can be seen to 

support a pushy style. By mapping perceived possibilities and students’ actual participatory 

approach, it opens up a space for interrogating differences. Often, students themselves would 

elaborate on the difference without being prompted. Let me give an example from when I talked 

to one of the students about the difference in scores (numbers in the extract refers to the scores). 

Example  

Male student: Well, it is either 3 or 4—probably 4, if you only take the individual part 

of the assignment into account. I really think that this part offers reasonable 

opportunities to engage in and make use of one’s competences, even in acquiring 

additional skill within the domain. 

Maria: Which parts of the task make it possible? I mean, what is it that gives you the 

impression that this is possible? 

Male student: The feedback that I have received—not necessarily the feedback I 

receive in relation to the Peergrade assignments but the assignments that we hand 

in for the small-class teaching. Retrospectively, I have found that the Peergrade 

assignments are quite useful. One might even say that they have improved my 

grades. With the Peergrade assignments being rather limited in scope, I have been 

able integrate their specific topics into the assignments that we hand in for the small-

class teaching. In that way, they provide opportunities for engagement, I mean, not 

only in Peergrade but during the small-class teaching.  
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Example 

Maria: Let’s move on. To what degree does interacting with the activity offer 

opportunities for engaging with peers? What is your experience? Is it high, medium? 

Female student: It is not that possible. Yet, to some degree it is. In terms of 

collaboration, it is not that high. It is not like we are collaborating. We ask each other 

questions like, “How do you interpret this?” But when it comes down to it, assessing 

others’ work and making your own assignment are individual tasks. So, it is probably 

2. 

Maria: To what degree, then, did you engage with peers? 

Female student: I have given it 3. 

Maria: 3. A bit more, then? 

Female student: Yes. 

Maria: Why is that? 

Female student: It is because when I am in doubt about what to write, yes or no, I will 

discuss it with the person next to me. That is why. 

As evident in the brief transcription of the exchanges, I used students’ replies to ask follow-up 

questions and probe for further elaboration. The structure of the rating-activity allowed me to 

quickly identify inconsistency and patterns within one interview and follow up and clarify the 

aspects that formed the basis of students’ perception. The flip side, however, is that some students 

would refrain from providing in-depth replies when given the opportunity to state a number as their 

only response. Thus, prompting and continuously asking students to elaborate may turn out to be 

the inseparable downside to including rating activities.  

A brief comment concerning the question of language and what an interview may reveal. While a 

neopositivist position will use the interview to disclose the soul of the subject (Brinkmann, 2018), a 

postmodern conception of language (Brinkmann, 2018) sees the interview as performative (Searle 

et al., 1969), in which speech acts play a key role. Uttering “Oh my, it is cold” when you are inside 

and “Are you able to grab the salt sprinkler?” when sitting at the table with the food served are two 

common examples of indirect speech acts that aim to get someone else to do something for you. 

According to Brinkmann (2018), conceptions of language are related to whether one thinks of the 

interview as a research instrument or a site for situated interaction (Brinkmann, 2018). The 
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phenomenological researcher tends to look at it in terms of the first, whereas researchers interested 

in discourse tend to prefer the interview as a social practice. I take a pragmatic stance by 

acknowledging that the interview is never just a research instrument but a social practice. 

Nevertheless, it refers to experiences outside the interview, and these experiences may resemble 

those of others outside the interview. However, I do not consider what is said during the interview 

as representing a full version of that person’s reality. However, I assume that what the person says 

represents a version of their experience.  

The participatory qualities and experience  

The part describes the rating activity used as well as the technique to explore the invitational 

qualities of the digital interaction. Explicitly aiming to give primacy to the social and dismantle the 

individual narrative of agency, Study 2 attends to the participatory qualities of the interaction as 

one way of becoming attuned to the social configuration of human actions (Dalsgaard et al., 2016). 

This study used a framework that aims to explore interactions as relational phenomenon and 

involves mapping students’ participatory experience. Dalsgaard et al. (2016) developed the original 

participation gestalt framework to define the participation gestalt of public and interactive art to 

inform designs for participation. The original framework relates to the field of participatory design 

(PD), which is directed towards interactions between computers and humans (Halskov & Hansen, 

2015). PD is based on cooperative design, in which users and designers work together and learn 

from each other to better the quality of life and work situations, and it is intended to emancipate 

the user through participatory methods in which users gain influence (Halskov & Hansen, 2015).  

Table 7. The adapted participation gestalt framework (APAG) 

Dimension 
Sub-
dimension Description Rating questions 

Investment  
 

Assesses to what extent 
students invest resources and 
efforts in the interaction. 

To what degree does interacting 
with the activity offer opportunities 
for engagement (i.e., apply skills 
and knowledge and be creative)? 
To what degree did you engage 
with the activity? 

Sociality  Assesses to what extent 
students engage with other 
people when interacting. 

To what degree does interacting 
with the activity offer opportunities 
for engaging with peers? 
To what degree did you engage 
with peers? 
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Expressivity Emotional Assesses to what extent 
students express emotions 
and feelings through the 
interaction. 

To what degree does interacting 
with the activity allow the 
expression of emotions? 
To what degree did you share 
expressions of emotions? 

Cognitive Assesses to what extent 
students express thoughts 
through the interaction. 

To what degree does interacting 
with the activity allow the 
expression of thoughts about the 
activity? 
To what degree did you share 
expressions of thoughts? 

Persistence  
 

Assesses the timespan during 
which the interaction or 
outcome of the interaction is 
accessible or exposed. 

To what degree is the outcome of 
the interaction accessible after the 
activity to yourself, your peers, or 
your educator? 

Exposure  
 

Assesses the visibility of the 
participant or level of 
attention that the participant 
attracts during or after the 
interaction. 

To what degree is your contribution 
to the activity identifiable to 
yourself, your peers, or your 
educator? 

 

The participation gestalt includes five dimensions to map digital interaction's quality: investment, 

sociality, expressivity, persistence and exposure (Table 7). Each dimension refers to “qualities that 

unfold in the interaction between people and an interactive installation in situ, and which are 

perceived as being related to participation” (Dalsgaard et al., 2016, p. 4437). The original 

framework was adapted for the purpose of this study. The adapted framework named the adapted 

participation gestalt framework (APAG), was revised in the following ways:  

(i) The dimensions were adjusted from addressing installation in a public space to 

addressing a higher education context of learning.  

(ii) The framework was modified from collecting experts’ assessment of qualities to 

collecting students’ self-reported ratings. 

(iii) Responses were modified and expanded from originally assessing the degree to which 

a quality is present to assessing (a) perceived possibilities and (b) actual action. This 

modification aligns with the first heuristic included in the methodological guidelines 

and relates to the aim of paying attention to student power and will (Ashwin, 2012; 

Klemenčič, 2015). Inquiry into students’ power and actions has the advantage of 

creating a conversational space in which to explore student will.  



 
 
 

 

 

 

[68] 
 
 

 

 

 

With these adjustments made, I argue that adapted participation gestalt (APAG) framework 

provides a basis for acquiring deep insight into agency. I even take it one step further by combining 

agentic possibility, agentic orientation, and student action. What it offers is a holistic account of 

agency that combines research foci often separated in research.    

To cultivate answers “that can be compared across participants and possibly quantified” 

(Brinkmann, 2018, p. 579), I developed APAG framework into a quantitative measurement with 

structured questions (Table 7). Each question was answered on a 5-point Likert scale (1 =  to a low 

degree and 5 =  to a high degree). Structured and quantitative items in interviews are likely raise 

concerns. The standardized way of asking questions can be criticized as inviting passive recording 

of students’ opinions, limiting involvement on the interviewee’s part, and not taking advantage of 

the dialogic potential of interviews (Brinkmann, 2018). However, in this case, I supplemented the 

quantitative statements through qualitative follow-up questions eliciting students’ arguments for 

each rating. I argue that APAG—being a situated rating activity—actively involves the interviewee 

and respectfully brings contrasting perspectives to light through the rating. Brinkmann (2018) 

referred to both issues as quality parameters in qualitative interviews. I also interpret APAG to situate 

the student as the interpreter of their actions, which implies that the researcher or the “big 

interpreter”, according to Brinkmann and Steinar (2005, p. 165), shares the privilege of reporting 

what the student meant with the interviewee. 

Data Analysis 

After data collection, a student assistant transcribed each interview in full length. As transcribing is 

a long process, I did not try to reinvent the wheel, as Silverman warned against (2013, p. 209), but 

constructed a transcription protocol (Appendix 4) directed towards eliciting participation structures, 

adapted from the transcript conventions by Duff and Anderson Duffy (2015). Next, I re-heard and 

re-read the interviews to summarize them and engage in a theoretical reading (Kvale, 1983). Third, 

data were transferred to NVIVO 12 to complete a qualitative data analysis (Miles et al., 1994) of 

data related to APAG. I started deductively with six master codes representing the dimensions in 

the APAG framework. The dimensions were supplemented with two pre-set subcodes: increasing 

or decreasing. I conducted an open coding of the parts of the interviews relating to APAG and 

subsequently conjoined the codes into units of common issues of concern (Miles et al., 1994). These 

codes were revised until theoretical saturation was achieved. Figure 4 provides an example of the 

codes developed within the cognitive expressivity dimension. Appendix 5 shows all coded themes 

from the interviews. Additionally, I gathered student scores from APAG and identified a medium 

score to visualise the participation gestalt of the interaction. 
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Figure 4. Themes captured from student statements relating to cognitive expressivity 

Dimension Sub-dimensions Themes 

Cognitive 
expressivity 

Decreasing cognitive 
expressivity 

Anonymity – fear of being recognised 
Fear of being wrong or speaking in class 
Limited options for providing feedback 
Limited time in class to explore topics of concern 
Limited trust in peers 
Limited trust in the capabilities of the teaching 
assistant 
Limited utilization of feedback 

Increasing cognitive 
expressivity 

A dialogic learning environment 
Discussions with peers 
Getting feedback on one’s thinking and work 
from someone who knows 
Options to ask questions in class 
Options to express concern in the system 
Providing feedback to peers 
Safe to ask the teaching assisting (trust) 
Time to discuss and explore issues of concern in 
class 

Reflections on the method adopted 

First, several ethical concerns emerged in the case study. 

If students perceive learning to be private or social actions as problematic, do I collect information 

on a sensitive topic?  

According to Lee and Renzetti (1990), it is ”possible for any topic, depending on the context, to be 

a sensitive one” (p. 512). In this case, a sensitive topic does not have to be controversial to be 

sensitive; it can be framed as sensitive if it involves a problem or a cost to those participating. 

Approaching student learning as a personal matter as well as a social action, I considered it possible 

for the issues covered in the interview to be sensitive. Such as: 

o The relationship between the student and their peers 

o The relationship between the student and academic educators 

o Feelings of belonging 

o Personal goals 

o Academic self-efficacy 
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The threat can be severe or moderate (Lee & Renzetti, 1990) and may have led to mistrust or 

emotional distress during the interviews. In responding to this concern, I tried to provide 

opportunities in the interview for participants to work up their story, become familiar with the 

investigator, and take their emotional reactions into account before engaging with sensitive topics 

(Corbin & Morse, 2003). On the other hand, entering students’ private spheres may not be 

experienced as threatening by students. Lee and Renzetti (1990) stated that the risk of this depends 

on the social context of the research and its relation to the topic. As such, the challenge becomes 

that of situating the research appropriately. As Corbin and Morse’s (2003) guidelines illustrate, 

ensuring that the benefits of contributing outweigh the risks is critical. With this concern in the back 

of my mind, I framed myself to the participants as a kind of a broker between the students and the 

established academic discipline in a position to present the students’ perspectives. Additionally, I 

sought to situate myself as open towards various student concerns and desires. I hoped that it would 

frame participants’ contributions as of high value to the academic discipline and student 

community. To increase the student participants’ comfort level, they were also encouraged to 

suggest where to meet for the interview, and they were allowed (but not encouraged) to change 

the interview format. Appearing in class allowed the students to become more familiar with me, 

and I was able to notice events and utterances in class to refer to in interviews as a shared frame of 

reference. 

How do I protect participants? 

As part of standardized research practice, I took precautions to ensure all participants’ anonymity. I 

conducted the sampling of participants; at no time was the subsample presented to the responsible 

lecturer or teaching assistants, although they were very much involved in promoting student 

participation in the research project. The principal educator was informed about the teaching 

assistants participating but was not given insight into the content of the interviews. Additionally, the 

lecturer did not have access to data collected from this group of participants.  

To confirm students’ acceptance of use of data for research and the responsibility on my part in 

relation to anonymity and proper use of data, participants received and signed a consent form 

(Appendix 6) for research participants. The key points of the form were described in class as well as 

in the initial email to students. All participants were informed about the recording of the interviews 

before beginning. The content of the form was more thoroughly explained at the end of each 

interview. 

What types of digital data should I collect? 
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In research into digital technologies and education, considerations of collecting students’ digital 

data come quickly but raise several concerns. Most importantly, what does digital data represent? 

Scholars working within digital ethnography have problematized ideas of digital data as complete, 

altering how we think data is made and sometimes flawed. For instance, Pink et al.’s (2018) study 

of self-trackers illustrates how broken technologies lead to incomplete data or how app changes 

result in different readings of data. Relatedly, my pilot study experiences revealed how Peergrade’s 

presentation of non-participating students did not represent students’ actual participation. Indeed, 

non-participating students took part in the first section of the teaching–learning interaction but 

refrained from uploading their assignments to bypass the peer-assessment part. For this reason, I 

chose to collect digital student data to analyse what digital data represents and how they relate to 

students’ agency.  

Types of digital data in this study include what Savin-Baden and Tombs (2017) refer to as 

engagement data, which provides ”information about the student’s activities and engagement at 

a variety of levels” (p. 101) and learning data, which provides ”information on the student’s level of 

knowledge” (p. 101). To be specific, engagement data is quantitative in this particular case, 

representing the recording and counting of the number of times students have uploaded an 

assignment and provided feedback in and through Peergrade. Learning data is the feedback given 

to and received from students, distributed, shared, and archived by the digital system. Of 

importance, for the present study, I only collected data that anyone with an educator profile 

assigned to the specific teaching-learning task in Peergrade can access. Students can access 

collocated engagement data individually and access their own learning data if they have provided 

the instructed amount of feedback. Engagement and learning data have been used to analyze 

links between students’ agency experiences and their recorded engagement and participation. 

This analysis is reported in Stenalt (2020). 

A second consent form (Appendix 7) was presented to students participating in the second round 

of interviews to ensure research access to and use of digital student data and to comply with 

responsible scientific behaviour. One student participant chose not to sign the form, and this 

person’s data is not included. 

Second, the case study only includes thirteen student participants, which is a relatively small group. 

As a result, the findings curtail generalization of the conclusions. The purpose of the study was not 

to generalize but to explore dynamics and the ways they emerge in greater depth. As Selwyn 

(2002) stated, we need in-depth research that reflects how users actually use technology. 
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Therefore, we need research that considers the messy state-of-the-actual of technology use or non-

use.  

Third, the case study used a sampling strategy directed towards sampling a group of students 

representing different agency expressions. Retrospectively, we can say that the design favoured 

agency as an individual phenomenon and I should have used a sampling strategy more informed 

by relational agency. This limitation notwithstanding, the focus on relational agency and the ways 

interactions emerge (rather than the interactants per se) makes the sampling issue less critical. I also 

realised that transferring a sampling strategy to practice is messy. I experienced the sampling 

strategy as providing an aura of surveillance, and not all students fitting the strategy would accept 

the invitation for participation. Therefore, I ended up expanding my selection criteria to include 

volunteering.   

Fourth, the interviews generated more material than I have used so far. Besides collecting the 

reported data in relation to the APAG framework, the data includes material that can be of use to 

a SAL-informed phenomenographic analysis of the relation between students and teachers’ 

conceptions of online peer assessment. Entering the classroom and the life of students, however, I 

quickly realized that the case study context deviated from the relatively simple teaching contexts 

typically studied in qualitative phenomenographical studies. The teaching context in the case study 

was much more complicated. Indeed, I came to realise that a phenomenographic analysis would 

require a simplification of the messy realities of the teaching-learning context. Additionally, I 

realised that my perception of educators of relevance did not match students’ perceptions. I had 

based my decision on educators’ proximity to the student task, identifying the principal educator 

who designed the interaction and the teaching assistants who facilitated the interaction as most 

important. Although I considered the group of external lecturers relevant, I did not approach them. 

I knew they were not directly involved in the particular interaction due to time concerns. I was also 

informed that educators from “outside the university” are expected to focus only on the given 

teaching task, not to be involved in follow-up research. However, through students’ comments to 

the gestalt-informed items, I discovered that the external lecturers were highly ranked among 

students and critical sources of students’ agency. Indeed, the external lecturers assessed students’ 

academic knowledge and represented students’ future profession. Thus, this group should be 

included in a phenomenographic study. 

Paradoxically, being attentive to students’ perspectives and the-state-of-the-actual of digital 

contexts helped disrupt the part of the study that was directed towards phenomenography and 

locate limitations to my research approach. Although it might appear to be a drawback, 
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considering when not to proceed with research is critical. According to Markham (2006), stopping 

(more often) in projects to reflect on ”what one is actually doing so as to find a good fit between 

one’s activities and one’s theoretical premises, balance learned procedure and new contexts, and 

alter methods of interpretation to better suit the contingencies of the situation” (p. 46) is a 

responsible act to eliminate inappropriate fits between or within phases of a research project.   
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CHAPTER 4  

THE THREE STUDIES AND FINDINGS 

Teaching–learning interactions are essential to student learning in higher education. Digital 

technologies are seen to support and even improve students’ engagement with the curricula. As 

previously argued, however, we must be aware of gaps between state–of–the–art and state–of–the–

actual unveiled by breakdowns in teaching and learning. In trying to get a sense of the quality of 

digital interactions from a student perspective, I propose to draw on student agency and pay 

attention to agency-structure processes. Thus, the purpose of this dissertation is to examine the 

microdynamics of digital interactions, using student agency as a means to examine such relational 

ramifications.   

Study 1 

The first study explicitly aims to bring to light the ways research into student agency can help unveil 

the dynamics of digital teaching–learning interactions. It was therefore designed to explore the role 

of student agency in teaching–learning interactions and in relation to student learning so as to show 

the research limits, gaps, and possibilities. The study makes use of a systematic review to explore 

the current research available (1980–2018) and its findings. Building on the systematic review 

comprising more than 1,500 results, the quality assessment of 29 articles, as well as 11 studies 

included in the final narrative review, we show that the broad body of literature lacks conceptual 

clarity, transparent data collection, and analysis, coupled with limited critical research reflection. 

Certainly, the relatively few studies of relevance are a cause for concern regarding the current ways 

student agency in higher education is framed. The need arises for methodological and theoretical 

development of the research.   

Exploring the ways in which student agency links to student learning, data from the review suggest 

that student agency is supported by individual antecedents, such as self-efficacy and mastery 

experiences, and institutional antecedents, such as the learning environment, teaching practices, 

and instructional design. In terms of substantiating the proposed link between student agency and 

academic learning, the data analysis highlights the need to improve the collective focus on this 

matter. We only identified a few studies that included some measurement of student learning. 

Additionally, the research adopts various conceptualizations of agency and makes use of various 
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operationalizations of learning. Because of this, we hesitate to collocate the findings on a link 

between agency and academic learning.  

In terms of the research focus adopted by the studies of relevance to the review, a case can be 

made for a more critical and exploratory approach to student agency. Indeed, the study shows that 

most research juxtaposes agency with educational objectives, emphasizing positive expressions of 

agency. Only a few studies engage with the “dark sides” to student learning processes, such as 

maladaptive learning behaviour and power struggles. I do not suggest that all research should 

expose agency in learning contexts from this perspective. However, there is a need to embrace 

other forms of agency manifestations than those that link to educational objectives. The study also 

highlights how research is most familiar with attending to agency as an individual phenomenon 

and the context as external. The lack of theoretical and analytical focus on the ways agency is 

affected by or affects others and a context might hinder better insight into what actually happens 

in contexts of learning and how higher education practices actually affect students. There is, 

therefore, a need to become familiar with other approaches to researching student agency. Finally, 

although agency is a process of students’ agentic power and agentic will (Klemenčič, 2015), 

research clearly has a narrow focus on this aspect. Thus, an argument could also be made for 

researchers to develop a sensitivity to agency and include a student perspective that allows 

examination of how opportunities and actions emerge.   

Study 2 

Having identified and discussed the body of research into student agency, the second study argues 

that it necessary to move beyond understandings of agency as an individual phenomenon to take 

a closer look various aspects affecting student agency. In particular, the study expands research 

into student agency by (a) foregrounding a relational understanding of agency, (b) exploring 

agency holistically, focusing on agentic power, will, and student action, and (c) combining methods 

for human and nonhuman inquiry to explore a digital interaction as a social phenomenon.  

Study 2 uses qualitative interviews and quantitative ratings of first-year Danish students’ 

participatory experience to explore what participation in a digital interaction feels like and means 

to students. The findings of this study suggest that partaking in a rather mundane and seemingly 

harmless digital interaction is messy and far from unproblematic. By harmless, I mean that the 

professional academic community has a limited role in the interaction and that the outcome is 

separated from formal grading. Despite the instructional importance of peers in the activity, students 

experience the participatory qualities of the interaction as related to individual cognitive work. The 
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focus on the interaction as primarily individual can be explained neither in terms of students’ 

conscious choices and capacity to self-manage nor as a reaction to technological stimuli but as a 

deeply relational way of being in the world. Aspects informing student negotiation of actions in such 

interactions include perceived difficulty of the task, timing of the interaction, self-efficacy, trust in 

peers and educators, and assessment format. To qualify the links between student learning and 

digital teaching–learning interactions, Study 2 identifies a range of enabling and hindering aspects 

(Table 8). Regarding the role of technology, the study shows that the focal point is not whether 

technology works but that it actually “works” and gives shape to what students do and how they 

experience the world (Rosenberger & Verbeek, 2015). Laptops and the digital system used pattern 

with the participatory qualities. You “are inside the screen”, distant from others. Additionally, limited 

exposure of human movement and presence within the digital platform hindered students from 

collaborating and experiencing interaction as particularly social. Thus, when participation is 

experienced as individual, this may to a certain extent be because technology presents 

participation and humans in this way. 

Appropriating APAG, it is suggested that students’ perception of perceived opportunities are 

disrupted by social concerns leading to an adjustment of actions taken.  Zooming in on the 

relational aspect, the social investment needed and the value of interacting were taken by students 

to originate within the instructional setting, whereas students’ relational bonds and approach 

outside the interaction function as means to achieve the actual social engagement investment. 

Pivoting to discussions of relationships, the study illustrates how social bonds and commitment play 

a role in directing students’ orientation, even when the interaction in itself is seen to be less social. 

Escaping the determinism of educational instructions and technological affordances, it is shown 

that student interpretation of digital educational interactions builds on a range of aspects found 

inside and outside the time and space of the interaction. Furthermore, the study shows how student 

agency is configured by individual, relational, and contextual aspects that intertwine and come 

together to constitute the complex microsocial dynamics at stake in the particular educational 

interaction. 
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Table 8. Enablers and hindrances to student participation in online peer-assessment 

 Enablers Hindrances 

Cognitive 
investment 
and 
expressivity 

Options for applying skills and 
competences 
A dialogic learning environment 
(options to ask questions and to 
discuss matters of concern in class 
and via the digital platform) 
A safe environment where “stupid” 
questions are accepted 
Feedback on one’s understanding 
from reliable sources 
Options for social comparison and 
modelling 
Clear instructions 
Sufficient time for successful 
engagement 
Persistent and easy access to 
academic work via digital platforms 
Utilisation of peers’ engagement 

Fear of making mistakes 
Insufficient time in class to discuss 
concerns or to engage successfully 
Limited option for posing questions 
Limited trust in the academic capabilities 
of interactants 
Anonymity 
Fragmented understandings of the 
learning objective 
Competing academic assignments 
Instructional restrictions that limit 
subjective investment 
Simple or non-challenging tasks 
Non-engaging lecturing 
Obscure digital platforms 

Sociality and 
emotional 
expressivity 

Non-anonymity 
Collective practices of sharing 
thoughts and feelings 
Structured follow-up on peers’ 
engagement 
Familiarity with peers 
Options to express thoughts and 
feelings in class 
Options to react to peers’ 
engagement via the digital 
platform 
Structured collaboration 
Informally-structured relationships 
across time and space  
Recognisable processes  
Personal contributions 

Anonymity 
A high number of students 
Professional and academic norms 
Social norms among peers 
Inconsistent collective approaches to 
sociality and emotional expressivity 
Individual assessment formats, hand-in 
formats, and work formats 
Impersonal academic work 
Insufficient time in class for peer 
interaction 
Limited trust in the academic capabilities 
of peers 
Restricted options for expressing 
thoughts and feelings (in class or via the 
digital platform)  
Lack of structured student collaboration 
Simple or non-challenging tasks 
Lack of shared focus or object of 
engagement 
Bodily interaction with the computer 
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Study 3 

How does one frame and integrate a relational understanding of student agency in contexts of 

digital education? Despite growing debates of agency in digital contexts in higher education and 

optimistic rhetoric of agency in educational research, few studies have provided frameworks that 

help researchers and practitioners explore how agency is configured relationally in contexts of 

digital education. The third article addresses this gap.  

Drawing on findings from Studies 1 and 2, combined with insights from media research, the third 

study argues for a more relational understanding of agency and a critical disposition towards digital 

student agency. The study goes through several movements to establish the proposed “digital 

student agency” framework. First, the article maps distinct approaches to student agency. It 

highlights how approaches to agency as individual and contexts as external context extend to 

studies of student agency in digital contexts. Second, decentring from existing student agency 

research, the article uses research into the networked public to frame participation in digital 

contexts as a dynamic and social process through which people are constructed. It entails public 

self-representation, sharing, privacy, affective features, and forms of temporalities. These themes 

are connected with critical dynamics and issues of concern related to student agency, resulting in 

the conceptual framework of digital student agency. In attempting to grasp the mentioned 

dynamics and give primacy to the social rather than the individual student, the framework adopted 

the posthumanist technique of decentring the human subject and the technological object (Pink et 

al., 2017; Schraube, 2013) to study the ways technology configures the social world intended for 

learning and look for patterns in the technologies or digital spaces offered.  

The framework distinguishes five domains critical to student agency: (1) digital self-development, 

(2) digital self-representation, (3) data uses, (4) digital sociality, and (5) digital temporalities. 

Combined, the domains explore digital actions and participation as a social phenomenon, 

interconnected with numerous other practices and relations, forming a basis for working out realistic 

accounts of the ways agency is constrained and configured. To be clear, the framework is not 

intended to promote certain ideals of digital teaching and learning. Rather, it aims to promote 

understanding of the ways digital education extends purely cognitive investment on the student 

part, and of digital interactions as arrangements of social, material, and political assemblages 

(Perrotta, 2021). Additionally, it attempts to enable researchers and academic staff to critically 

reflect on the ways students’ agency is configured in formal contexts of learning and develop 

actionable knowledge that bridges the gap between the state–of–the–art and state–of–the–actual 

and obliges breakdowns in digital teaching and learning. 
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CHAPTER 5  

CONCLUSION 

This dissertation has attempted to explore how to analyse digital teaching-learning interactions in 

higher education in a way that elicits microsocial dynamics, by asking “What enables or hinders 

student learning in digital teaching–learning interactions?” Attempting to answer the question 

brought me to the construct of student agency and agency–structure processes as means to unveil 

the microdynamics affecting student participation. In the first study, student agency was flung into 

the arms of student learning, prompted by a systematic review of empirical research. The study into 

student agency revealed several issues of concern. Not only did contemporary research primarily 

adopt agency as an individual phenomenon, but it was also identified as inviting a narrow analysis 

of agency and less helpful in terms of understanding the microdynamics of social learning. How 

exactly, then, does a relational understanding of agency play out empirically, and what does it 

unveil about digital interactions? The second study examined what it feels like and means to 

students to participate in formal learning interactions through agency. It combined a 

phenomenological-inspired experience-focused interview with a nonmedia-centric framework 

decentring the obvious object of inquiry to answer the question. The combination helped me 

honour calls for analytical research seeking to understand how learning unfolds in digital 

arrangements (Goodyear et al., 2018) and how social aspects emerge and affect learning (Damsa 

& Jornet, 2016). While experiences of breakdowns in digital teaching and learning may easily result 

in lamenting students’ lack of academic engagement or the malfunctioning of the technological 

doohickey, the second study showed how student participation is relationally configured, affected 

by agentic and structural processes, and informed by conscious thinking and unconscious reactions. 

This challenges conventional conceptions of agency as primarily cognitive and separable from the 

social world. In addition, it showed a digital interaction that offers a particular type of access to the 

world and knowledge, suggesting that interactions have many meanings. The third study used the 

messy realities of agency in a social world and digital education as the launch pad to develop a 

framework with a critical disposition towards digital student agency. Shifting focus from a particular 

interaction to structural descriptions of digital technologies and spaces for learning in higher 

education, the study moved beyond agency and situated digital education as an educational 

endeavour posing constraints to student learning and student agency. Study 3 promoted a 

framework including five domains through which researchers, management, academic 

developers, and educators can engage to develop the ability to understand digital student agency 
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in education. As previously argued, research into digital technology has been captivated by ideals 

of offering technical and pedagogical fixes to any problems teachers might experience. Although 

this is admirable, models for learning crumble when learning, or the observable indicator of learning 

(participation), ceases or turns on the teacher and educational intent. The proposed framework 

rejects ideals and normative descriptions of what digital teaching and learning should look like, 

which is related to the discourse of what works. In contrast, it offers opportunities for analysing the 

configuration of students in digital contexts and potential patterns in the human–technology 

interplay. By doing this, it offers a foundation for understanding and reacting to breakdowns in 

digital education.  

Implications, validity, and limitations 

Constraints  

Now, I will offer a more practice–focus answer to the research question posed: “What enables or 

hinders student learning in digital teaching–learning interactions?” Whilst there is a widespread 

interest in designs for learning (Conole et al., 2008), few studies within the field of education address 

student learning in digital interactions as constrained. In contrast, studies focus on affordances 

(Bower et al., 2010; Bower & Sturman, 2015) as stabile properties of technologies. Other studies 

focus on educational designs in a way that is claimed to favour a focus on the-state-of-the-art rather 

than the-state-of-the-actual (Selwyn, 2008). Few studies consider and combine the range of 

aspects that constitute student actions in digital contexts (Bayne, 2015). I argue that only by 

understanding the constraints to student learning and the particular signs that inform students of the 

constraints can we begin to assess the potential for learning offered by digital teaching–learning 

interactions and qualify the link between ”the digital” and learning.  

Before I proceed, I shall clarify the meaning of constraints in this text. As Onarheim and Biskjær 

(2013) noted, constraints are typically associated with limitations and acts of restraining someone. 

However, the semantic expounding misses the role of constraints as enablers of actions. In this 

sense, constraints also allude to enablers of action in processes of creativity and innovation 

(Onarheim & Biskjær, 2013). In this dissertation, I focus on constraints as an umbrella term for the 

things that hinder or enable student participation in formal digital teaching-learning interactions. 

Accordingly, I follow a tentative definition of constraints inspired by Onarheim and Biskjær (2013) 

where constraints are explicit or implicit factors governing what students must, should, can, and 
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cannot do, and what the participation or the outcome of participation must, should, can, and cannot 

be.  

To identify constraints to student learning in digital educational interactions, I have collated the 

various aspects found in the studies governing what students must, should, can, and cannot do, as 

well as what the participation or the outcome of participation must, should, can, and cannot be in 

digital interactions, into categories of intrinsic, personal, and relational constraints, according to the 

object of concern or enjoyment (Figure 5).  

Figure 5. Constraints in digital teaching-learning interactions 

Intrinsic Personal Relational 

Configuration of place and 
time 

• Time structured for 
the interaction 

• Place: In class, online 
or both 

Configuration of student 
contributions and work 
method 

• Learning outcomes 
• Structure of the 

interaction 
• Hand-in and work 

format 
• Style and nature of 

the contribution 
• Assessment format 

Configuration of student 
exposure 

• Exposure of identity 
• Exposure of the 

interactional flow 
• Exposure of the 

outcomes of the 
interaction  

• Personal goals 
• Self-efficacy 
• Self-regulation 
• Habits 

• Belief in interactants’ self-
efficacy 

• Interactants’ relevance in 
relation to students’ 
learning outcome and 
personal goals 

• Trust 
• Emotional relationship 
• Norms 
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Intrinsic constraints 

Intrinsic constraints (Onarheim & Biskjær, 2013) refer to the constraints students perceive as, more 

or less, inherent and educationally configured in the material. Study 2 showed these constraints are 

highly influential, constituting students’ perceptions of opportunities and the value of participating. 

The constraints were found to affect students’ investment, as well as their approach to sociality. For 

instance, students might turn to surface approaches (Stenalt, 2020) if they deem the intrinsic 

constraints to be imbalanced. Similarly, the study showed that students lowered their investment 

and engaged less deeply with a task if they felt the task inhibited their autonomy (Stenalt, 2020). 

SAL analysis found that surface approaches are less favourable (Trigwell & Prosser, 2020). What 

research into student agency directs scholars’ attention to is that rather than attempting to change 

students’ approaches to learning through better guidelines and explanations of the value of deep 

approaches, surface approaches might be seen as the result of less appropriate task structures or 

requirements. As a result, educators must consider how they set up worthwhile processes for 

learning because if students perceive a task involves too many obstacles for successful investment, 

then they become frustrated and deviate from appropriate approaches.  

Personal constraints 

Personal constraints comprise nonconscious and self-imposed constraints that students initiate. 

These constraints include factors from sociocognitive literature such as, such as self-efficacy (van 

Dinther et al., 2011) and habitual behaviour (Aagaard, 2017a, 2017b). In particular, Study 2 found 

these constraints affect students’ cognitive investment.  

Relational constraints 

The last category of constraints refers to factors that might be seen as dependent on the 

interactants. These constraints mediate the sources of individual agency available in the interaction. 

Indeed, students who perceive interactants’ academic capabilities to be low will be sceptical 

towards the sources of self-efficacy offered, such as social comparison and modelling (Bandura, 

2001). Then, although the sources are available, their effect might be limited. Similarly, educational 

endeavours to initiate proxy agency or collective agency (Bandura, 2001) are likely to be 

challenged by low trust in the peers or academic staff who are interjected to increase students’ 

success. The relational constraints were found to affect students’ investment and their approach to 

sociality. 
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The constraints emerged from exploring a recurrent digital teaching–learning interaction within a 

complex, yet common, educational setting, necessitating different teaching formats and educators’ 

support of student learning. The constraints and signs unveiled by the research take various forms 

and emerge over time. Some might be prominent to students at the beginning of an interaction, 

whereas others might emerge later. Importantly, the configuration of constraints includes time and 

space existing inside and outside the particular interaction. This finding becomes evidence of 

agency as a temporal construct (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Hitlin & Elder Jr, 2007), supporting what 

Hitlin and Elder Jr (2007) claimed: “People’s actions do not occur in a vacuum” (p. 175). Equally, it 

serves the point of emphasizing that student participation may be seen as the observable outcome 

of students’ more or less conscious meaning making within the flow of situated activity of the 

constraints identified and one’s situational and life course goals (situational goals are presented as 

related to the present situation whereas life course goals involve a long-term perspective, see Hitlin 

& Elder Jr, 2007). One’s history, relational bonds, and commitment contribute greatly to the reaction 

that is manifested (Harris et al., 2018). Ultimately, the constraints also evidence agency as a 

relational phenomenon (Burkitt, 2016). Without determining the weight of each constraint, the 

constraints make visible how interactions concern not only intellectually engaging with the world 

but also affectively and perceptually relating to the world.  

Practical strategies 

How might we help educators facilitate student learning in constrained digital teaching–learning 

interactions? Clearly, the identified constraints provide a stepping stone for developing supportive 

educational practices and environments. In this spirit, I will outline some suggestions, derived from 

Study 2. In particular, the guidelines highlight the ways in which student investment and 

socialization might be cultivated, because these dimensions play a significant role in the literature 

on higher education student learning (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Damşa & de Lange, 2019; Entwistle, 

2007). Study 2 proposes the following three strategies for supporting student cognitive investment 

in digital interactions: 

• The irresistible relevance: Engage students in topics that are relatively new to them or with 

known issues from new perspectives; plan for a task’s outcome to be useful for students in 

their preparation for the final assessment. 

• The climbing robe: Support students’ self-efficacy by ensuring that students have access to 

sources of comparison and reliable sources of knowledge; structure small synchronous 

sessions in which students consider and discuss their concerns and understandings of the 

task or task outcome with the educator or peers. 
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• Worth the trouble: Enable students to apply and test knowledge; limit the ways instructional 

settings curtail students’ expression of cognitive knowledge and understanding, such as 

predefined options; allot sufficient time for successful participation in the interaction.  

Furthermore, the structure of an educational task and environment clearly affects student 

socialization in interactions. The following strategies for supporting socialization were generated 

from Study 2: 

• Sensing others: Make sure the process of collaboration is visible to students. For example, 

consider using digital technologies in which the interactional flow, not just the outcome of 

the interaction, is observable to students. If the interactional flow is invisible in the digital 

system used, then consider engaging students in follow-up discussions with peers in class 

to increase students’ experience of collaborative intensity. Support student exposure by 

reducing the physical distance between students or by limiting anonymity. Nonanonymity 

in digital contexts should be supported by enabling students to control their digital profiles 

and contributions. If digital anonymity is required, then consider engaging students in 

follow-up discussions with peers in class to increase the exchange of verbal and nonverbal 

persuasion. In addition, the inclusion of personal features supports nonanonymity. 

• Needing others: Make student socialization matter by structuring student interaction and 

collaboration, designing challenging tasks in which students benefit from others’ work, or 

making the final assessment depend on student collaboration or the outcome of student 

collaboration. 

• Affecting others: Increase the effects of student engagement on the object of 

engagement, which can be done by ensuring that students’ contributions alter the object 

of engagement; encourage expressions of emotions directly and indirectly. Express 

emotions oneself, set aside time to develop students’ confidence and familiarity with 

peers, highlight the role of affect in professional practices, support bodily expressions of 

emotions in class, and consider and discuss with students the ways expressions of emotion 

are valid in academic contributions. 

As can be seen from the splitting of cognitive and social strategies, support of student cognitive and 

social investment varies in that cognitive investment primarily concerns an interplay between the 

student and cognitive aspects, and align with aspects of a more conscious nature. Social 

investment, however, concerns the interplay between the student and affective issues and ascribes 

to more unconscious aspects of being in the world. The separation should mainly be seen as an 

analytical distinction rather than a distinction made in practice. Indeed, it is done for the purpose of 
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simplifying the social world (Ashwin, 2012) and building on the patterns most distinct in the 

empirical data. Therefore, a strong argument can be made that educators should be familiar with 

all strategies to support student learning in digital contexts.   

Surveillance 
While the strategies emerging from the empirical research fall short in dealing carefully with 

challenges underlying university teaching and learning (Damsa & Jornet, 2016), I am arguing that 

a constraint-based understanding allows a movement from mundane teaching-learning events to 

the arrangements of digital education. Put differently, unveiling constraints is also concerned with 

collating and eliciting the diverse bundles of wider aspects constraining student learning, some of 

which scholars might easily miss in the context of digital education and in attempts to prove an 

effect of digital technologies on student learning. For instance, higher education now intensely 

records and monitors students’ actions using digital processes. As it is, Peergrade (mentioned in 

study 2) provides educators with calculations and visual representations of student activity. The 

character of this surveillance is framed as an educational value for both students and educators, 

resembling the ”learnification” discourse mentioned in the beginning of the dissertation. As 

mentioned, Peergrade promises to identify students in need of feedback. Tracking students and 

making digital visualization of user behaviour available to the ones organizing the interaction is 

common in many mainstream platforms used for higher education. Although surveillance is not 

presented upfront, in most LMSs, educators can access data that report students’ visits to the 

platform, encompassing recordings of the number of times students have visited, their length of stay, 

and which subpages they visited. Brightspace, the future LMS at my university, monitors students’ 

visits and offers so-called intelligent agents that combine automated monitoring of students with 

the automation of instructional communication to students. In this way, an educator can tailor a 

process in which a reminder to visit the course page is sent to students who have not seen the course 

page in seven days. Sharing is another key feature of digital education underpinning much of Web 

2.0 tools. Sharing comprises people making something visible to others and equally making 

themselves more visible. Sharing is not purely cognitive and neutral. As Packer and Goicoechea 

(2000) stated, presenting oneself or one’s actions is highly personal. As such, dealing with mundane 

digital educational interactions as outside of importance to ethical consideration makes no sense. 

Exposure and sharing should not be subsumed to learning or technical affordances.  

However, the way that students considered issues related to surveillance was remarkable. During 

interviews, students would attest little concern for being exposed. On the one hand, they stated that 

they expected educators to be able to monitor the outcome of the interaction. Here, students 
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acknowledge what Lyon (2017) called ”surveillance imaginaries”, which have to do ”with shared 

understandings about certain aspects of visibility in daily life, and in social relationships, 

expectations, and normative commitments” (p. 829). On the other hand, students did not expect 

the surveillance to include monitoring and representation of the microactions constituting the 

interaction. In this case, students’ lack of knowledge of what is monitored and recorded pose a 

limitation to their replies and capability to regulate their actions. Students also questioned the extent 

to which educators would take an interest in students’ digital actions and contributions due to higher 

education norms of students being individually responsible for their learning. In some cases, the fact 

that a student teaching assistant facilitated the interaction helped reduce the concern for critical 

consequences, which indicates students’ concern about exposure cuts across the three categories 

of constraints and depends on the perceived interactants involved, explicit expressions of 

monitoring, the interactants’ status within the academic community, and interactants’ relation to 

students’ formal learning outcomes.  

As I will also argue, these findings shift the focus from functional and structural aspects of digital 

education (Bower, 2016; Bower et al., 2010; Bower & Sturman, 2015) to ethical considerations. The 

findings illustrate that students’ attempts to control their social profiles affect their digital actions. 

Lyon (2017) framed this as a surveillance culture in which ”people actively participate in an attempt 

to regulate their own surveillance and the surveillance of others” (p. 824). The statements of 

surveillance attesting to limited concerns about institutionalised control and greater concerns about 

social implications of participating online highlight the need to obfuscate the politics underpinning 

digital education. Indeed, giving it ethical priority by eliciting the state-of-the-actual to students and 

intentionally involving this group in discussions of what actions are presented to others and why 

seems important. At least, the issues raised by the research might highlight some grey areas in 

current approaches to digitizing education of which educators need to be more cautious. 

Development of student agency research 

Throughout this dissertation, I have sought to honour the richness of digital interactions by 

accounting for student agency. This does not imply that my approach focuses only on individual 

agency. Because the interplay between the individual agency and external aspects has been fuzzy 

(Damşa et al., 2010), the current dissertation has set out a way of accounting for agency in digital 

teaching–learning interactions that includes sets of agentic-structural processes (Ashwin, 2012) and 

agency as relational (Burkitt, 2016). Subconstructs known from mainstream research (Jääskelä et 

al., 2016) have emerged from data but as part of the processes in play. Future studies into 
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subconstructs of agency should take up the challenge posed by this investigation of exploring how 

sources of agency emerge and what they leak into. 

In this research, human learning and subjectivities are framed as the core of the higher education 

experience because I have conducted research that “puts the learner at the centre of the learning 

process” (Dabbagh & Castaneda, 2020, p. 3049). For this reason, the present study centres on the 

agency of humans. However, to account for agency-structure processes and how digital 

interactions are socially configured, I combined the human approach to agency with posthumanist 

techniques that decentre the obvious objects of inquiry. In pursuing agency in this way, the studies 

constituting the dissertation illustrate how students are not the only ones configuring interactions; 

rather, a relationship between humans and nonhumans can also configure an interaction. For 

example, students in the case study described being “in” the screen and primarily interacting with 

the computer rather than other students, which indicates that they were entangled in material 

matters, aside from social relationships. This point is closely related to points derived from research 

seeking to dismantle human primacy. As Frauenberger (2019) framed it, humans “are one actor 

amongst many” (p. 17). Scholars using entanglement theories such as agential realism and actor-

network theory “distance themselves from an anthropocentric view on agency” (Frauenberger, 

2019, p. 17) to emphasize the agency of things.  

This dissertation’s combination of a human-nonhuman inquiry can help scholars trace what 

constitutes individuals’ actions to include sociomaterial things. The view that emerged through the 

analysis is that successful digital participation depends not only on a self-managing human being 

(Bandura, 2006) in need of instructional clarity (Ellis et al., 2018) and technologies aligns 

instructional intentions (Bower, 2008) but rather on the nature of the artefacts and the learning 

space. Indeed, this study illustrated how concrete and nonconcrete artefacts directed students’ 

attention away from the “meaning” expressed through instructions. Of pivotal importance, we need 

to include other matters less noticeable or less evidently representing the educator or the 

educational instructions. Then, as Leonardi (2010) suggested, we should be interested in which 

features matter to students and how they exist in the relationships between people. If we follow the 

approach suggested by Leonardi (2010), it requires an adjustment of understanding materiality 

from (a) being an artefact with a physical substance or (b) how we should use it to (c) having 

significance or relevance. Thus, one moves from the substance to the space of interaction. Perhaps 

focusing on the features or aspects that matter to students in interactions and working on ways to 

improve these aspects seems to imply a move away from human agency, but it springs from 

agency research and the work into identifying sources of agency. Continuing to subsume the 
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interplay between human-technology and human-human seems unhelpful to fully understand 

higher education practices, not least breakdowns. 

Validity 

If research cannot provide causal relations in digital learning, what sort of merits does it yield? 

Ecological literature seems to emphasize two points. According to Damsa and Jornet (2016), 

ecological research should address learning and, in particular, learners from a nonnormative 

perspective to elicit potential misattunement between the life world of the learner and that of the 

educator (or researcher). However, the point of this is not to address the learner as such. As learning 

is an achievement of an ecosystem, the aim is to cultivate the transformative potential of 

educational settings. The other point was equally developed by Jornet and Damşa (2019), who 

claimed the following:  

Studies using ecological units lead not so much to the establishment of final causes 

over given learning products or achievements as they lead to the establishment of 

ways in which given processes and their products relate to future opportunities for 

development. (p. 5/10) 

Research, here, serves the point of discovering how mechanisms of learning unfold in concrete 

situations, and through this helps to overcome tensions and contradictions that matter to people in 

real life. It also means that the validity of the research depends on how research stems from and 

forms part of developmental processes beyond the social phenomenon studied (Jornet & Damşa, 

2019). Viewed from this perspective, research is not an individual cognitive process (at least it 

should not be), but an interaction, involving a participatory act, much in line with the topic studied 

in this dissertation. Allow me to highlight how this research sits with the ecological ideal.  

First, this research is based on breakdowns in online peer assessment, specifically, but relatable to 

digital teaching and learning in general. As previously argued, breakdowns are rarely emphasized 

by researchers interested in developing practices of using digital technologies, yet the insights that 

I have attained through my work as academic developer substantiate breakdowns being a 

widespread issue for educators. Approaching learners from a nonnormative perspective elicited 

misattunement between teaching and learning, informing us on dynamics leading to breakdowns. 

The theoretical framework and the research method adopted in Study 2 explicitly claimed to 

provide opportunities for “taking a step back” and exploring what participation entails for students 

in a social world. The framework for studying digital student agency in Study 3 explicitly claimed to 

be nonnormative and without the intention of describing “what works.” Rather, all studies focused 
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on learning the dynamics in digital educational situations. Second, the research undertaken has 

shown how participation in learning activities is an achievement extending the individual student 

and the specific situation.  

Finally, directed towards opportunities for individual and collective development of knowledge, all 

studies assumed a participatory or empowering mindset. In Study 1, I adopted a systematic review 

approach supporting transparency and replicability and invited a critical discussion of research. In 

Study 2, I adopted a framework originating from within the field of participatory research (Dalsgaard 

et al., 2016), which holds the ideal of researching artefacts in a way that empowers the participants 

and results in artefacts of actual use to participants (Halskov & Hansen, 2015). Importantly, the 

framework offered allows others to systematically identify participatory patterns and compare 

participatory qualities within various contexts, thereby contributing to the generation of collective 

knowledge. In Study 3, I developed a framework that aims to empower others to qualify decisions 

related to student learning and digital education and pay attention to the implications of 

technology use. These conjoining issues all point to the fact that, at least, the research seeks to 

resonate deeply with many and to be relevant and applicable to practice. 

Contributions 

This dissertation contributes on a number of levels. I regard my contributions as falling within four 

categories: 

Conceptual foundation: At the highest level of abstraction, this dissertation contributes with an 

articulation of student agency, derived from human agency, which is a construct known to be 

complex and difficult to operationalize (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). In particular, the dissertation 

presents a systematic review of agency and the expanding field of empirical research, outlined in 

Chapter 2. The perspective presented is critical by casting a light on student agency and planting 

seeds of doubt about the validity of the research results (Perrotta, 2021). The approach is essential 

in times where student agency plays a key role in higher education policy development (Klemenčič 

et al., 2020). The dissertation goes on to present an articulation of a relational perspective on student 

agency, which is not used by any of the studies identified in the systematic review. I not only use the 

framework to analyse my empirical work, but also in developing research into student agency, 

particularly through the foundation that it offers to explore agency holistically and agency–structure 

processes in higher education contexts of learning that involve digital technologies.  

Means for analysis of digital education and design reflection: The included studies and the final 

conclusion present a number of means for development of digital education. The APAG framework 
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in Study 2 is a dialogical technique for researchers and practitioners to explore emergent 

interactions empirically. The framework contributes to the way in which researchers and educators 

can explore and respond to issues related to the agency–structure interplay. The digital student 

agency framework presented in Study 3 offers a conceptual articulation and model that serve 

reflective decision-making within the field of digital education. I consider the frameworks to be 

main contributions as they enable development of actionable knowledge in the field. 

Practical strategies for higher education practice: On a more concrete level, the constraints and 

strategies developed, based on Study 2, are also contributions to the field of digital technologies 

and education. I consider them contributions because they try to bridge theory with practice and 

articulate issues of concern that can be explored respectfully in conversations with higher education 

educators. In this way, they offer a vocabulary for joint discussions and exploration of what digital 

interactions mean to students, what they require of students, and what they offer students.  

Means for qualifying student-centred practices: On a more suggestive note, I consider APAG to 

hold the potential of qualifying higher education micro-practices relating to student-centred 

learning (Damşa & de Lange, 2019), that is, teaching–learning interactions that are either 

developed with student-centredness in mind or discursively presented in that way. To clarify, I am 

not claiming that the APAG presented in this dissertation applies to evaluating all student-centred 

activities. Acknowledging that APAG has not been developed with student-centred learning in 

mind is essential. Nevertheless, research has shown that agency forms central aspects of student-

centredness (Starkey, 2019), which suggests a possible connection. Indeed, APAG represents 

important qualities of student-centredness, such as sociality and cognitive investment. In this sense, 

I expect that APAG can be useful in terms of exploring the realities of student-centred interactions. 

One way to do this could be asking educators to map the intended participatory experiences of 

digital teaching–learning interactions and compare this with students’ ratings of the same 

interaction. Indeed, such studies might fill a gap in educators’ understanding of the relationship 

between educationally configured student-centred learning activities (Damşa & de Lange, 2019; 

ESU, 2010) and the state of the actual.  

Concluding remarks 

Digital technologies have taken hold of higher education, from digital LMSs, laboratories for digital 

experiments, digital course evaluation, and digital course assessment to various digital tools that 

educators can include in their teaching to enable structural, quantitative, and qualitative 

improvements to student learning (Kirkwood & Price, 2011). Despite such promises, mundane use 
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of technology can be rather trivial (Henderson et al., 2017), and student engagement may be 

negative (Trowler, 2010). When things do not work as planned, fixing the problem by turning to 

other digital technologies or switching to another learning activity is tempting. Instead of solving the 

problem, or merely trying to find out what works, I have taken to bringing in “new, different and 

sometimes difficult questions, in order to show that perhaps there’s something else that should be 

asked for or aimed at” (Biesta et al., 2019, p. 3), Therefore, this dissertation asked, “What enables or 

hinders student learning in digital teaching–learning interactions?” I have focused on student 

agency to advance insights into the quality of digital interactions from a student perspective. 

Attempting to include the assemblage of individual, social, digital, and educational aspects 

affecting digital interactions, one quickly discovers that the everyday use of digital technologies is 

far from neutral. Focusing on how student actions emerge in interactions from a student perspective, 

the research shows that agency is configured by places and times, by the conditions in which it 

operates, and by students’ relationships. The implications are that various aspects enable and 

hinder student learning in digital teaching–learning interactions. Therefore, thinking of digital 

student agency as constrained and digital education as constraining is useful. However, the take-

home message of this dissertation is not that we should fix these constraints but that learning is never 

free from constraints. Higher education learning involves engaging in contexts that are constrained. 

The academic community and educational practices configure some of these contexts. Others are 

personal, and some are relationally configured. By shedding light on breakdowns in digital 

education and digital student agency, I hope to have equipped practitioners to address such 

challenges and cleared the way for critical discussions of the effect of technology and the 

fundamental intertwinement of learning and power. Indeed, this research highlights the importance 

of thinking of the type of access to the world and knowledge offered through digital interactions. 

I want to finish by emphasizing that not all issues can be addressed or resolved in a dissertation. For 

example, mapping digital interactions “once-and-for-all” to provide clear guidelines for practice is 

not the aim of this dissertation. Instead, it has been to discover, formulate and explore ways to 

account for digital interactions from a student perspective. Additionally, collecting data that reflects 

how student power and will change during a course is comprehensive and analysing how it affects 

student learning is not straightforward. This is for future research to address.  
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CHAPTER 6  

SUMMARIES 

English summary 

Teaching–learning interactions are essential to student learning in higher education. Digital 

technologies are seen to support and even improve teaching–learning interactions and students’ 

learning outcomes. However, we must be aware of gaps between the state–of–the–art and state–

of–the–actual unveiled by breakdowns in teaching and learning. This concern is connected to 

research criticizing the “techno-optimism” that has influenced research into higher education 

technology use. This interpretation raises the issue of the quality of digital interactions in higher 

education from a student perspective. Based on this, the dissertations asks the question: “What 

enables or hinders student learning in digital teaching–learning interactions?” Drawing on the 

theoretical construct of student agency and, in particular, an understanding of learning and agency 

as socially constituted, this dissertation addresses this question by exploring agency–structure 

processes unfolding in digital education.  

First, the dissertation discusses and dismantles the broad research area of digital technology in 

higher education teaching and learning. It is argued that the literature does not provide in-depth 

insight into the dynamics of interactions. Then, the dissertation focuses on the field of student 

agency research, which is concerned with students as agents of influence in the process of creating 

knowledge. Overall, student agency describes students’ actions, power, and will to produce a 

particular effect in a specific context. After analysing how literature uses the construct to analyse 

interactions, however, I argue that the literature adopts an understanding of agency as an individual 

and cognitive phenomenon and does not engage with the intertwined micro-dynamics unfolding 

in interactions. To overcome this limitation, the dissertation proposes a relational understanding of 

agency. Finally, the dissertation discusses the methodological implications and proceeds to the 

three studies constituting the work. Combined, the three studies represent the research process:  

Study 1 functions as this dissertation’s basis for researching student agency. Ways to investigate 

student agency empirically and findings of a relationship between agency and higher education 

student learning are explored through a systematic review of empirical literature published 

between 1980 and 2018. The study shows that accounts of agency generally lack conceptual 

clarity and methodological transparency. Moreover, the study highlights a preference for 
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approaching student agency as an individual phenomenon and agency and structure as distinct 

entities, without offering in-depth understandings of the relationship between student power and 

will.  

In Study 2, a relational understanding of agency is adopted to explore what it feels like and means 

to students to participate in digital teaching–learning interactions. The case study was conducted 

at a Danish university and focused on first-semester students’ experience of a recurrent online peer-

assessment activity. Using qualitative interviews and a quantitative measurement, the study shows 

that student participation in digital interaction is enabled and hindered by various aspects, such as 

the options offered for applying one’s understanding, students’ self-efficacy beliefs and beliefs in 

peers’ self-efficacy, the duration of the interaction, the visibility of actions in the digital system, 

assumptions of professional norms, and the educator’s behaviour. The study remedies 

understandings of digital interactions as neutral arrangements. 

Study 3 presents a critical digital student agency framework that situates student actions in digital 

contexts of higher education as relationally and technologically configured. Drawing on findings in 

the dissertation and media research, five domains are proposed to the critical study of digital 

student agency: (1) digital self-development, (2) digital self-representation, (3) data uses, (4) digital 

sociality, and (5) digital temporality. 

Taken together, these three studies highlight the importance of analysing and discussing student 

learning in digital education as constrained by individual, relational, and technological forces. 

Practical and theoretical implications are discussed.    
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Dansk resumé 

Interaktioner i universitetsundervisning spiller en central rolle i forhold til universitetsstuderendes 

læring. Digitale teknologier betragtes i vid udstrækning som et redskab, der understøtter, og endda 

forbedrer disse interaktioner, og som derfor også påvirker studerendes læringsudbytte. Ikke desto 

mindre skal vi være opmærksomme på, at der ikke altid er en sammenhæng mellem idealer og 

virkelighed. Særligt har en kritisk retning inden for forskning i digital uddannelse kritiseret tendensen 

til ”tekno-optimisme”, hvor forskning forbigår teknologiens slagsider. De kommer ikke desto mindre 

til udtryk, når undervisningsinteraktioner ikke går som planlagt. Det rejser et vigtigt spørgsmål om, 

hvad studerende oplever som kvaliteterne ved digitale interaktioner, og med afsæt i dette fokus 

spørger afhandlingen: Hvad muliggør eller forhindrer studerendes læring i digitale undervisnings- 

og læringsinteraktioner? Med inspiration fra begrebet studerendes agens, og særligt en forståelse 

af læring som socialt konstitueret og agens som et relationelt fænomen, adresserer denne 

afhandling spørgsmålet ved at belyse sammenspillet mellem agens og struktur, sådan som disse 

udfolder sig som processer i digital uddannelse.    

Indledningsvis diskuteres forskning, der beskæftiger sig med sammenspillet mellem 

universitetsstuderendes læring og digitale teknologier, og det konkluderes, at den for nuværende 

ikke giver os tilstrækkelig viden om dynamikker i digitale interaktioner. Efterfølgende rettes 

opmærksomheden mod forskning i universitetsstuderendes agens, som beskæftiger sig med 

studerende som udøvere af indflydelse på egen læring. Overordnet set forklarer studerendes agens 

studerendes handlinger, råderum og vilje til at opnå et bestemt resultat i en specifik kontekst. Efter 

en gennemgang af måden, hvorpå forskningslitteraturen anvender agens i analyser af 

interaktioner, argumenteres der for, at agens-forskning behandler agens som et individuelt og 

kognitivt fænomen og derfor ikke i tilstrækkelig grad går i dybden med interaktioners komplekse 

mikro-dynamikker. Derfor foreslår afhandlingen, at det er mere hensigtsmæssigt at inddrage en 

relationel forståelse af agens, der forstår agens som socialt konstitueret. Afhandlingen diskuterer de 

metodiske implikationer og præsenterer efterfølgende de tre studier, der udgør værket. De tre 

studier udgør tilsammen forskningsprocessen. 

Studie 1 udgør afhandlingens grundlag for at beskæftige sig med studerendes agens. I et 

systematisk review af empirisk forskning i universitetsstuderendes agens, publiceret i perioden 

1980- 2018, undersøges det, hvordan man kan undersøge agens empirisk, og hvad forholdet er 

mellem studerendes agens og læring. Studiet viser, at forskning i studerendes agens generelt 

mangler konceptuel klarhed og metodisk transparens. Derudover fremhæver studiet, at den 

eksisterende forskning foretrækker at undersøge agens som et individuelt fænomen, og agens og 
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struktur som separate enheder. Derudover giver den hidtidige forskning ikke et indblik i forholdet 

mellem agentisk råderum og vilje.  

Studie 2 tager afsæt i en relationel forståelse af agens og udforsker, hvordan det opleves, og hvad 

det betyder for studerende at deltage i digitale interaktioner i universitetsundervisningen. Studiet er 

et casestudie, gennemført på et dansk universitet. Det fokuserer på førstesemesterstuderendes 

oplevelse af online fagfællebedømmelse, som er en tilbagevendende aktivitet på et kursus. 

Analysen af studiets kvalitative interviews og kvantitative spørgsmål peger på, at studerendes 

deltagelse i den digitale interaktion muliggøres og betinges af en række aspekter, eksempelvis: det 

tilbudte råderum for at afprøve egen forståelse af stoffet, den studerendes tiltro til egne og andres 

akademiske evner, aktivitetens varighed, synligheden i systemet af de enkelte handlinger, 

antagelser om professionelle normer og underviserens adfærd. Studiet taler imod en forståelse af 

digitale interaktioner som neutrale begivenheder. 

I studie 3 præsenteres en kritisk forståelsesramme for studerendes digitale agens. Rammen 

præsenterer studerendes handlinger som socialt og teknologisk konfigurerede og består af fem 

domæner til analyse af studerendes digitale agens: (1) digital selvudvikling, (2) digital selv-

repræsentation, (3) dataanvendelse, (4) digital socialitet og (5) digital temporalitet. 

Tilsammen understreger de tre studier vigtigheden af at analysere og diskutere studerendes læring 

i en digital uddannelseskontekst som muliggjort og betinget af individuelle, relationelle og 

teknologiske aspekter. Afhandlingen tilbyder praktiske anbefalinger og diskuterer de teoretiske 

implikationer.  
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Does student agency benefit student learning? A systematic review of 

higher education research 

The purpose of this systematic review is to explore and map links of student agency 

in higher education contexts and student learning. By addressing this gap in our 

understanding of the role student agency plays in higher education practices, the 

study provides an important lever for moving student agency literature forward and 

provides knowledge that allows critical discussions of student agency. In the present 

study, we share the findings of a systematic literature review that produced a 

conceptual model of student agency in higher education, comprising student agency 

antecedents and outcomes. Out of more than 1,500 results, 29 articles published 

between 1980 and 2019 were assessed. Eleven studies were included in a narrative 

review based on their centrality of student agency and methodological quality. We 

highlight the links between student agency and outcomes evidenced in current 

research and discuss the methodological limitations of the included studies. In 

particular, we observe a need for research that encompasses (i) conceptual clarity; 

(ii) methodological transparency and research designs that address the complexity of 

student agency; (iii) investigations of links between student agency and student 

learning, institutional, and societal outcomes of agency; and (iv) holistic 

investigations of agency, involving non-compliant educational expressions. 

Keywords: higher education; student agency; student learning; outcomes; review 

Introduction 

Developing students’ agency is a central educational goal at the policy level. Here, agency 

is seen as a core component of professionalism OECD (2018), comprising employability 

skills (Griffiths et al. 2018), collaboration skills (Bell 2010), digital competences (Ilomäki 

et al. 2016), and a capacity for lifelong learning (Biesta and Tedder 2007). These goals 

invite considerations of how to develop student agency in higher education educational 
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programs through higher education teaching practices. Additionally, they prompt 

investigations of the role of student agency in relation to student learning. While it is 

assumed that student agency benefits student learning processes (Damşa and de Lange 

2019), these links are mostly accepted and less evidenced (Jääskelä, Poikkeus, et al. 2020). 

Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to gain more in-depth insight into student agency in 

higher education and its links to student learning outcomes.  

Human agency is generally accepted to describe the phenomenon that human beings 

are capable of bringing about change and causing things to happen (Eteläpelto et al. 2013, 

Goller and Harteis 2017, Jääskelä et al. 2016). Conceptualising agency, some scholars 

prefer to emphasise the individual’s psychological functioning, which necessarily directs 

the attention to how individuals make choices, involving intentionality, self-reflection, self-

regulation, and self-efficacy (Bandura 2006, Zimmerman 1995). Others focus on agency as 

‘the socioculturally mediated capacity to act’ (Ahearn 2001, 112) and explore how 

individuals make use of or inhabit their context (Eteläpelto 2017). In addition to this, 

approaches to agency can foreground the interplay between the two distal forces (agency–

structure), where agency is positioned as an individual’s freedom to act faced with 

structural constraints (Hitlin and Long 2009). Aiming to specify agency and less to ensure 

agency, other scholars approach agency as ‘the temporally constructed engagement by 

actors of different structural environments’ (Emirbayer and Mische 1998, 970). 

Matusov, von Duyke, and Kayumova (2016) propose that diverse understandings 

of agency might not only be a theoretical concern but also reveals different desired 

educational targets. In their study, they identify four normative types of agency, 
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representing distinct variance in the mobilising effect for educators: the instrumental, 

effortful, dynamically emergent, and authorial. 

While vast approaches to student agency exist, scholars have identified several 

issues of concern within the field of research. It has been noted that empirical accounts of 

student agency are theoretically under-theorised (Ashwin 2012, Klemenčič 2017, Paul 

2008) and apply methodological approaches inconsistent with the theoretical framework 

adopted (Nieminen and Hilppö 2020). The latter issues can be seen as supporting arguments 

of agency being introduced in research ‘as a colloquial word rather than as a scholarly 

concept’ (Nieminen and Hilppö 2020, 3) and of agency suffering from insufficient 

systematic analysis (Emirbayer and Mische 1998). Research that investigates agency 

through unitary aspects and research that pays limited attention to students’ judgment of 

their agentic dispositions and sources of agency are also of concern (Jääskelä, Poikkeus, et 

al. 2020). From a more practical perspective, it has been claimed that we need knowledge 

of the factors that facilitate or hinder student agency in order to develop agency-supportive 

practices (Päivikki Jääskelä et al., 2020).  

In this study, we further the effort into assessing the role of student agency in higher 

education practices by systematically searching and exploring evidence of a relationship 

between student agency and student learning. We argue that this knowledge is an important 

lever for integrating student agency in educational practices. The article begins by 

presenting a systematic review of the empirical studies of student agency published 1980–

2018. The literature search was based on guidelines by Littell, Corcoran, and Pillai (2008). 

Review studies related to agency in educational contexts already exist. In these studies, 
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researchers focus on topics such as self-efficacy (van Dinther, Dochy, and Segers 2011), 

overviews of theories of agency (Hitlin and Elder 2006, Eteläpelto et al. 2013), and specific 

conceptualisations of agency in relation to particular disciplines (Leca, Battilana, and 

Boxenbaum 2008). To the best of our knowledge, there are no systematic review studies 

that explore a broad range of theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches to 

student agency in higher education research. Second, we present a narrative review of the 

studies most relevant to our aim. Third, we take an integrative approach towards student 

agency in higher education by constructing one conceptual model that portrays the 

antecedents and outcomes of agency as presented by research. Lastly, we discuss the 

methodological quality and centrality of agency identified in the literature. This allows us 

to present issues of concern that can function as guidelines for future research. Put more 

precisely, we ask the following research questions of the empirical literature on student 

agency in higher education.  

What is the relationship between the student agency being investigated and the student 

learning outcomes being emphasised? 

What methodological quality do the studies portray? 

Review methodology 

Literature search 

To identify eligible studies, we made use of three strategies. First, we conducted an initial 

keyword-based search in four databases: EBSCO HOST (ERIC, Academic Search Elite, 

CINAHL, British Education Index, Education Research Complete, Communication & 

Mass Media Complete), ProQuest (Australian Education Index, Education Database, 
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PsycInfo, PubMed), Web of Science (Social Science Citation Index), and Scopus. We 

restricted the search to records published between 1980 and 2018. We used a combination 

of “agentic” OR “agency” AND student*, AND “higher education” in the title or abstract 

field. Second, we conducted an additional search in Google Scholar to retrieve recently 

published studies and studies absent in the selected databases. In Google Scholar, we 

searched for literature with at least one of the words in the title of the page (agentic OR 

agency AND higher education). Third, we used a backward search (snowballing) of 

reference lists in the included articles from the first round and searches in Google Scholar. 

The search strategies yielded more than 1,500 results (see the flow chart in Appendix A). 

The search strategy aimed to include as many potentially eligible studies as 

possible; however, we may have missed relevant studies, such as American studies that use 

different terminologies: colleges or universities. Additionally, we adopted a purposive 

sampling strategy (e.g., Depaepe, Verschaffel, and Kelchtermans 2013) focusing only on 

‘student agency.’ As a result, the review does not represent the completeness of data (Suri 

2011) comprising the vast factors related to agency (such as self-efficacy, self-regulation, 

identity, or power). Although an extensive search of literature or additional search terms 

could be worthwhile, we decided to limit our search. A broader search strategy would 

potentially result in literature from vast scientific traditions and become unmanageable for 

the authors. 

Criteria for inclusion/exclusion in the review and quality assessment 

All identified studies were screened based on a set of inclusion and exclusion criteria. The 

studies were screened and assessed independently by the authors through Covidence 
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(www.covidence.org). Disagreements were discussed until a negotiated conclusion was 

reached. 

The centrality of the topic: We included studies that focused on (a) student agency in a 

(b) higher educational context and in (c) situations in which students engage with 

other students or teachers concerning curriculum. For instance, we excluded studies 

investigating students’ agency in the transition from upper secondary to university, 

as well as in transition from university to work life if the studies did not involve any 

specific educational interaction. Because of the emergent nature of student agency 

research, we initially included articles in which student agency in higher education 

contexts of learning was only peripherally included. 

Respondents and study design: We included empirical studies that (a) provided an 

operationalisation of agency and (b) empirically investigated students’ agency. 

Theoretical studies and reviews were excluded.  

Year of publication: We included all studies published 1980–2018. 1980 was chosen as 

the point of departure because some of the groundbreaking contributions within this 

field were published in the 1980s (e.g.,Giddens 1984).  

Publication status: In an attempt to ensure that we included high-quality research, we 

only allowed peer-reviewed journal articles. Due to the decision of only allowing 

journal articles, dissertations were excluded. 

Language: We included studies written in English.  

Data were extracted from the included articles (e.g., details of the contextual background, 

definition, and operationalisation of agency, research design, and findings) to gain a high-
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level overview of the body of research and between-study variations (Littell, Corcoran, and 

Pillai 2008).  

Subsequently, we assessed the included studies’ focus on and approach to agency 

and their evidence base concerning issues of trustworthiness and reliability (Cohen and 

Crabtree 2008). We used a 22-item quality assessment tool (Appendix B) based on work 

by Mager and Nowak (2012); Major, Warwick, Rasmussen, Ludvigsen, and Cook (2018); 

and Tong, Sainsbury, and Craig (2007). The tool was made applicable to quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed-methods studies. Each quality criterion was assigned 0–2 points, 

yielding a total score of 0–44 points. We assessed the studies individually. Discrepancies 

between the authors were resolved during a consensus rating (Littell, Corcoran, and Pillai 

2008). 

Selection process for synthesised studies  

Based on the complete quality assessment (Appendix C), we decided to introduce a post 

hoc quality criterion that helped us identifying studies with the best available evidence on 

student agency.  

High: Studies that received a total score of 24 (out of 30 possible) in our quality 

assessment concerning clarity in the introduction, aims, methods, and results. 

Low: Studies that received a total score below 24 (out of 30 possible) in our quality 

assessment concerning clarity in the introduction, aims, methods, and results. 

As such, ‘high’ and ‘low’ criteria represent a relativistic approach. A study of ‘low’ 

evidence does not necessarily imply that the study delivers research of low quality, but that 

the study does not provide the evidence needed for our study. Studies with the ‘high’ 
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criterion are viewed by the researchers as essential to answering the key research questions. 

Last, we performed a narrative review of the best available evidence, summarising 

‘different primary studies from which conclusions may be drawn in a systematic way and 

from a holistic point of view’ (van Dinther, Dochy, and Segers 2011, 98). Following the 

methodological approaches taken by researchers in the field, the narrative review was 

structured in three main groups: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods studies. 

Results 

In this section, we provide an overview of the 29 studies included in the review based on 

the screening process. The included studies are presented in Appendix D. 

Publication time, journal, and country 

The publications were published between 2007 and 2019, with the majority published 

2010–2019 (93.1%). The majority of these publications were from Europe (n = 12), and 

fewer were from Africa (n = 7), Oceania (n = 5), Asia (n = 3), and North America (n = 2). 

The selected publications were distributed across 25 journals.  

Settings and participants 

Much of the research was located in disciplines within the domains of humanities and social 

sciences, particularly education and language. The studies were conducted within different 

levels of study, ranging from undergraduates to PhD students. The number of participants 

went from one to 1,455. Students were the only source of data in 82.2 % of the studies. The 

studies adopted varying analytical focus, ranging from focusing on students’ agency in 

educational activities to agency informing educational career paths (Table 1). 

Table 1. Distribution of analytical focus 
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Focus Description Number of studies 
Activity Refers to specific learning processes 

and instructional processes occurring in 
relation to a learning activity or a set of 
learning activities 

9 

Course Refers to general learning processes 
and instructional processes situated 
within a course 

6 

Degree Refers to an educational system and 
general learning processes and 
instructional processes constructing 
students’ experiences (inside as well as 
outside the university) 

8 

Life Refers to a variety of learning processes 
and instructional processes within 
different educational systems and levels 

6 

 

Student agency in qualitative studies 

Out of 29 publications, 18 were identified as qualitative research. Of the 18 publications, 

four were judged as providing high-quality evidence.  

Identified conceptualisations of student agency 

Damşa  and colleagues (2010) explore shared epistemic agency within the context of 

collaborative object creation. Shared epistemic agency is defined as ‘the capacity that 

enables groups to deliberately engage in and perform sustainable collaboration that results 

in the creation of new knowledge, materialised in shared knowledge objects’ (Damşa et al. 

2010, 179). The authors suggest that shared epistemic agency ‘supports a group’s sustained 

object-oriented collaboration and that groups that display a higher degree of agency have a 

greater potential to engage in knowledge creation’ (Damşa et al. 2010, 179). Hayes and 

Mansour (2017) approach agency as ‘the ways in which people make choices to respond to 

situations based on the opportunities given to them by their characteristics’ (Ecclestone 
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2009, 15). Lipponen and Kumpulainen (2011) are interested in agency as the ‘capacity for 

autonomous social action during which they intentionally transform and refine their social 

and material worlds and thereby take control of their lives’ (812). The authors (2011) view 

agency as critical to teacher-education to strengthen pre-service teachers’ skills and will to 

develop their own and their pupils’ capabilities for lifelong learning and growth. Finally, 

Mercer (2012) investigates how learner agency emerges. According to Mercer, agency 

emerges from the interaction between the context, the affordances that represent learners’ 

perceptions of the interaction between contextual factors (micro- and macro-level 

structures, artefacts), and the opportunities for learning within a specific learning context. 

As such, context holds a latent potential for learning, and from Mercer’s perspective, 

student perception plays a role in realising the potential. 

Identified findings 

Damşa  and colleagues (2010) find two main dimensions of shared epistemic agency: an 

epistemic (knowledge-related) dimension, involving actions that aim at creating awareness, 

shared understanding, and collaborative creations; and a regulative (process-related) 

dimension, involving projective, regulative, and relational actions, such as setting goals 

(projective), monitoring advancements (regulative), and redirecting critical feedback 

(relational). The authors conclude that the process of collaborative creation of shared 

knowledge supports the development of agency, but the characteristics of this agency are 

influenced by how the process is approached. The researchers acknowledge that the 

investigation leaves open the quality of the actions identified. Hayes and Mansour (2017) 

investigate how undergraduate students’ backgrounds and personal senses of robust 
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competencies in science influence the transition to a new learning community. They 

conclude that students’ who had strong beliefs in their capabilities of mastering the 

academic subject could compensate for weaknesses in English proficiency. University 

lectures confirm that students’ learning methods (memorisation and inculcation) practised 

at the local schools can be sustained at university and result in successful student 

achievement. Lipponen and Kumpulainen (2011) explore how student positions are created 

and transformed in situated discourse practices. The authors find that educators enact 

relational agency, which is a capacity that ‘involves a mutual relationship, reciprocal 

support and sharing by the actors working on a problem’ (2011, 815) and create 

interactional spaces by sharing agency with students. The authors suggest that, when 

educators create these interactional spaces, students should be able to attain transformative 

agency, take initiative in relational positions, and change the course of activities. Mercer 

(2012) identifies several aspects influencing student agency involving student’s 

sociocultural and educational context. Second, agency is recognised as interpersonally 

situated, comprised of interacting with significant others (e.g., support from teachers and 

using peers for social comparison). Third, agency is identified as temporally situated. 

Despite this, Mercer also finds indications of a stable underlying sense of agency. Finally, 

agency is identified as intrapersonally situated and connected to the student’s whole life 

(psychologically, physically, cognitively, affectively, and motivationally). The author 

identifies beliefs (self-belief, mindset beliefs, beliefs about language learning strategies, 

and beliefs about contextual parameters) as the most salient factor intertwined with the 

learner’s agency.  
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Student agency in quantitative studies 

This review identified four studies using a survey-based methodology. Two of the included 

studies report on the same data.  

Identified conceptualisations of student agency 

Jääskelä and colleagues (2016) focus on students’ experiences and senses of agency. They 

see this manifested in students ‘perceptions of personal, relational and situational resources 

and opportunities for practising agency, that is, engaging in knowledge construction that 

utilises available resources in the temporal relational contexts-for-action’ (2016, 2064). 

Drawing on a broad range of previous research on student agency, the authors develop a 

questionnaire to assess students’ agency consisting of multiple sources of agency, for 

example, individual (dimensions of motivation and participation tendency), relational (e.g., 

dimensions of power relations and peer support), and contextual (e.g., opportunities to 

influence or making choices for participation). The studies by Soini and colleagues (2015) 

and Toom and colleagues (2017) draw on the same data. First, Soini and colleagues (2015) 

investigate student teachers’ senses of professional agency (STPA) in the classroom and 

the interrelation between STPA and students’ perceptions of teacher education as a learning 

environment. STPA refers to ‘a student’s capacity that prepares the way for intentional and 

responsible management of learning at the individual and community levels both in teacher 

education and in their future profession as teachers’ (Soini et al. 2015, 642). The STPA 

survey is adapted from the Teacher’s Sense of Professional Agency Survey (see Pietarinen 

et al. 2013). It comprises intentional acts of facilitating and managing new learning in the 

classroom, motivation to learn, and efficacy beliefs about learning. The scale, which targets 
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students’ professional agency in the classroom, consists of measurements of sense of 

competence, collaborative learning environment, reflection in the classroom, and 

modelling. The scale targeting the learning environment includes measures of social 

support, equality, climate, and recognition. Second, the study by Toom and colleagues 

(2017) reports on STPA in the professional community and the interrelation between this 

aspect and teacher education as a learning environment. The scale to measure professional 

agency in the professional community consists of using other’s feedback, stressing the 

sense of community, striving for one’s own and other’s development, and the ability to seek 

help actively. Last, Luo and colleagues (2019) use a repeated‐measures design to compare 

students’ academic performances and perceived learning experiences in three modes of 

flipped instruction with varying levels of student agency assigned to students in class 

sessions. A high level of agency allows for collective student autonomy in terms of 

choosing instructional tasks and activities with minimum teacher intervention. A medium 

level of agency allows for joint decision-making between the teacher and students on 

instructional tasks and feedback from a teacher. A low level of agency does not allow 

students to influence what and how to learn. 

Identified findings 

In the study by Jääskelä and colleagues (2016), 10 factors based on 54 items concerning 

individual, relational, and contextual dimensions emerge and provide an acceptable 

conceptual basis for capturing the resources of agency among university students. 

Correlations between the factors are mostly high and are not restricted to the factors within 

the expected domains. In particular, the subscale concerning students’ experiences of trust 
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(towards peers) in learning situations proves to be a salient predictor of student agency. The 

results also suggest that ratings of participation activity, opportunities to influence, and peer 

support are higher among students at their final stages of study compared to students at 

lower levels of study. As suggested by the authors (2016), a course at higher level stages 

might allow more independent challenges compared to a course at the early stages of 

education. Soini and colleagues (2015) find that the sense of professional agency in the 

classroom is relatively high (students focused on motivational, practical, and behavioural 

components of agency) and facilitated from the very beginning of the study. STPA in the 

classroom is determined by four latent factors: competence concerning teaching, 

collaborative environment, modelling, and reflection in the classroom. Yet, the latter is 

significantly lower. Students’ perceptions of learning environment are determined by four 

positively correlated latent factors: social support from an educator; equality and belonging 

in teacher education; acknowledging climate-facilitating learning, especially with their 

peers; and opportunity to contribute to the community as accountable authors. The results 

indicate that STPA is relational by nature, and support of STPA in the classroom requires 

facilitating all of the components simultaneously (Soini et al. 2015). The authors find it 

somewhat surprising that peers are particularly important when facing challenges and argue 

that this may be due to a greater distance between educators and the faculty than with their 

peers, especially in the early phases of their studies. Toom and colleagues (2017) find that 

their data confirms the mentioned components as the core components of STPA in a 

professional community. This, they suggest, demonstrates the importance of high efficacy 

beliefs about learning among first-year students. More so, they identify that the quality of 
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social interactions (support from teacher educators), in specific, inform STPA in the 

professional community, which indicate that educators function as a vicarious resource for 

student learning. Combined with the study published in 2015 (Soini et al.), it suggests that 

different functions of the learning environment play different roles in developing STPA. 

Finally, Luo and colleagues’ (2019) comparison of the test scores reveals that the lowest 

level of student agency is associated with significantly better outcomes than high-level 

student agency. The authors conclude that this suggests a nonlinear relationship between 

student agency and learning performance in a flipped classroom. There are no significant 

differences in students’ pre-class learning experiences in the three modes of agency. 

Students’ in-class learning experiences appear to indicate a preference for a low level of 

agency. The authors conclude that the students prefer low levels of autonomy and greater 

teaching presence in-class when preparatory activities call for a high level of self-

regulation. They additionally find that students with longer self-study time and extraverted 

personalities did better with medium and high levels of agency. More so, ‘age was found 

to be the sole predictor of learning experience in Modes B and C, linking student maturity 

with appreciation for less student agency’ (Luo et al. 2019, 828).  

Student agency in mixed-methods studies 

Our sample involved eight mixed-methods studies, four of them scoring 24 or higher. 

Identified conceptualisations of student agency 

Harris and colleagues (2018) focus on student agency in assessment processes by exploring 

students’ perspectives around actions that undermine the actual achievement of intended 

learning outcomes. Adopting a dual-processing model of self-regulation (Boekaerts and 
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Corno 2005), the researchers focus on self-regulation around two goals: growth or well-

being. Lindgren and McDaniel (2012) investigate the effects of giving students an agentic 

role in an online course compared to more traditional online courses in which students are 

positioned as recipients of knowledge transfer. Agency in this study is linked to issues of 

self-management (Bandura 2001). According to the authors (2012), agentic learning allows 

students to make meaningful choices and to influence their own learning. Malmberg and 

Hagger (2009) investigate changes in student teachers’ agency beliefs during a first-year 

course and relate these to observed classroom quality and day-to-day experiences in 

partnership schools during the practicum. Based on the idea that the teacher facilitates 

student learning through involvement and support of pupils, on the one hand, and through 

structuring the learning environment and the instructional contents, on the other hand, 

agency is operationalised into two subscales: supportive and instructional agency beliefs. 

Supportive agency refers to ‘the teachers’ involvement and interpersonal relationship with 

pupils’ (Malmberg and Hagger 2009, 678). Instructional agency refers to the ways ‘in 

which teachers organise and structure the teaching-learning environment to be conducive 

to learning’ (Malmberg and Hagger 2009, 678-679). 

Identified findings 

Harris and colleagues (2018) draw on two mixed-method studies. The one study 

investigates New Zealand primary school children, and the other investigates first-year 

students at a campus-based Australian university. We cover the part of the study related to 

higher education students. Data show various examples of actions and explanations for 

students exhibiting possibly maladaptive assessment agency. These include dishonesty 
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(plagiarism), purposeful underperformance (lack of interest or aiming for a lower result, 

which the student perceives as possible to achieve), and doing it alone (disconnection with 

the teacher and denial of the need for feedback). Maladaptive practices appear more 

frequently among the university students due to possible undeveloped relationship with the 

teachers (Harris, Brown, and Dargusch 2018). The researchers stress the importance of 

these findings, as it appears that agency does not always promote positive learning 

behaviour. The study by Lindgren and McDaniel (2012) shows that agentic learning 

practices have significant positive effects (higher levels of critical thinking) on student 

learning compared to other online courses, improved skills in the target domain, and 

increased ratings of design and development skills. Their analysis reveals little differences 

in students’ perceptions of skills between students in the investigated and the comparison 

courses. However, students within the investigated course state that the course had affected 

how they thought about their career goals significantly higher than students in the 

comparison courses did. While there is evidence to support the idea that providing students 

with options to choose their learning modules and work on assignments and projects that 

interest them may affect their understanding and skills in this domain (Lindgren and 

McDaniel 2012), we do not know whether the choices students are given put some students 

on a suboptimal path or even failure. Malmberg and Hagger (2009) investigate supportive 

and instructional agency beliefs. Confirmatory factor analysis showed good psychometric 

properties for the two constructs. All factor loadings were significant (p < .001). Supportive 

agency was found to be high from the starting point and remained stable over time (average 

r = .72) with no slope variance, suggesting that those who start high end high, and those 
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who start low end low. The authors suggest that this finding may be caused by the 

admission procedures in which ‘applicants with values and attitudes regarded as conducive 

to long-term engagement in the teaching profession are sought’ (Malmberg and Hagger 

2009, 689). In contrast, an increase in instructional agency over time was observed, starting 

lower than supportive agency and increasing consistently overtime, except for students 

initially showing high levels (average r = .64). The authors mention that the intercept slope 

correlation was substantive. The variances decreased over time, meaning that those who 

started lower improved more over time than those who started higher. This could indicate 

that teacher education succeeds in creating a learning environment that supports and 

maintains teachers’ instructional and supportive agency beliefs during a course. The study 

also reveals clear evidence that emotional support, student engagement, daily positive 

affect, and mastery experiences are salient predictors when it comes to maintaining 

supportive agency beliefs and enhancement of instructional agency beliefs.  

Conceptual model of student agency in higher education 

Based on our findings, we present a conceptual model (Figure 1) for student agency in 

higher education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 

 

 

[129] 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of student agency involving antecedents and outcomes 

 

The model draws on the accounts from existing literature and the claims made of 

the relation between student agency antecedents, student agency, and outcomes 

(synthesised in Table 2). First, the model suggests that student agency is affected by a range 

of factors besides students’ dispositions, such as the social learning environment and 

educational practices. Second, the model illustrates various outcomes of student agency. 

These can be explored on different levels, addressing student, institutional, and societal 

outcomes, respectively. Student outcomes are described as different agentic capabilities 

Student outcomes: Student 
agency, student learning, 
professional agency 

 
Institutional outcomes: 
Development of quality 
teaching practices 

 

Societal outcomes: Others’ 
learning and development 

Individual antecedents: Self-
efficacy, goals, interest and 
motivation, personality, 
competence beliefs, mastery 
experience, personal sense of 
agency 

 
Institutional antecedents: The 
learning environment, peers and 
educators (social support and 
modelling), teaching practices 
and instructional design 

 

Societal antecedents: Higher 
education admission procedure, 
alignment of emphasized 
student learning strategies 
across educational levels 

Student 
Agency 
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and student learning. Portrayed in Table 2, links between student agency affecting student 

agency are evidenced; however, we observe that the extent to which student agency in 

educational practices and learning processes benefits students’ cognitive learning and 

academic achievements is less clear. While three out of 11 studies qualify a learning 

outcome, these studies use (i) different measures of learning and (ii) different 

conceptualisations of agency. Notably, the specific studies also illustrate that different 

operationalisations of agency, and potentially different study contexts, can lead to very 

different claims of agency. As a result, we cannot collocate the findings on the relationships 

between student agency and student learning. Pursuing links between agency and 

institutional and societal outcomes, Table 2 documents a lack of knowledge of the nature 

of these relationships.  

Table 2. Conceptualisations of student agency and outcomes of agency in higher education 

Studies Antecedents of 
student agency 

Expressions of 
agency 

Suggested 
key outcomes 
of student 
agency  

Measurements 
used to 
evaluate the 
quality of 
outcomes 

Qualitative 
studies 
Damşa et al. 
(2010)  

Learning 
processes 
(collaborative 
creation of 
shared 
knowledge) 

Actions that aim at 
creating awareness, 
shared 
understanding, and 
collaborative 
creations; and 
regulative and 
relational actions 
such as setting goals, 
monitoring 
advancements, and 

New 
knowledge 
(materialised 
in shared 
knowledge 
objects) 
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redirecting critical 
feedback 
 

Hayes and 
Mansour 
(2017) 

Students’ 
background;  
personal sense 
of 
competencies; 
learning 
strategies 
 

Strong beliefs in 
their capabilities of 
mastering an 
academic subject 

Student 
achievement 

Reports from 
university 
lectures 

Lipponen and 
Kumpulainen 
(2011) 

The creation of 
interactional 
spaces; 
educators’ 
relational 
agency 

Students’ discursive 
positioning 

Teacher skills 
and will to 
strengthen 
pupils’ 
learning and 
professional 
growth 
 

 

Mercer 
(2012) 

Range of 
dimensions 
and 
components 

Agency beliefs 
 

Learning  

Quantitative 
studies 
Jääskelä et al. 
(2016) 

Individual, 
relational, and 
contextual 
sources 
 

Students’ 
experiences of 
agency  

Development 
of educational 
practices  

 

Luo et al. 
(2019) 

Instructional 
design (high, 
medium, and 
level of 
agency); 
teaching 
practices; 
study time; 
personality; 
age 
 

Preferences for 
levels of agency 

Academic 
performance 

Test scores 
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Soini et al. 
(2015)  

Learning 
environment: 
social support, 
equality, 
climate, and 
recognition; 
sense of 
competence;  
motivation to 
learn; 
efficacy beliefs 
about learning 
 

Sense of 
professional agency 
in the classroom 
 
 

Pupils’ 
learning; 
professional 
agency 

 

Toom et al. 
(2017) 

The learning 
environment: 
Quality of 
social 
interactions, 
educators 
(modelling); 
efficacy beliefs 

Professional agency 
in the professional 
community 
 

Pupils’ 
learning; 
professional 
agency 

 

Mixed-
methods 
studies 
Harris, 
Brown, and 
Dargusch 
(2018) 

Relationship 
with teachers; 
self-regulation 
goals 

Actions of 
dishonesty, 
purposeful 
underperformance, 
and doing it alone 
 

Achievement 
of intended 
learning 
outcomes 

 

Lindgren and 
McDaniel 
(2012)  

Instructional 
design (agentic 
learning) 

Students’ making 
adjustments to 
existing knowledge  

Mental 
activities 
(critical 
thinking) and 
skill 
development 
 

Student 
projects 
Examination 
scores 

Malmberg 
and Hagger 
(2009) 

Learning 
environment: 
Emotional 
support, 
student 
engagement, 

Changes in students’ 
perception of their 
supportive and 
instructional agency  
 

Pupils’ 
learning; 
professional 
agency 
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daily positive 
affect, mastery 
experiences 

The review also allow us to map reported manifestations of student agency. Here, 

the overview suggests the studies mostly focus on students’ agentic dispositions and 

practical actions. Expressions of agency representing students’ reflections on their actions 

are seldom reported (exceptions are Mercer 2012, Harris, Brown, and Dargusch 2018, 

Hayes and Mansour 2017). Furthermore, we identified only one article focusing on the 

‘dark sides’ of student agency. Hence, our review suggests a need for studies that focus on 

agency in its full complexity, involving decision-making processes (Emirbayer and Mische 

1998). 

Matusov and colleagues’ (2016) mapping of normative types of agency offers 

another way to account for the manifestations. Taking into consideration how the 

expressions primarily relate to ideas of human mastery and wilful studying, from Matusov 

and colleagues’ perspective, this represents instrumental and effort-oriented framings and 

usages of agency. Both are characterised by aligning agency with preset curricula and 

educational goals. Whereas instrumental agency focuses on ‘human mastery; having the 

capacities to do and accomplish something successfully’ (Matusov, von Duyke, and 

Kayumova 2016, 426), effort agency focuses on the ‘individual having a strong enough 

desire and commitment to carry out an action preset in advance’ (2016, 428). In their view, 

it is essential to recognise that such approaches seek the cultivation of a preset type of 

agency and not the empowerment of individuals’ agency and final subjectivities.  

The quality of included empirical research into student agency 
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Finally, when looking at the quality of studies into student agency, we assessed 18 out of 

29 included studies to be lower than our standard. When comparing quality between 

different research designs, we found that quantitative studies reach the standard (100%). In 

contrast, only about one-third of the mixed-methods studies (38%) and about one-fourth of 

the qualitative studies (24%) do.  

The quality assessment process allowed us to identify common ‘weak spots’ for the 

sample of studies (N=29). Overall, qualitative studies tend to adopt a case-study design 

allowing in-depth insight into a phenomenon (Yin 2011). The qualitative studies in this 

review shared these aims. However, our observations suggest that this approach often 

comes at the cost of conceptual clarity, insight into data, and critical reflection of findings. 

As a result, authors seem to draw—often decisive—conclusions related to agency based on 

less transparent methodological decisions and conceptual clarity. Higher levels of 

conceptual and methodological transparency provide a strategy to overcome these 

limitations.  

Next, mixed-methods research methods are a potentially more comprehensive way 

of gaining insight into student agency by triangulating data (Creswell 1999). Within our 

sample of 29, mixed-methods studies generally did not use various types of data for such 

purposes. The reviewed studies (n=3), however, used learning artefacts to address learning 

outcomes and self-reported quantitative measures to address agency. While the studies 

illustrate developments in agency and links between agency and learning, they tends to 

overlook processes mediating learning. Combining quantitative measurements containing 
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a priori defined items, with qualitative measures that allow more in-depth exploration of 

the learning experience, can overcome this limitation.  

Finally, quantitative studies contribute to research into agency by testing hypotheses 

of interrelations and the reliability of prior findings and conceptualisations of agency. 

Within our sample, quantitative studies identified relationships between a range of 

variables related to the construct of agency and variables related to the learning 

environment. Despite reaching the standard for this study, we still have concerns related to 

the nature of agency in the studies. In specific, three out of four quantitative studies 

investigate agency as a more static construct and the facilitators of agency as relatively 

stable. Yet, other research illustrates that agency is even more dynamic (e.g., Mercer 2012) 

and relationally constructed (Author, 2020) or highlights the temporal embeddedness of 

agency (Emirbayer and Mische 1998), suggesting that investigations of course- or degree-

related agency might not predict agency in learning interactions. Therefore, explorations of 

links between agency across educational levels (activity, course, degree, and life) and 

developments in a course seem useful. 

Conclusion 

The aim of our review was to gain further insight into student agency in higher education 

by systematically reviewing literature on student agency published 1980–2018. We 

acknowledge additional literature might have been identified using a more inclusive search 

strategy.  

Substantiating claims of weak conceptualisations of agency and methodological 

approaches to agency in literature (presented among others by  Nieminen and Hilppö 2020), 
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only 11 out of 29 articles provided useful insight into the nature of the construct and were 

included in the final narrative review. Based on these studies, we developed a conceptual 

model and identified issues of concern concerning claims made of agency and 

methodological quality. While the studies provided strong evidence of student agency and 

antecedents of agency cultivating student agency, we were not able to draw conclusions 

regarding the link (i) between student agency and student learning or (ii) between student 

agency and institutional and societal consequences. For this reason, we suggest that future 

research advance these links. Since the review, we have identified studies that seem to take 

up the challenge of furthering the connection between student agency and student learning 

(Jääskelä, Heilala, et al. 2020, Jääskelä, Poikkeus, et al. 2020, Nieminen and Tuohilampi 

2020). 

Lastly, based on our observations of research adopting student agency with 

educational goals as the point of orientation, we are concerned that agency literature 

pursues a narrow understand of agency, neglecting more holistic and critical perspectives 

that allow discussions of mainstream higher education practices and assumptions of student 

engagement (Nieminen 2020, Kahu 2013, Zepke 2015). For this reason, we propose that 

future studies explore a variety of agency manifestations (including conflicts), links 

between agency across different levels, and agency development or decline. 
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Researching Student Agency in Digital Education as if the Social Aspects 

Matter: Students’ Experience of Participatory Dimensions of Online Peer 

Assessment 

This paper focuses on the relationship between social aspects and individual agency 

in digital education, analysed in the context of online peer assessment in a first-

semester course. Applying the Adapted Participation Gestalt Framework to identify 

how a particular form of participation emerges, and how it is constituted, individual  

interviews and focus group meetings with 13 Danish students were carried out. The 

analysis highlights a number of signs accumulated by students to construct their 

participation in the interaction. These signs argue against simplistic accounts of 

student agency in educational research, whereby student agency is approached as an 

individual and cognitive phenomenon and relationships as stable and unproblematic. 

In the conclusion, the paper argues that student agency should not automatically be 

assumed possible as part of digital education or digital student-centred learning 

activities. Instead, the social aspects of educational interactions need to be taken into 

consideration when presenting digital education as a means to enhance student 

agency. 

Introduction 

Higher education adoption of digital education comes with promises of student agency. 

Digital education has been framed as increasing student agency, given the rise of learning 

opportunities, relational connections, and personalised learning and feedback (Castañeda 

and Selwyn 2018). Aiming to operationalise the digital potential and facilitate student 

learning, the research has been focused on what educators and students should do to benefit 

from digital education. For example, scholars have been interested in identifying digital 
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student-centred learning activities, effective learning designs (Conole and Fill 2005; 

Conole et al. 2008; Rienties and Toetenel 2016), and effective use of digital technologies 

(Bower 2008; Bower and Sturman 2015). However, such approaches tend to pre-conceive 

student autonomy and rationality and risk simplifying student agency in the process of 

framing digital learning behaviour as predictable and aligned with educational practices. 

Critical research that pays attention to the mediating processes and structures affecting 

digital education have brought to the fore the downsides of educational technologies such 

as digital distraction (Aagaard 2017), lack of trust among peers (Tai et al. 2019), fear of 

being identifiable (Waycott et al. 2017), and social regulation of emotional expressivity 

(Waterloo et al. 2018). These issues bring forward a need to further examine the tension 

between ‘state-of-the-art’ and ‘state-of-the-actual’ (Selwyn 2008) concerning student 

agency in digital education.  

In this paper, I propose to look at student agency enacted in interactions as if the 

social aspects matter, referencing work by Couldry and Van Dijck (2015) on social media. 

In this approach, individual agency is not approached as embedded in an external social 

context, but nested in social and dynamic relations (Selwyn 2007; Bayne 2015). How these 

are enacted during interactions needs to be taken into consideration, in particular, when 

presenting digital education and interactions as processes to enhance or cultivate student 

agency. Then, instead of considering participation in social interactions as straightforward 

and as a means to the development of agency, I propose to view it as the source of agency.  

But how can we analyse the social aspect of individual agency in digital education 

responsibly? As suggested by Couldry and Van Dijck (2015), researching social relations 
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in digital contexts today must move beyond merely describing how the platforms or 

technologies work. It must mean at least ‘researching how social media platforms (and the 

plural production cultures that generated them) have come to propose a certain version of 

“the social”, and how users go on to enact it’ (2). However, following notions of relational 

agency, how people act does not rest on a structure outside the individual, but on the nature 

of their interdependence with others (Burkitt 2016). Then, researching how the social 

emerges and is enacted must mean moving beyond artificial dualism between what is 

private and what is social to an interactive perspective. In this paper, I propose that utilising 

the Adapted Participation Gestalt Framework (APAG), originally developed by Human 

Computer Interaction (HCI) researchers (Dalsgaard, Halskov, and Iversen 2016), provides 

a lens for analysing the interplay between social aspects and individual behaviour as it 

unfolds in interactions from an integrative perspective. I reflect on the aforementioned issue 

by drawing on data collected from nine individual interviews and two focus groups (13 

participants in total) carried out in a Danish higher education institution. The study was 

informed by two research questions: 

• Which form of participation is proposed in the particular online educational 

interaction and how is participation enacted? 

• Which aspects inform the construction of students’ experience of participation? 

I intend to address these questions using online peer assessment as the educational context 

of interaction. Formative assessment is assumed to empower learners and provide some of 

the best opportunities for learning (Hounsell 2003; Nicol 2010; Spiller 2012), yet other 

research provides evidence of students’ dissatisfaction with feedback (Crossman 2007; 



 
 
 

 

 

 

[146] 
 
 

 

 

 

Zhou, Zheng, and Tai 2019). Scholars who have investigated feedback as a social and 

communicative process foreground the role of the social context, acknowledging that 

relational aspects matter and affect the student and the outcome. Researchers have found 

that students perceive their work as deeply personal and an extension of themselves 

(Crossman, 2007) and that social-affective factors such as respect of peer reviewers (Zhou, 

Zheng, and Tai 2019) and trust (Carless and Boud 2018) mediate students’ responses to 

feedback. In addition, students’ perceptions of the educator affect the learning opportunity; 

hence, researchers have concluded that the credibility of the educator affects the 

effectiveness of the feedback provided (Poulos and Mahony 2008). Moreover, Crossman 

(2007) identified that positive relationships with teachers affect students’ sense of self and 

confidence.  

Student Agency in the Context of Higher Education 

The aim of this section is not to give an exhaustive overview of student agency (for 

excellent summaries directed towards the learning sciences see Biesta and Tedder 2006, 

2007; Eteläpelto et al. 2013). Rather, I foreground some important features of individual 

agency and relational agency that this study draws on.  

Research into higher education student agency is emerging (Jääskelä et al. 2017; 

Jääskelä et al. 2020), and the field tends to focus on individual’s agency linked to cognitive 

processes and intentional actions within a social context. For instance, Jääskelä and 

colleagues (2020) refer to student agency as ‘individuals' capability to engage in 

intentional, self-defined, meaningful, and autonomous action in circumstances constrained 

by power relations and structural, contextual factors’ (3). Klemenčič (2015) favours 
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Bandura’s socio-cognitive and Emirbayer & Misches’ (1998) sociological perspectives and 

refers to student agency as: 

a process of student actions and interactions during studentship, which 

encompasses variable notions of agentic orientation (“will”), the way 

students relate to past, present and future in making choices of action and 

interaction, and of agentic possibility (“power”), that is their perceived 

power to achieve intended outcomes in a particular context of action and 

interaction, but also to self-engagement of a critical reflexive kind (16).  

Here, agency emerges through negotiations of perceived power in a social context and of 

agentic will comprising internal dynamics and responses (including students’ 

preconceptions and internalised routines).  

Supporting a cognitive focus, notable research has been conducted into sources of 

agency, of which self-efficacy and self-management in particular have developed as 

distinct research disciplines (Zimmerman 1995; van Dinther, Dochy, and Segers 2011). 

Self-efficacy and self-regulation are the enabling conditions for agentic orientation. Self-

regulation is the process by which a student controls (i.e., makes conscious decisions about) 

his or her learning trajectory (Zimmerman 1995). This process includes generating desired 

goals, translating them into decisions and action plans, implementing a strategy, and 

monitoring progress (Goller and Harteis 2017). Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief that 

he or she can execute the behaviour in question and produce the targeted outcome (Bandura 

2006). In socio-cognitive theory, agency can be enacted as personal, proxy, and collective 
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agency (Bandura 2001). Personal agency is the direct exercise of agency. Proxy agency is 

a socially mediated mode of agency in which people try to influence other people to act on 

their behalf  on the matter in question. Collective agency refers to beliefs in a collective 

and its power to accomplish desired results. The belief in how successful either oneself, 

others, or the group will be, influences how well individuals make use of the resources 

available to them and invest in and endure the interaction. 

Other key points include sources of self-efficacy that stem from (a) mastery 

experiences (actual performances); (b) social comparison and modelling based on 

observation of others and their successes and failures (vicarious experiences); (c) forms of 

verbal and nonverbal persuasion if within realistic bounds; and (d) interpretation of one’s 

physiological and affective states (Bandura 2006).  

Relational Agency 

While agency is seen to be interactional, constructed through social interactions (Bandura 

2006), the research primarily channels agency as something in response to or affected by 

an external social context. To give an example, Bandura’s conception of collective agency 

is based on ‘shared beliefs in the power to produce an effect by collective action’ (Bandura 

2000, 75). To measure collective agency, Bandura favours individuals’ perceptions of their 

self-efficacy within the group or aggregating group members’ appraisal of the group 

capabilities. By contrast, measuring collective efficacy by having group members discuss 

and arrive at a consensual judgement is ‘subject to the distorting vagaries of social 

persuasion by individuals who command power and by pressures for conformity’ (Bandura 

2000, 76). However, researchers interested in the relational nature of agency challenge 
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approaches that depict social relations as fixed properties of relations and challenge the 

analytical distinctions between individual agents as private persons and social selves with 

a social identity (Burkitt 2016). As argued by Burkitt (2016), downplaying social dynamics 

has implications. It leads to emphasising the rational and independent agent and to 

understandings of relations where people are disembodied and unrelated to each other. 

Within the view on relational agency presented by Burkitt (2016), individuals are seen as 

‘interactants’ in contrast to singular agents. Here, agency has to do with ‘people producing 

particular effects in the world and on each other through their relational connections and 

joint actions, whether or not those effects are reflexively produced’ (323). Within this 

perspective, agency is embedded in manifold social and fluid relations that shape 

interactions mutually; thus, rather than a single individual’s perception of ‘structure, 

understanding the meanings associated with different forms of relationship might better 

explain interactions and the ambivalence of interacting.’ Relations  is seen to be a web of 

interdependencies, encompassing humans relying on each other to fulfil needs and using 

each other to fulfil different functions. Nevertheless, Burkitt’s work on social beings is not 

seen as stripping individuals from being agentic. Rather, he states that:  

individuals derive their capacities to produce certain actions or effects from social 

activity itself, and they also have needs that socially organized activity develops 

and aims to meet . . . for this may be a mundane fact of contingent life experience 

within a unique familial and individual biography, which is singularly embodied 

within social relations and a given mode of life. (Burkitt 2016, 327)  
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If we take Burkitt’s view seriously, the interpretation of structures from a private 

person’s perspective supports an artificial dualism between what is private and what is 

social that prevents an interactive perspective from emerging and, thus, fails to provide 

insights into how individuals are nested in social relations. How people act does not rest on 

a structure outside the individual, but on the nature of their interdependence with others. 

Analytically, it involves an analytical conjunction between the private and the social 

person, and it concerns how conscious elements emerge and develop.  

Materials and Methods 

Methodological Approach 

Studying agency from a relational perspective requires an approach that deliberately 

redirects the focus from outcomes of interactions, or what is social and what is not, to what 

emerges from these entanglements (Hopwood et al. 2016). Against this conceptual 

backdrop, I turn to the Participation Gestalt Framework by HCI researchers (Dalsgaard, 

Halskov, and Iversen 2016), developed to understand the participatory qualities of 

interactions in public spaces. Here, participatory qualities refer to ‘qualities that unfold in 

the interaction between people and an interactive installation in situ, and which are 

perceived as being related to participation’ (Dalsgaard, Halskov, and Iversen 2016, 4437). 

The idea is that when mapping the qualities of participation, the participation gestalt of the 

interaction is articulated, whereby we are able to decipher what participation in the 

interaction entails. The framework is informed by interaction in public spaces, participatory 

aspects of interaction, and interaction gestalt principles. First, it is informed by Goffman’s 

(1967) work on performative behaviour, foregrounding people making adjustments to their 
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behaviour in accordance with socio-cultural norms. Second, it is informed by core values 

of emancipation, quality, and democracy derived from the field of participatory design 

(Halskov and Hansen 2015). Third, the authors are inspired by gestalt theory that describes 

pattern seeking in human behaviour. In particular, the authors are informed by the work of 

Lim and colleagues (2007) on the interaction gestalt. Reviewing digital public installations 

with a focus on how people participated in the installations, the researchers articulate five 

qualities that contribute to mapping the uniqueness of the public interactive installation: 

investment, sociality, expressivity, persistence, and exposure. 

The original framework was revised for this study to address higher education 

learning and to collect students’ self-reported ratings of their approach to each dimension. 

Following a pilot study (Stenalt and Lassesen 2017), the framework was revised to collect 

students’ ratings of (a) perceived opportunities and (b) reported action in relation to 

investment, sociality and expressivity. The revised framework was titled the Adapted 

Participation Gestalt Framework (APAG). In this study, investment is defined as the 

‘resources and effort that people commit in order to successfully engage in interaction’ 

(Dalsgaard, Halskov, and Iversen 2016, 4438). Here, investment comprises students’ 

investment of skills, knowledge, or creativity in the interaction. Sociality refers to ‘the 

opportunity for participants to engage with other people when interacting’ (Dalsgaard, 

Halskov, and Iversen 2016, 4438), and other people were specified as peers in this study. 

Expressivity is defined as ‘the way and degrees to which people can convey thoughts and 

feelings through interacting with an installation’ (Dalsgaard, Halskov, and Iversen 2016, 

4438). Because educational research often makes a distinction between thoughts and 
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feelings, expressivity is separated into two subdimensions of (a) emotional expressivity that 

targets the quality of work and (b) cognitive expressivity that targets the content of work 

(Nelson and Schunn 2009). Persistence refers to ‘the timespan during which the outcomes 

of an interaction are exposed and remain accessible to others’ (Dalsgaard, Halskov, and 

Iversen 2016, 4439). In this study, the dimension is specified in relation to the student and 

his or her peers and educators. Finally, exposure comprises ‘the degree to which 

participants attract attention or are visible to other people during or after interaction’ 

(Dalsgaard, Halskov, and Iversen 2016, 4438). Like persistence, the dimension comprises 

exposure to oneself, peers, and educators. 

Case 

To conduct an in-depth investigation into the link between individual agency and social 

aspects, a within-case analysis of a recurrent educational interaction involving several 

students and teachers was chosen. Following the relational approach, the ‘building blocks’ 

are interpersonal and intrapersonal dynamics rather than the concrete event. Qualitative 

interviews comprised the data material, supplemented by observations of teaching and 

extraction of digital data. Only the interviews are used in this study. 

Participants and Context 

Participants were invited from a campus-based course in a traditional bachelor’s degree 

programme within the social sciences at a Danish university. The first-semester course 

enrolled approximately 460 students. The main teaching formats in the course were lectures 

and small class teaching (about 35 students in each class) conducted on campus by either 

academic faculty or professional experts, and small group teaching (about 12–13 students 
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in each group) conducted by teaching assistants. Participation in the different formats was 

voluntary.  

The purpose of the small group teaching was to facilitate a peer assessment activity 

aiming to provide students with additional opportunities to practice what is required of them 

in the formal assessment. Students were asked to analyse a case, identify the rules applying 

to the case, and present their professional judgment. The peer assessment comprised 

identifying the extent to which peers have identified the issue of concern in the case and 

applied the correct rules to the case. This was guided by a set of corrective guidelines 

developed by the lecturer responsible for the course. The activity was facilitated by a digital 

system, Peergrade.io, ensuring that the process could, if needed, take place entirely online 

and with minimal involvement from the teaching assistant. 

Before the small group teaching, students were asked to submit their assignments 

online. In class, the teaching assistant explained the correct answers with opportunities for 

supplementary questions from the students. This aimed to increase students’ self-efficacy 

in terms of mastering the subject before providing feedback to their peers. Subsequently, a 

blind review of submissions was performed where each student reviewed and provided 

feedback online to two peers anonymously, followed by evaluating his or hers own 

assignment and accessing the feedback received. Each teaching session involved two peer 

assessment processes. 

This study involved 13 first-year students (four males and nine females, ages 20–

30). All students in the sample had high university-entrance exam scores and were highly 

motivated to study the educational programme in question. This is a common feature 
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among students in the programme. Study participants were selected from six of the small 

group teaching classes. Purposeful recruitment focusing on variation in engagement was 

attempted based on observations in the six classes and within the digital system used 

(asking questions in class, handing in assignments, and scores recorded by the system).  

Procedure 

To explore students’ perceptions of engaging with the assignment, nine individual 

interviews and two focus group interviews were conducted on campus at the beginning of 

the semester. The interviews were semi-structured and conversational in style, lasting 60–

90 minutes. All interviews were video-recorded, and the students signed informed consent 

forms. The interviews explored students’ sense of belonging, approaches to learning, 

approaches to online peer assessment, and students’ self-efficacy. Individual interviews 

with the same nine students were repeated at the end of the semester. At this point, the 

students had acquired more experience with studying the particular subject and with 

participating in the assessment activity. During both rounds of interviews, a rating activity 

(Colucci 2007) was conducted to trigger further discussions of the assignment and, 

specifically, to investigate the participatory dimensions of online peer assessment. The 

rating activity comprised a set of rating questions each addressing one of the five 

dimensions in APAG (see Table 1). All qualities were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = to a low 

degree and 5 = to a high degree).  
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Table 1. The Adapted Participation Gestalt Framework (APAG) 

Dimension Subdimension Rating questions 

Investment  

 

To what degree does interacting with the activity offer 

opportunities for engagement (i.e., apply skills and 

knowledge and be creative)? 

To what degree did you engage with the activity? 

Sociality  To what degree does interacting with the activity offer 

opportunities for engaging with peers? 

To what degree did you engage with peers? 

Expressivity Emotional To what degree does interacting with the activity allow 

the expression of emotions? 

To what degree did you share expressions of emotions? 

Cognitive To what degree does interacting with the activity allow 

the expression of thoughts about the activity? 

To what degree did you share expressions of thoughts? 

Persistence  

 

To what degree is the outcome of the interaction 

accessible after the activity to yourself, your peers, or 

your educator? 

Exposure  

 

To what degree is your contribution to the activity 

identifiable to yourself, your peers, or your educator? 
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Analysis 

To visualise the participation gestalt of the interaction, student scores from the first round 

of interviews were gathered, and a medium score was identified and subsequently located 

on a continuum (1–5) for each dimension. To account for how the particular student 

experience of participation was constructed, qualitative data analysis was completed to 

prepare data for comparison and interpretation (Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 1994) using 

an abductive coding process. First, data were transferred to NVIVO 12 and six deductive 

master codes representing all dimensions in the rating framework (APAG) were chosen to 

structure data. These functioned as a ‘start list’ with segments of data relating to each 

dimension marked off (Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 1994). Next, the six dimensions 

were explored using in vivo coding as an inductive coding strategy. The open codes were 

structured according to two pre-set subcodes: increasing or decreasing. Pattern codes were 

used to pull together data into units of common issues of concern (Miles, Huberman, and 

Saldaña 1994). Data retrieved during the first interview with 13 students were selected to 

develop the initial set of pattern codes. To check their validity, data derived during the 

second round of interviews were subsequently coded and compared with the initial pattern 

codes. Pattern codes were revised until theoretical saturation was deemed to have been 

achieved.  

Results 

The reported ratings of the participatory dimensions of online peer assessment (see Table 

2) revealed a high degree of opportunity for investment, cognitive expressivity, exposure 

towards oneself, and persistence, while opportunity for emotional expressivity, sociality 
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and exposure towards peers and educators were lower. There was coherence between 

perceived opportunities and concrete use by students in terms of investment and sociality. 

By contrast, expressivity dimensions involved a larger span of scores and a more significant 

gap (0.5) between opportunities and actual act.  

Table 2. Students’ Rating of Participatory Dimensions (first round of interviews) 

 

 Participation gestalt  Medium score and rating range  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

 Perceived 

opportunity  

(black circle) 

Reported 

concrete use  

(striped circle) 

Investment       4, 3-5 4, 3-5 

 

Sociality 

 

       

3.3, 2-5 

 

3.4, 2-5 

Emotional 

expressivity 

      3.2, 1-5 2.7, 1-5 

 

Cognitive 

expressivity 

 

       

4, 3-5 

 

3.5, 1-5 
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Exposure         

Oneself       4.2, 3-5 

Peers       1.6, 1-4 

Educator 

 

      2.8, 1-5 

Persistence        

Oneself       4.5, 3-5 

Peers       4.3, 3-5 

Educator       4.5, 3-5 

Note. Participation gestalt is based on the medium score of each dimension.  

Based on the analysis of online peer assessment, a set of signs of participation emerged. To 

enhance readability, I provide an overview of the dimensions and the aspects informing 

students of each dimension (Table 3). 

Table 3. Set of Signs of Participatory Dimensions  

Dimension The dimension depends on 

Investment 1) Educational interactions that allow students to apply and test 

knowledge as opposed to listening to lectures.  

2) The extent to which the topic relates to curriculum and is 

relatively new to students.  
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3) The extent to which there is sufficient time allocated for 

interacting. 

4) Opportunities that allow students to express their cognitive 

understanding as opposed to pre-defined and fixed answers. 

5) The capabilities of the interactants to master the topic. 

Sociality 1) The extent to which collaboration is a structured part of the 

interaction. 

2) The topic’s level of complexity.  

3) The extent to which the interaction has an observable effect on 

students’ interactions or outcomes of the interaction. 

4) The visibility of the social interaction itself. 

Cognitive 

expressivity 

1) Access to reliable sources of knowledge. 

2) The extent to which there is time to ask questions and means to 

express concerns orally or in writing as part of the interaction. 

Emotional 

expressivity 

1) Professional practices or norms. 

2) The extent to which there is time to express emotions. 

3) Oral, written or bodily opportunities for expression of emotions. 

3) The extent to which expression of emotions is encouraged by the 

educator as part of the interaction. 

4)  The extent to which expression of emotions is a joint practice 

among students. 
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5) Intimacy among interactants. 

Exposure 1) Digital student profiles. 

2) Use of personal features. 

3) The extent to which the identity of the participants is disclosed. 

4) Physical proximity to interactants. 

5) The extent to which students collaborate to interact successfully. 

Persistence 1) The extent to which interactions and outcomes of the interaction 

are accessible after the interaction. 

2) The extent to which interactions and outcomes of the interaction 

are useful after the interaction.  

 

Investment 

The key aspect that increases investment is the opportunity to develop self-efficacy. 

Students’ agreed that the assignment encouraged their investment by enabling them to 

apply competences and knowledge to cases. Students reduced their investment if they 

perceived the assignment to require limited cognitive investment, involve superficial 

engagement from others, or if they perceived the required interactants as incapable of 

providing reliable academic contributions. Adding to this, students drew on the 

instructional guidelines to construct the experience of not having sufficient autonomy to 

engage:  
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While correcting the assignments invites me to do the thinking myself, the 

corrective guidelines restrict me from providing feedback such as ‘consider doing 

it differently. (Ann, Interview 1) 

You know, it is a little bit too easy: “Was paragraph 36 applied?” It becomes very 

black and white, and I am not really learning anything. Out of 40 questions, you 

could only write comments yourself twice in text boxes. I think that I would benefit 

more if I were invited to rack my brain. (Richard, Interview 2) 

In addition, teacher-focused presentations and knowledge errors committed by the 

academic staff worked as negative sources of self-efficacy: 

You get confused about how to use it. You want to use these assignments as 

corrective guidelines preparing you for the exam . . . But, if I cannot be sure about 

what is right and what is wrong in my contribution that has been corrected, it is 

challenging. (Claire, Interview 2) 

By now, the shared opinion among the students seems to be that we might as well 

not show up. The classes have become superficial and messy. Last time [we spoke 

(Interview 1)], I said that the teaching assistant was not to blame, but I have changed 

my mind. It has become very unstructured. Several times, the teaching assistant has 

told us that she does not know the answer to our questions and that she has to discuss 

it with [the lecturer]. Although this is acceptable, two weeks pass by and you sort 

of let go of that topic. (Lucy, Interview 2) 
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Time was seen as another way of constituting interactions that affected quality. Under the 

banner of responsible feedback conduct, some students pointed out the problem of having 

too little time:  

It is critical that we can take our time providing feedback, because it is too easy to 

click on “yes, yes, yes” or “no, no, no” randomly. We should not be pressured; we 

should be given sufficient time. I sense myself that it is difficult to keep up. 

Sometimes, I will be like, “Oh no, [I have only] ten minutes to correct two 

assignments! (Barbara, Interview 1) 

Sociality 

The overall picture of sociality in the online peer assessment assignment was seen to 

involve informal and student-initiated dialogue among students before, during, and after 

classes. The aspects that decreased sociality were the instructional setup and instructional 

clues identified by students emphasising individual work. This comprised individual hand-

in, lack of structured group work, and lack of encouragement towards collaboration. The 

following quotation expresses this experience: 

In terms of collaboration, [the rating] is not that high because we are not really 

collaborating when making inquiries about how others interpret something. Also, 

correcting each other’s contributions is an individual effort, as well as making your 

own assignment. (Ann, Interview 1) 

Here, Ann illustrates how educational interactions that are framed as social might not be 

interpreted as such if the steps involved merely encompass individual decision making. 

This also suggests that types of engagement bear different implications for interpretation 
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of sociality, which requires further investigation. In this case, students were asked for their 

views on fixed products related to the curriculum, and the products was not changed by the 

engagement of peers. Ashwin and McVitty (2015) frame this type of engagement as 

‘student engagement in the formation of understanding as consultation’ where ‘students are 

‘consulted’ to the extent that their understanding is checked and material reviewed or 

presented in a different way in response to the degree of understanding students exhibit or 

report’ (348). The qualitative data suggest that students do not experience acts of accessing 

and checking the products of peers as particularly social. 

Other signs informed students of the individual nature of the assignment, such as 

the individual exam format. For this reason, high levels of sociality were not necessarily 

desirable to students. Richard (Interview 1) stated:  

While it is a good idea to work together, you are on your own at the exam. 

Therefore, it makes sense to me and my little head to solve the assignment myself, 

without asking Mette the genius about how to do it. 

Limited sociality was also construed by the ways students engaged with the digital 

system. Students described a strong human–computer relationship that seemed to rule out 

human-human engagement: ‘In class, I was in the screen’ (Mary, Interview 1), and ‘[The 

interaction] is primarily my computer, and I have to sit and correct other students’ 

assignments’ (Barbara, Interview 1).  

Cognitive Expressivity 

Cognitive expressivity was constructed by a dialogic learning environment comprising 

opportunities to ask questions and give feedback. Although the digital system enabled 
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expressions of concern, cognitive expressivity was mainly enacted and constructed by in-

class aspects and through human-human interaction that preceded human–technology 

interaction: ‘I can flag things; however, clarifying questions have been answered in the 

lecture, and thus, [flagging things is] not necessary’ (Claire, Interview 2). 

The central aspect that lowered the level of cognitive expressivity was limited trust 

in other interactants. Of particular concern is the fact that cognitive expressivity was 

reduced due to scepticism towards the academic knowledge of the teaching assistant. As 

Richard stated: 

Sometimes, all of the students have solved the assignment incorrectly and we asked 

[the teaching assistant] to clarify why this is so and how to do it. If [the teaching 

assistant] has not received any explanation [from the lecturer] on why the 

assignment should be solved in a particular way, well, then that is just the way it is. 

(Interview 2) 

Instructionally imposed restrictions such as too little time for engagement, eliciting further 

feedback, or asking questions in class likewise reduced the dimension. 

Emotional Expressivity 

In this particular interaction, opportunities to react to peer contributions within the digital 

system were perceived as the primary possibility for students to express emotions, e.g. by 

flagging or liking feedback or by adding emotional feedback using the comment feature.  

Due to the features in the system, Peergrade offers good opportunities 

[for expressions of emotions]. You can react to contributions. The 

activity itself does not stop you from doing this. (Lucy, Interview 2)  
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Knowing the other participants and their needs also increased expressivity:  

With time, you learn how to approach a person. Some might need a smile 

of comfort, while others are just fine being told “that was terrible”’. 

(Simon, Interview 1)  

Indeed, it points to coregulatory skills (Volet, Vauras, and Salonen 2009; Iiskala 

et al. 2015) as a student concern in digital learning contexts.  

While the provision of emotional feedback was valued, emotional forms of 

persuasion did not act as a source of self-efficacy in the particular interaction. Students’ 

actual emotional expressivity was limited, mainly due to concerns about professionally 

acceptable behaviour. Ann stated: 

 We have to be neutral when we correct the assignments, and we have to 

be “professional.” It comes off wrong when we are just students – but 

using ‘likes’ and such . . . it just does not make sense. (Interview 2) 

Statements about not being able to approach others directly – due to anonymity – 

and about not having sufficient opportunities to express yourself in the digital system point 

to instructional decisions hampering students’ approaches. Expressions of emotions were 

also limited by relational concerns such as insecurity towards the social response to 

criticism and a lack of agreement among students about feedback practices. For these 

relationally constructed reasons, students’ attitudes towards emotional expressivity were 

lower than the perceived possibilities.  
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Exposure 

The dominant aspect increasing exposure was a digital profile in the system used for the 

assignment that linked student interactions and the outcome of the interactions with a 

student identity. This, in particular, increased student exposure towards the academic staff. 

Next, personal features (e.g. writing one’s name, writing in a recognisable way, or 

structuring the assignment in a specific way) increased exposure among students. For 

example, Ruby (Interview 1) stated:  

They do not know [my identity], and I would not dream of adding my 

name on a contribution. Yet, if they noticed the layout of my assignment, 

they would be able to figure it out. 

The organisation of contributions within the digital system increased exposure 

towards oneself. As such, some students commented on how having one’s own contribution 

featured in sequential order repeated in each interaction increased self-exposure.  

The dominant aspects decreasing exposure were social concerns and anonymity. 

Social concerns included expectations related to attending a higher education institution 

where educators are less interested in monitoring individual student’s learning progress, to 

fearing the social consequences of critiquing peers, and to biased judgement in feedback 

processes if identities were known. On social consequences, Sarah (Interview 1) said: 

[Anonymity] is a good thing. Otherwise, I might start thinking that “I do not want 

to collaborate with her because of the way she solves the assignment. I do not agree 

with that way of doing it.” [. . .] Quite quickly, you begin to form opinions about 
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others, which may not do them justice. Maybe, they just misunderstood the 

assignment.  

Critical to discussions of online anonymity (Li 2017; Roberts and Rajah-Kanagasabai 

2013), anonymity was constructed in three ways: (a) a digital setting, (b) submissions of 

depersonalised contributions by the students, or (c) instructional decisions that limit the 

opportunity to personalise contributions. Anonymity, then, did not merely represent a 

system setting, but was relationally constructed.  

Persistence 

Persistence was expressed through factual statements of having access to contributions after 

interactions. While opportunities to be persistent were frequent, students expressed a lack 

of interest in retrieving contributions. Decreasing persistence was insecurity towards the 

system’s functionalities.  

Upon discussion of persistence, the students expressed three categories of value that 

would increase retrieval: Inspirational value (looking for inspiration in the work of others), 

corrective value (developing corrective guidelines based on corrected assignments), and 

repetitional value (preparing for the exam). Claire (Interview 1) expressed inspirational 

value as such: 

I do not think that people [retrieve the contributions], because when you 

have done the assignment, you have got what you think you can get from 

doing it. Then, you copy the cool stuff and paste it in a separate document 

where you archive it.  
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Discussion 

This study aimed to qualify the contention that social aspects are critical to the construction 

of student agency in digital education. It has revealed how students’ actions did not rest on 

fixed structures outside the individual, but on the nature of the interdependence with other 

interactants, which indicates that agency is not merely enabled or hindered by external 

sources or individual dispositions but constituted by the relationships. Here, students 

expected the student-educator relationship to provide either academic subject knowledge 

or knowledge of academic practices and hoped that the relationship would be supportive, 

comprising quality possibilities for expressions of concerns. Some students experienced the 

relation as not fulfilling its role, which led them to reduce their engagement in the 

interaction entirely or in parts of the interaction. The other critical relationship was that of 

students and their peers. Two major themes affected this relation. First, the relationship 

extended the particular educational interaction, involving a wider range and a wider context 

for interactions. Second, to these first-year students, the relationship with other students 

was not assumed to provide subject-specific judgments. By not expecting the relationship 

to provide ‘sound’ academic knowledge, the specific interaction was linked to general 

concerns of trust and confidence in the academic knowledge and capabilities of their peers. 

This led some students to reduce their engagement in the part of the interaction that 

comprised engagement with the work of their peers. Indeed, as noted by Ajjawi et al. 

(2017), this might suggest that students’ beliefs in (a) a shared understanding of goals 

among participants, (b) a shared agreement about work practices in terms of reaching these 

goals, and (c) students’ judgment of the educator’s credibility are a better predictor of 
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student actions than structural components such as the feedback design or the rules adopted 

to facilitate the feedback process. 

Further, analysis of the particular interaction revealed a set of signs of participation 

within each dimension that helped students interpret the interaction and map the form of 

participation. For example, the degree of exposure depended on (1) the digital student 

profile, (2) the use of personal features, (3) the extent to which the identity of the 

participants is disclosed, (4) the physical proximity to interactants, and (5) the extent to 

which students collaborate to interact successfully. Important to digital education, the signs 

went beyond what is digital and what is not. An additional aspect of the participatory gestalt 

is the interdependence of the participatory dimensions. Signs of participatory dimensions 

in the interaction might come together in patterns that either enhance or hamper a particular 

interpretation of what participation requires. For instance, investment, cognitive 

expressivity, and persistence appear closely related by the signs identified, whereas signs 

of emotional expressivity and exposure share some of the same features. Signs of sociality 

link to both patterns. Thereby, the findings support the notion that digital education or 

online educational elements are never monolithic entities through which ‘pure’ 

instructional goals or technological affordances pass. Instead, they are open to students’ 

negotiation and bound to students’ views on the wider context for learning (Ginns and Ellis 

2009).  

An important aside to this is the fact that instructional activities that are framed as 

student-centred, might not play out as intended. This paradox highlights the need to 

deframe activities as student-centred if this is based solely on pedagogical intentions or the 
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extent to which the activity involves student participation. Referring to concerns expressed 

elsewhere (Damşa and de Lange 2019), it is crucial to address this tension to advance 

overall higher education learning and teaching methods.  

The study utilised the Adapted Participation Gestalt framework to systematically 

obtain nuanced descriptions of students’ experiences of participation in social interactions. 

Analyses of mundane educational interactions illustrated the interweaving of individual and 

social concerns that become visible when an educational interaction is examined from a 

relational angle. Based on the findings of this study, the framework has a great deal to add 

to efforts of qualifying how different forms of participation emerge in digital education. 

Keeping in mind that the study is a case study, follow-up studies need to test the validity of 

the framework and its practicability in other learning contexts and on other learning 

elements. Finally, the framework is intended to analyse educational interactions in which 

participation is a key component of the learning experience. For the framework to make 

sense, the following three conditions are critical: First, online educational interactions are 

viewed as public, either by involving social interactions (with others) or by being visible to 

others or accessible by others. Second, students are viewed from an agentic angle as 

embodied learners with a history and intentions. Based on this, student interactions are 

personal (Crossman 2007; Ashwin 2008). Third, key to participation is the underpinning 

principle of empowerment or having the opportunity to influence the engagement 

(Dalsgaard, Halskov, and Iversen 2016).  

What are the implications, then, for research in educational technology and digital 

education? In the first place, there is the suggestion that digital education enables student 
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agency or empowers learners. The findings of the study suggest that, for the most part, 

student agency in digital education is constituted by relationships, which discredits the idea 

of digital education in itself developing student agency. The results bring to the fore a need 

to examine the extent to which trends within digital education such as learning analytics 

that focus on individual agency and entrust students with the self-centred ways of thinking 

and with responsibility to improve their learning (Selwyn 2019; Tsai, Perrotta, and Gašević 

2019) actually help students.  

In the second place, investigating the interplay between agency and social aspects 

is not only a theoretical priority, but also a practical one concerned with providing more 

accurate understandings of the inner dynamic in online educational interactions to inform 

development of digital education and research within this field. I have illustrated that 

researchers and educators might miss the point of student engagement if they fail to 

acknowledge the relational conditions that constitute student agency in online interactions. 

As well as pointing out the problem, the article has highlighted the potential for educators 

to deal with the complex issue of facilitating student engagement in digital education by 

acknowledging and addressing participatory dimensions of interactions. Indeed, fine-

tuning the participation gestalt to match interactants’ intentions appears to be crucial, when 

introducing and maintaining online educational activities aiming to develop students’ 

cognitive capacities.  
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‘Digital student agency’: Approaching agency in digital contexts from 

a critical perspective 

Abstract 

Developing student agency is a critical part of higher education and, in particular, digital education. 

While digital education offers new grounds for increasing student agency, participation in digital 

educational interactions comprises partaking in complex social processes affecting student 

agency. To cultivate identification of digital student agency in context, this article examines the 

utility of existing understandings of student agency and argues for a more critical approach to 

student agency in digital contexts of learning where agency is understood as relational and 

contextual dependent. Combining insights from student agency research and media studies 

focusing on networked publics, the article proposes a framework for ‘Digital Student Agency’ that 

distinguishes five critical domains underpinning how student agency is constituted in the context of 

digital educational interactions: (1) Digital Self-development, (2) Digital Self-representation, (3) 

Data Uses, (4) Digital Sociality, and (5) Digital Temporality. The article concludes by outlining the 

implications of the framework for educational practice and academic research around the area of 

student agency and student learning. Among others, adopting the framework implies changes in 

the way we evaluate student agency in digital contexts and enables critical investigations of 

student-centred teaching practices. 

1. Introduction 

This article is concerned with how the notion of student agency might be better understood in the 

specific context of digital education by discussing key ideas derived from student agency research, 

media research and critical research into educational technology. Student agency is a core 

concept in higher education strategies and teaching that seek to develop agentic citizens and 

human beings’ capacity to act agentically (Damşa, Kirschner, Andriessen, Erkens, & Sins, 2010; 

Klemenčič, 2017; OECD, 2018) – that is, to ‘influence intentionally one’s functioning and life 

circumstances’ (Bandura, 2006, p. 164). In many ways, the prevalence of digital technologies in 

contemporary higher education offers new grounds for increasing student agency. In particular, 

increased reliance on hybrid, networked, and blended learning environments is celebrated as 

extending the conditions under which students learn. This includes (i) the capacity for 

communication in different modes that transcend geographical barriers; (ii) the provision of user-

produced content that can be stored, tagged, and searched; and (iii) the development of active 
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agents capable of knowledge co-production and self-organizing their online experience 

(Anderson, 2016, p. 3). Indeed, the effectiveness of digital education is seen to stem from being 

inherently networked in nature, embedding students in several connections of learners, 

communities, and resources (Goodyear, 2005) across time and place, and facilitating multiple 

forms of communication and collaboration (Ellis & Goodyear, 2013; Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; 

McLoughlin & Lee, 2010).  

At the same time, digital education fundamentally alters the premise of being a university student. 

Within these contemporary learning contexts, students are expected to act as ‘networked 

individuals’ – that is, maintaining various networks of people and resources that can be navigated 

as required to meet specific needs (Boyd, 2010; Wellman et al., 2003; Wellman & Rainie, 2013). 

Furthermore, digital education involves inherently emergent forms of participation, where meaning 

is continually (re)negotiated in group collaborations. As Damşa & Jornet (Damşa & Jornet, 2016, p. 

43) reason, ‘participation is possible not because the individual students carry with them already 

formed understandings; rather, it is because there is an emergent constitutive order that cannot be 

attributed to the individual mind, but to an unfolding field of action.’ Also of note is the networked 

forms of affect implicit in digitally based learning (see Hillis, Paasonen, & Petit, 2015). This refers to 

the fact that engaging with networks of humans and non-humans online can lead to more complex, 

intense, contradictory feelings and sensations than might be experienced in ‘analogue’ educational 

settings – all shaping the ways in which students feel able to engage with digital education. In this 

sense, participation in digital forms of higher education involves students partaking in complex 

social processes in ways that meet both personal and others’ interests and needs, and are somehow 

individually ‘empowering.’ 

With these perspectives in mind, digital education presents a specific set of issues and 

characteristics that need to be considered. In this article, I do so from a critical perspective. This 

includes approaching technology as socially constructed and facilitating understandings that help 

development of accounts of technology in context and context-rich analyses (Selwyn, 2010).  

2. Aim 

The purpose of this article, then, is to provide a way for nuanced research and better insights into 

student agency in digital education. Building on the mentioned critical perspective, this article sets 

out the basis for a nuanced ‘Digital Student Agency’ framework for higher education teaching and 

learning. Based on this, the article does not develop a new definition of agency, but makes visible 

the premises that affect how agency emerges and develops in digital contexts of learning. With this 
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in mind, the remainder of the article proceeds in four iterative stages. First, I map four distinct 

approaches to student agency. Second, these existing knowledge bases are contrasted with the 

limited ways in which notions of student agency have hitherto been utilized in the digital education 

literature. Third, key ideas from media studies are used as a basis to develop a theoretical 

framework that includes five domains and suggests a more nuanced way of approaching the topic 

of digital student agency. Fourth, having worked through the different components, I discuss how a 

consideration of ‘digital student agency’ allows insight into less visible aspects of learning in digital 

contexts by permitting advanced explorations of the possible mechanisms behind digital 

educational interactions. 

3. What is student agency in higher education?  

Defining student agency is by no means straightforward, however, in developing a framework for 

digital student agency, we should be aware of four distinct approaches to student agency in higher 

education: (i) agency as conditional on external structures, (ii) agency as a disposition, (iii) agency 

as the temporally embedded engagement, and (iv) agency as relational engagement. The four 

approaches draw on a systematic review of the use of student agency within empirical literature 

on higher education published between 1980 to 2018. The literature was identified through a 

search string combining the following keywords: agentic, agency, student* and higher education 

and retrieved through searches in EBSCO HOST: ERIC, Academic Search Elite, CINAHL, British 

Education Index, Education Research Complete, Communication & Mass Media Complete, 

ProQuest: Australian Education Index, Education Database, PsycInfo, PubMed, Web of Science: 

Social Science Citation Index, Scopus, and Google Scholar.  

i) Agency as conditional on external structures 

Linked to classical debates of agency structure, a substantial body of literature focuses on the extent 

to which individuals can pursue their own goals and make choices within societal structures. 

Agency, in other words, is understood as something that actors always have; however, the possibility 

of fulfilling personal goals is conditional on external structures. Higher education studies 

conceptualizing agency in this way tend to foreground individual students’ pursuit of personal 

educational success within a context of macro-social structures. For instance, Calitz, Walker, and 

Wilson-Strydom (2016) examine patterns of unequal participation for working-class, first-

generation students at a South African university. They apply Sen’s (2005) capability approach to 

make sense of the relationship between a person and the social forces that can hinder or enable a 

person to convert resources into capabilities. Such forces include physical or mental disabilities, 
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variations in non-personal resources available, environmental variations, and/or differences in 

relative social positions. In a similar manner, Arkoudis and Tran (2007) apply ‘positioning theory’ and 

notions of moral agency (Harré & Van Langenhove, 1999) to move away from static and 

stereotyped descriptions of Chinese international students studying in Australian higher education 

and toward understandings that depict these students as actively involved in making meaning. 

Analyzing how students intentionally position themselves in relation to the expectations of their 

lecturers and university, these authors highlight issues of mismatching between institutional 

expectations and students’ struggles.  

ii) Agency as a disposition 

A second body of literature focuses on the mechanisms by which student agency changes or 

develops. This can be described as understanding agency as a disposition (Goller & Harteis, 2017). 

This literature is based on a socio-cognitive understanding that links agency to the psychological 

exercise of self-management through self-reflection, self-regulation, and self-efficacy (Bandura, 

2001, 2006; Zimmerman, 1995). Self-management is understood to depend on students’ ability to 

generate goals for their engagement through cognitive representations of desired future states that 

match their individual strengths and preferences. In addition, individuals should be able to engage 

in these actions and tackle the problems that occur along the way (Bandura, 2006). Goller and 

Harteis (2017) frame this as ‘agency competence.’ Studies proposing this conceptualization of 

agency foreground sub-dimensions of agency such as self-efficacy. Self-efficacy comprises 

students’ beliefs about their capability to succeed in what is required of them. Sources of self-

efficacy are (a) enactive mastery experiences (actual performances); (b) social comparison and 

modelling based on observation of others and their successes and failures (vicarious experiences); 

(c) forms of persuasion, both verbal and otherwise if within realistic bounds; and (d) interpretation 

of one’s own physiological and affective states. For instance, Malmberg and Hagger (2009) 

investigate supportive and instructional agency beliefs that are defined as the perceived ability to 

facilitate others’ learning. Nye, Hughes-Warrington, Roe, Russell, Deacon, and Kiem (2011) frame 

agency as a willingness to engage with curriculum. 

 iii) Agency as the temporally embedded engagement 

A third body of literature conceptualizes agency as what might be termed a temporally embedded 

engagement. The notion of temporally embedded engagement is seen as involving ‘a chordal 

triad’ (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998) of agency – that is, iterational (the past), projective (the future), 
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and practical-evaluative (the present) dimensions. In an article on the ontology of student 

engagement, Klemenčič (2015) draws on the work of Emirbayer and Mische and reasons that 

‘Different temporalities shape students’ sense of what is possible to achieve in a given situation 

(agentic possibility) and what is desirable (agentic orientation). Student agency includes students’ 

selective reactivation of past habits of thought and action, students’ imaginative generation of 

possible future selves, and students’ capacity to make practical and normative judgments among 

alternative possible choices of action.’ (p. 18) 

According to this approach, agency can be understood in terms of how the three temporal 

dimensions (the past, the present, and the future) interplay and ‘varies within different structural 

contexts of action’ (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 963). The interplay in a specific context is teased 

out by exploring how students enter into relationships with surrounding people, places, meanings, 

and events, as well as students’ actual interactions with their context. The temporal perspective 

underpins the study by Merrill (2014) in which agency is understood within contexts and time; 

individuals engage in order to change their future. Harris, Brown, and Dargusch (2018) remind us of 

the temporal nature of student agency in the context of assessment, where student resistance to 

assessment or assessment decisions might draw on past experiences. The temporal perspective 

has, in particular, been adopted in recent research into development of professional agency (Soini, 

Pietarinen, Toom, & Pyhältö, 2015; Toom, Pietarinen, Soini, & Pyhältö, 2017).  

iv) Agency as relational engagement 

A fourth and less developed body of literature within higher education student agency research 

relates to what might be termed individuals’ ‘relational engagement.’ This might be described as a 

conceptualization of agency as ‘doing’ – that is, actions related to students’ capacity to make use 

of resources in their immediate social and contextual environment. For instance, Jääskelä and 

colleagues (2016) define individual student agency in terms of ‘access to (and use of) resources for 

purposeful action in study contexts.’ Their study focuses on how individual students experience and 

make use of individual, relational, and contextual resources to engage in intentional actions and 

learning’ in a course (Jääskelä et al., 2016). Another group of researchers have investigated ‘shared 

epistemic agency’ (Damşa et al., 2010) as the ‘capacity that enables groups to deliberately carry 

out collaborative, knowledge-driven activities with the aim of creating shared knowledge objects’ 

(Damşa et al., 2010, p. 154). They focus on observable and joint epistemic and regulative actions 

within a group of students and places individual cognition in the background.  

4. Current approaches to student agency in digital contexts 
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Recently, interest in student agency in digital contexts has arisen. As an example, Irvine, Code, and 

Richards (2013) views agency as ‘student choice and abilities to interact with personal, behavioral, 

environmental, and social factors specifically relevant in the learning context’ (p. 175). They frame 

multi-access learning as an opportunity for student choice, enabling face-to-face students and 

distance-learning students to access course materials and other participants and to personalize 

learning. In this study, the context of the course and social processes are presented in terms of 

delivery formats, overall student characteristics, and concerns of the teacher. Lindgren and 

McDaniel (2012) make use of a similar approach to agency-technology. They explore whether 

online learning can be improved by employing narratives and student agency as prominent design 

features. The researchers define features of agency as ‘presenting students with consequential 

choices and adapting both the course curriculum and assessment to accommodate those choices’ 

(Lindgren & McDaniel, 2012, p. 346). Similar to Irvine et al. (2013), the specific interplay between 

agency and the context of action and processes of action are subsumed in representations of 

learning activities, the steps involved in completing assignments, and the specific technologies 

used.  

Luo and co-authors (2019) approach agency as a design feature in a flipped classroom course 

format. In this case, high levels of agency are described as facilitated through learning sessions 

where students collectively choose their own instructional tasks and activities, and the teacher 

became a passive participant who shared her opinions only when asked (Luo et al., 2019). In 

contrast to Lindgren and McDaniel (2012), this study find that agency to decrease student learning 

outcomes and satisfaction. Exploring these issues, they suggest that students with extraverted 

personality and a longer self‐study time perform better in learning sessions with high agency. 

Overall, however, low levels of agency during in‐class sessions resulted in better performance and 

evaluation, which, they argue, indicates ‘the need for less learner autonomy and greater teaching 

presence in this specific flipped classroom’ (Luo et al., 2019, p. 828). 

4.1 Limitations in current approaches to digital student agency 

According to the accounts available on student agency in digital contexts of learning, student 

agency relates to the pedagogical intentions and can be embedded in learning resources and 

teaching practices and materializes itself in different degrees of autonomy. Yet, the studies pay little 

attention to the distinct features of the digital and how the digital aspects of learning emerges to 

students. In particular, current approaches to student agency in digital contexts of learning can be 

said to reflect an implicit technological instrumentalism (Hamilton & Friesen, 2013). As argued by 

Hamilton and Friesen (2013), accounts representing ideas of technological instrumentalism depict 
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technology ‘as tools to be interpreted in light of this or that pedagogical framework or principle and 

measured against how well they correspond in practice to that framework or principle. Here, 

technologies are seen as neutral means employed for ends determined independently by their 

users’ (Hamilton & Friesen, 2013, p. 3).  

5. A networked individual approach to digital contexts 

As argued initially, however, a digital context of learning is a particular context with distinct features 

that affect student agency. Thus, how might we better develop an understanding of how digital 

contexts affect agency in a way that unpacks what the digital involves besides technologies or 

mirroring instructions? The field of media studies perhaps offers more nuanced approaches to the 

digital, where the focus is upon developing critical understandings of the interplay between users 

and digital contexts. Here, I turn to what is often referred to as the networked individual approach 

(Papacharissi, 2010) to identify key features of media use that affect how individuals interact and 

how social processes are constructed. As argued by Goodyear and colleagues (2016), 

conceptualizing learning in digital contexts as networked helps direct the focus to the structure of 

nodes and links, such as how students interact and how information flows, and away from 

assumptions of a stable community working toward shared goals. Drawing on the premise of 

networked individuals and subsequently networked learning, I will now focus on some of the distinct 

features that structure human activity in digital contexts. The presented features follow Boyd’s 

(2010) framework for networked publics. Additional categories included arose from the main 

categories.  

i) Public spaces of self-representation 

Drawing on Goffman’s model of self-representation, media research has understood digital sites for 

sharing as performative spaces where people actively construct their identities and profiles for an 

audience (McCosker, 2017). According to Boyd (2010), these self-representations or personal 

profiles both act as the locus of interaction as well as represent the individual. Referencing a state 

of ‘redaction’ in which participations constantly edit or remix themselves, Papacharissi (2012, p. 

1994) emphasizes how managing one’s self-representation is critical to social media use. 

Embedded in platforms, self-representation can be understood as depending on the content and 

activity selected by the specific media (McCosker, 2017). As illustrated by McCosker (2017), name, 

username, profile image, about information, and relationships (follows, followers) appear to be a 

standardized basis for personal identifiers, whereas data on education, birthday, age, and other 

websites are less common features in profiles. With external structures restricting self-representation, 
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users often engage in actions of resistance or playfulness to overcome reductive versions of 

themselves (McCokser, 2017). Hence, research has found performing identity and sociality online 

to involve a constant balancing of social benefits with privacy costs (Papacharissi, 2012). Thus, while 

networking sites enable individuals to ‘do’ social roles, strategies of play or resistance are central to 

staging a digital profile that conceals only the aspects of oneself that the individual would like to 

be shared. 

ii) Persistent, replicable, scalable, and searchable  

According to Boyd (2010), networked individuals are likewise challenged to manage the 

persistence, replicability, scalability, and searchability of their profile and data in digital 

environments that focus on sharing. The first property, persistence, suggest that individuals’ 

contributions, such as text or expressions, are easily captured and stored. In fact, many systems 

operate on persistence-by-default, which makes previous fleeting moments of communication 

persistent. Second, Boyd argues that technology has increased the replicability of content. Because 

of this and the ease with which one can modify original content, what is original and what is 

replicated is hard to discern. Third, Boyd mentions scalability as an affordance of networked sites. 

Scalability is the potential to enhance distribution of content or who has access to it. However, what 

is amplified through broad distribution is not always what the owner of content would have chosen. 

Lastly, Boyd emphasizes searchability as an affordance, based on the premise that technology use 

leaves digital traces that can be located to a person or an object. These characteristics imply that 

profiles as well as individuals’ activities are difficult to erase and easy to share to known as well as 

unknown others.  

(iii) Privacy 

The centrality of the abovementioned issues is underscored by concerns of privacy. We can think 

of privacy or ‘expressive privacy’ as the protection of acts of speech or activity that express self-

identity or personhood (Ess, 2015). According to Ess (2015), a space of expressive privacy is required 

if individuals are to reflect and critique alternatives. Nissenbaum (1999) sees this as directly linked 

to the value of online anonymity. Profiles and user-generated data may be open source, available 

for many to access and potentially use, or closed, accessible only to the student and/or the teacher. 

Yet, privacy settings are enacted in several ways in digital contexts, beyond settings of open/closed 

or individual/all. For instance, the following mechanism of reciprocal or nonreciprocal kind (mutual 

acceptance of each other must be in place to read each other’s contribution or one-way following 

is accepted) implemented in social media allows users to somewhat control the access to user-
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generated data. In contrast to social media that often allows users to make adjustments to their 

privacy settings (Waterloo, Baumgartner, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2018), these choices are often 

distributed to platform managers or teachers within educational contexts. Instead, students are 

managed as a collective group and assumed to have the same relationship with each and every 

one of their peers.  

iv) Affective features and investment 

Another characteristic of networked sites is networked communication that entails a ‘panoply of 

affective attachments: articulations of desire, seduction, trust and memory; sharp jolts of anger and 

interest; political passions; investments of time, labor, and financial capital; and the frictions and 

pleasures of archival practices’ (Paasonen, Hillis, & Petit, 2015, p. 1). Indeed, what makes social 

networking sites unique is that they allow individuals to connect with others and to articulate and 

enact sociality through affect and affective technical features (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). Technical 

features such as ‘comments,’ ‘views,’ or ‘likes’ are referenced as ‘social buttons’ (Gerlitz & Helmond, 

2013). Social buttons comprise affective statements such as ‘great’ or affective states such as 

‘feeling amused’ as reactions to others’ comments, which are shared with a particular group of users. 

Hence, they allow users not only to share or recommend content but also to share social 

connections and affect. Another affective dimension to acting on social sites is how personal data 

potentially act as objects of memories or ‘mementos’ (Lupton, 2020). As noted by Lupton (2020), 

data shared is archived and can be revived to connect people with their past connections as well 

as activities. Features and enactment of features such as those mentioned transform user affect and 

spontaneous responses into comparable acts of engagement and signs of social connections that 

structure digital performance and are critical to social networking sites (Boyd, 2010; Gerlitz & 

Helmond, 2013).  

Hence, a critical underpinning of social media is the affective investments on the users’ part. 

Paasonen (2018, p. 222) suggests, ‘the price paid for using social media is that of time, attention 

and data, while affective ripples, releases and reattunements are that which is both generated and 

gained in the exchange.’ Yet, while affective interactional acts are critical in terms of maintaining 

or increasing users’ digital engagement, the so-called like economy ‘is facilitating a web of positive 

sentiment in which users are constantly prompted to like, enjoy, recommend and buy as opposed 

to discuss or critique’ (Gerlitz & Helmond, 2013, p. 1362).  

v) Diverse forms of time and temporality 
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Finally, networked interactions or exchanges are underpinned by temporalities that structure 

activities and influence peoples’ abilities to access and share data. Yet, questions such as ‘how 

activities are structured in terms of time’ and ‘how long an activity is’ are often difficult to answer, 

specifically by using much-used adjectives of time online: synchronicity and asynchronicity. To 

unpack the issue of time in digital contexts, I find de Lange’s (2018) application of Adam’s (2008) 

timescapes, or elements constitutive of time, helpful. Adam (2008) makes use of the notion of 

‘timescapes’ to acknowledge ‘that we cannot embrace time without simultaneously encompassing 

space and matter, that is, without embodiment in a specific and unique context. Thus, a timescapes 

perspective acknowledges this spatiality, materiality and contextuality but foregrounds the 

temporal side of the interdependency’ (Adam, 2008, p. 1).  

According to Adam (presented by de Lange, 2018), it makes sense to think of seven elements 

constitutive of time: (1) ‘Time frame,’ referring to a bounded unit with a beginning and an end; (2) 

‘Temporality,’ referring to the unfolding of time and the direction it takes; (3) ‘Timing,’ referring to 

when or something happening at a specific time; (4) ‘Tempo,’ referring to the speed at which 

something happens; (5) ‘Duration,’ referring to considerations of how long something takes; (6) 

‘Sequence,’ referring to the order of things such as actions; and (7) ‘Temporal modalities,’ referring 

to when something happens (in the past, present, or future). As a simple example of utilization of 

time in digital contexts, a blog post by someone is typically not visible during the action of writing 

the post. While invisible during the act of creating data, it is often structured in time relating to the 

calendar and remains visible until the change of the month or week, or until a sufficient number of 

other data entries are made. The data, however, can be retrieved later on through search 

mechanisms. In contrast, entries by students through Kahoot fall into sequences, are visible for a 

limited time (the duration of a sequence), and cannot be retrieved later on by the individual student.  

From the networked perspective presented, participation in digital interactions is viewed as an 

ongoing and dynamic process of constructing a person in a specific social context where 

participation is not only related to developing cognitive capacity but to management of digital self-

representation, social relations, and data. Here, considerations of learning shift from primarily being 

related to epistemological aspects to emphasizing ontological aspects, related to human 

development and what something means for students (Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). These issues 

indicate a necessity to developing more sophisticated accounts of agency in digital contexts that 

build awareness of how settings and social processes constitute individual student agency.  

6. A framework of digital student agency 
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In light of this, this article suggest an approach to digital student agency that cultivates identification 

of digital student agency in context. This marks a difference from research into the state-of-the art 

(Selwyn, 2008) directed towards the potential of technologies such as learning design research 

(Conole et al., 2008; Conole & Fill, 2005) and studies of technological affordances (Bower, 2008; 

Bower & Sturman, 2015). Similarly, it aligns with Sun & Goodyear’s (2020) aim of paying attention 

to the processes that mediate between input and output. Following this approach, then, the article 

suggests that investigating student agency in digital contexts from an agentic perspective can only 

be properly achieved with careful attention to students’ perspective.  

Table 1 presents a critical framework of digital student agency that provides a heuristic that 

acknowledges these issues and that is capable of addressing how the digital emerges for students 

or how the digital context and student agency are interrelated. It is important to stress that the 

framework is developed for critical analysis – for identifying and understanding how student agency 

is shaped in a particular context of digital educational interactions, thereby also supporting calls for 

nuanced and thick descriptions of technology-in-use (Selwyn, 2010). The framework, then, is not 

intended to present a normative ideal for how a digital context for learning should be to facilitate 

student agency. Yet, it allows critical analysis of how specific teaching practices emerge to students 

within the domains of the framework.  

 

Table 1  
‘Digital Student Agency’ framework (DISA) 

Domain Description/key questions 

Digital Self-
development 

How can students make use of the digital educational interaction for 
self-development or learning? In what ways do the interaction enable 
agency or facilitate sources of agency?  

Digital Self-
representation 

How can students control and adapt their self-representation in the 
digital contexts of learning? What are the options available for 
students? Which options are controlled by others than students and 
what are the implications? How visible are students’ contributions and 
profiles to others involved in the interaction?  

Data Uses This domain allows exploration of how student data such as 
contributions to interactions and digital profiles are extracted from 
students; circulated or recirculated as part of digital interactions. In 
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addition, the domain allows investigations of students’ ability to 
manage their data and how this affects student participation. 

Digital Sociality This domain targets how sociality emerges to students in digital 
contexts. The domain includes analyses of how sociality is structured 
through or affected by affective features of the system, pedagogical 
designs or of practices developed beyond the digital.  

Digital Temporalities This domain addresses the temporalities in digital educational 
interactions, how they unfold, why they unfold in certain ways, and 
how they affect student participation.  
 

 

The first domain of digital student agency – Digital Self-development – is fundamental to the interest 

in student agency in higher education. Drawing on literature on agency, digital self-development 

might be enabled through opportunities for modelling, social encouragements, opportunities to 

influence the learning interactions or to make use of one’s competences or skills to a high extent 

(Bandura, 2006). While it might be straightforward to analyse these aspects based on description 

of learning assignments, insights into students’ experience can generate other understandings and 

reveal gaps between pedagogical intentions and students’ perception of perceived opportunities 

(Author, 2020; Sun & Goodyear, 2020).  

The second domain – Digital Self-representation – approaches digital contexts as performative 

spaces (McCosker, 2017) and involves identifying the particular ways students are identified in 

digital interactions and the types of self-representation possible in the specific interaction. Once 

identified, we can begin to think about how students can control their self-representation and the 

ways in which it might influence student behavior. While digital system profiles are relatively easy 

to identify, students might perceived other types of data to represent them such as their 

contributions in interactions. This part of the framework also involves the capacity to consider how 

anonymity influence student behavior (Bayne et al., 2019). 

The next domain – Data Uses – can be used to examine how data or student contributions travel 

among participants in the interaction or a wider group of familiar or unfamiliar people, how students 

make use of their own data, and how they engage with peers’ data. This domain involves 

understanding the extent to which data might be perceived as public or private by students, the 

type of engagement involved in the interaction (Ashwin & McVitty, 2015), and the implications of 

this.   
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Understanding the type of sociality that an interaction fosters or requires is the concern of the fourth 

domain - Digital Sociality. This domain involves identifying how sociality is generated and the ways 

it is enacted by students. While instructional guidelines might structure acts of interaction and 

affective features might encourage affective comments, it is likely that relational aspects such trust 

among participants and personal histories and relations constituted prior to the particular 

interaction mediate how sociality emerges (Author, 2020).  

The last domain - Digital Temporalities – frames expectations of successful engagement and the 

extent to which students view the temporalities to align with their own goals. This part of the 

framework enables consideration of how timing of interactions, duration of the interaction, and 

temporal modalities affect students. For example, individuals might think that the tempo is too high 

for quality engagement or that the duration in which their data is accessible by others is too short to 

affect others. Finally, temporalities involves the capacity to consider how individuals’ personal 

temporalities (past, present, and future) are positioned in the interaction and emerge to students. 

7. Conclusion 

Because digital education seems to develop student agency, it is important that we understand the 

various qualities and capabilities of digital contexts of learning and how they affect student agency. 

In this article, I have outlined how student agency research in higher education tends to address 

agency and contexts as separate objects, and how it overlooks agency and context as interrelated. 

In particular, studies of student agency in digital contexts disassembled technology from social 

activity (Bayne, 2015), thereby isolating the social and meaning-making aspects of digital 

education from the material (Fenwick, Edwards, & Sawchuk, 2015).  

Following this line of critique, this study’s approach to digital student agency seeks to cultivate better 

insight into the interplay between student agency and the context for interaction. First, the proposed 

framework suggests to understand digital student agency through five domains constituted by 

research into student agency in higher education and networked publics. In this article, the domains 

of digital student agency are explored based on issues of concern highlighted by the various 

approaches to student agency such as locus of control and personal dispositions.  

But what are the benefits of approaching student agency in digital contexts through the Digital 

Student Agency framework? In terms of academic research into student agency, this framework 

involves a move beyond the agency-context dichotomy. Instead, digital student agency is framed 

as relational and contextual dependent, supported by Digital Self-development, Digital Self-

representation, Digital Management of Data, Digital Sociality, and Digital Sociality that raise a range 
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of questions to frame empirical research. In particular, the questions decentre the obvious object of 

inquiry and look beyond the digital which Pink and colleagues (2017) term a non-digital-centric 

research technique. By suggesting a range of questions that move beyond investigating technical 

affordances or pedagogical guidelines, this study aims to develop context-rich descriptions of 

technology in use (Selwyn, 2008) and raise critical awareness and understanding of conditions for 

student agency in digital contexts of learning as well as directing attention to how student agency 

emerges and develops from a student perspective.  

Additionally, the study encourages new methodological approaches. Focusing on student agency, 

in particular, calls for methods that take student perspectives, temporalities, and distributed 

networks into account, such as digital ethnography methods (Pink, 2016; Postill & Pink, 2012), such 

as the scroll back method with participants as co-analysts (Robards & Lincoln, 2017).  

 

In terms of education, this framework has clear implications for approaches to developing student 

agency in digital contexts of learning. To date, there are few models to guide the design of digital 

educational interactions based on the facilitation of student agency. An agentic perspective 

involves preparing digital interactions not only for cognitive development, but also for social 

interactions in networked publics (Boyd, 2010). In light of this, the framework provides possibilities 

for considering aspects less discussed in relation to digital social learning involving the role the 

platform settings, timing and duration of interactions, personal goals, and affective features. 

Additionally, the framework could highlight less explicit requirements for successful participation in 

digital contexts of learning. Clearly, it could be expected that observations made through the 

framework further our understanding of co-regulate as a critical prerequisite for successful digital 

engagement (Volet, Vauras, & Salonen, 2009) and how to cultivate sociality in relation to this 

aspect. Co-regulation is mediated by individual agency involving ‘individuals’ various attempts to 

affect each other’s motivation, emotional state, cognitive actions, etc. for their own purpose or 

others’ benefits, or alternatively to coordinate their actions for a shared purpose’ (Järvenoja, Volet, 

& Järvelä, 2013, p. 35). In other words, successful collaboration requires that group members attend 

to the social and emotional element of collaboration and engage in the maintenance of a positive 

group climate through social and communicative activities (Janssen, Erkens, Kirschner, & Kanselaar, 

2012).  

The framework might also articulate initiatives appropriate for student-centered teaching practices. 

In particular, it is often asserted that student-centered learning environments and interactions in 
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teaching and learning play an important role in developing student agency, and ultimately 

improving students’ learning outcomes (Charteris & Smardon, 2018; Hopwood, 2010; Klemenčič, 

2017; Seppälä, 2018). As a starting point, Jääskelä and peers have identified a relationship 

between high levels of student agency and perceptions of courses as student-centered (2020), and 

it makes sense to investigate this link even further. Building on arguments on paying attention to 

designing environments that are conducive to participation and learning by placing ‘the student at 

the centre, where students can make use of and acting upon what is provided (activities, 

assignments, resources, tools, guidance, etc.) to trigger, enhance and support their learning’ (Damşa 

& de Lange, 2019, p. 11), the framework  can be used to identify underlying principles of student-

centred learning environments and to evaluate the extent to which a student-centered context is 

provided and how it emerges to students. Considering student-centeredness by being attentive to 

distinct features that enable or hinder student agency follows the arguments presented by 

Klemenčič (2017) of using agency as the conceptual foundation of student-centered learning since 

both concepts share the emphasis on autonomy, choice and freedoms of students. 

To the extent which it is possible, the framework aims to support development of understandings of 

digital student agency, yet ,the framework is an initial attempt at addressing the interplay between 

student agency and digital contexts of learning, and I, therefore, invite testing and critiques of the 

framework and its domains.  
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Appendix 1 

Email to potential participants (in Danish) 

 

  

Kære XXX 

  

Jeg deltog i jeres undervisningstimer ang. peergrade i dag, og jeg skriver til dig for at høre, om du 

har tid og lyst til at bidrage til undersøgelsen af dit studie og mere specifikt peergrade. 

Jeg vil gerne tale med dig, tidsmæssigt så tæt på opgave 3 og 4, som I har været igennem i dag. 

Hvis du derfor har lyst til at deltage, må du meget gerne vende tilbage og fortælle, hvornår du har 

mulighed for at deltage - gerne i denne uge eller næste uge. Du skal forvente, at interviewet 

kommer til at vare en times tid. 

Interviewet vil blive optaget af hensyn til senere transskription. Jeg tager de nødvendige 

forholdsregler for at sikre, at I, der deltager i undersøgelsen, forbliver fuldstændig anonyme. Det 

betyder bl.a., at jeg ikke nævner eller videregiver personidentificerbare oplysninger i senere 

forskningsartikler eller rapporter. 

Jeg håber, du har lyst til at deltage og vil gerne høre fra dig snarest muligt.  

  

Mvh 

Maria 
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Appendix 2 

Interview guide, round one (in Danish) 

 

Design Theory/constructs 

Pre-opgave Inden de deltager i fokusgruppeinterviewet 
skal deltagerne besvare et spørgeskema 
med baggrundsspørgsmål 

Obtaining background 
variables 

Motivational aspects 

Velkomst 

 

 

Orientering om setting  

Del 1: Studerendes 
studiet 

 

Opvarmning, ice-breaker (overgang til 
denne situation) 

Vil du starte med at fortælle mig om, 
hvornår du blev klar over, at du ville søge 
ind på studiet? 

Var vejen til målet let? 

Har der været andre veje i spil – noget der 
f.eks ikke angår universitetet? 

Undertone: Var det et oplagt valg/hvorfor, 
var det ikke et oplagt valg, hvorfor ikke. Er 
du ene eller er du en del af noget større? 

Personal project 

Motivation  

Background and prior 
education 

 

 

 

Del 2: Faget 

 

 

TRANSITION-FOKUS OG OVERGANG TIL 
UNDERVISNING  

Lad os nu gå tættere på det, som du lige 
nu er igang med. Du startede på studiet 
efter sommerferien.  
 
- Hvordan har det været at starte? 

- Hvordan ser en almindelig uge ud for 
dig/ hvad laver du? 

Underspørgsmål: 

● Lever det op til dine forventninger? 

Matching of expectations 

Perception of learning 

 

The academic ideas they 
encounter 

 

Individual, social and 
contextual aspects of 
interests (efficacy beliefs, 
opportunities to influence, 
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● Hvor meget fylder det i din 
hverdag?  

● Hvad synes du er mest vigtigt at 
bruge tid på? 

● Hvor lang tid skal man bruge på 
Jura? 

● Hvad skal du vænne dig til? 
● Hvilke erfaringer kan du trække 

på? 

support…), notions related to 
the interplay between 
these. 

 

 
 
 
Social identity 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Self-efficacy 

SOCIAL IDENTITET/RELATIONER 
 

- Jeg ved godt, at du ikke har været i gang 
så længe, men er din fornemmelse lige nu, 
at studiet er det rigtige for dig? 

- Hvad med dine studiekammerater – er 
de gode? 

- Har du meget med dem at gøre? 

- Har der været meget socialt at gå til eller 
deltage i på studiet generelt og for jeres 
årgang? 

Underspørgsmål 
- Opfatter du dig selv som en jura-

studerende og er du glad for at 
være det,  

- hvilke relationer til de andre har du 
nået at få etableret 

- Hvor meget samarbejde har du 
med med-studerende 

- Hvordan har du det med at 
samarbejde med andre 
studerende om det, som I skal 
lære? 

 

SELF-EFFICACY/ FAGLIG RELATION  
 

- Hvad så meget det faglige. Synes 
du, at du ved, hvad der bliver 
forventet af dig? 
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o Hvad og hvordan har du 
det med det? 

- Synes du, at du ved, hvor du står? 
o Hvordan ved du det? 

- Hvordan tror du, det vil gå til 
eksamen?  

 
Underspørgsmål: 
● Hvordan oplever du dit faglige niveau 

sammenlignet med de andre 
studerende? 

● Hvad tænker du om eksamen, og 
hvordan det skal gå til den tid? 

● Er du vant til at have det på dette 
måde i relation til eksamen? 

Del 3: 

Undervisning 

BESKRIVELSE AF UNDERVISNINGEN PÅ 
FØRSTE SEMESTER 

- Hvad synes du om fagene, du er i gang 
med? 

- Hvad synes du om undervisningen? 

Perception of the learning 
context 

 

Perception of learning 

Del 4:  

Aktiviteter 

 

 

BESKRIVELSE AF FAGETS 
LÆRINGSAKTIVITETER 

Lad os gå videre til det specifikke kursus.  

- Hvad er det, I skal lære her? 
- Kan du give et eksempel på, 

hvornår du synes, at du lærer det? 
- Hvad synes du, at du bruger tid på 

at lære? 
- Er der andet, som du har opdaget, 

at du bliver nødt til at lære? 

Perception of learning 

 

Approaches to learning 

 

Student meaning making 

 

Value of learning activities 

 

Del 4: Peer-grade 

 

 

BESKRIVELSE AF EN MIKRO-SITUATION 
(OVERGANG TIL PEERGRADE-
AKTIVITETEN) 

Lad os tale om peergrade-opgaverne. 
Hvad synes du om de opgaver? 

- Hvad er godt ved dem? 
- Hvad er mindre godt? 
- Er det svært? 
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- Synes du at du lærer noget af de 
opgaver, som du kan bruge 
senere? 

Vil du forsøge at fortælle mig, hvad 
opgaven går ud på, og hvordan du valgte 
at løse den sidste gang? 

- Hvordan oplever du det at give 
feedback?  

- Hvordan oplever du det at 
modtage feedback 

- Har aktiviteten (selve opgaven 
eller feedback) fået dig til at 
ændre adfærd eller tænke 
anderledes? 

 

Undertone:  
Få studerende til at uddybe, hvad der er 
blevet sagt i deres undervisning om 
aktiviteten. Tænker de forskelligt om 
udbyttet af den første del (afleveringen) og 
den anden del (feedback) 

Har det klædt dem på til eksamen og til at 
aflevere de skriftlige øvelsesopgaver, som 
de afleverer til holdunderviseren. 

Del 5: Indikatorer 
for engagement, 
meningsfuld 
læringsaktivitet 

 

 

FORSTÅELSE AF FORHOLD, DER SPILLER 
IND PÅ, OM STUDERENDE VÆLGER AT 
DELTAGE I AKTIVITET ELLER EJ. 

Til sidst vil jeg bede dig om at udfylde et 
slag barometer for opgaven – baseret på, 
hvad du har gjort eller oplevet i relation til 
opgaven.  

Til sidst kan vi tale om, om det har haft en 
betydning for dig.  

Skema bliver udleveret, og spørgsmålene 
gennemgås slavisk  

Undertone: 

Husk at spørge ind til, hvorfor de oplevede 
de forskellige parametre på denne måde. 

Understanding students’ 
meaning making of 
learning activities and 
identifying influential 
aspects. 

 

Participatory qualities 
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Afslutning 

 

 

Vi nærmer os afslutningen, og jeg vil sige 
mange tak for at du tog dig tid til det. Jeg 
ved, at I har travlt. Som sagt vil jeg gerne 
tale med dig i slutningen af semestret 
igen. Jeg har en aftale med til dig, som jeg 
vil bede dig om at se igennem og 
underskrive til sidst - inden du går.  
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Appendix 3  

Interview guide, round two (in Danish) 

 

Design My 
focus/theory 

1 PEERGRADE AKTIVITET 
 
Vi starter der hvor vi slap – med barometeret for Peergrade. Der er gået 
lidt tid siden, og jeg er interesseret i at finde ud af, hvordan du i dag 
oplever Peergrade. 
 
Gennemførsel af barometer-aktivitet 

Participatory 
framework 

 

Anonymity 

 

Behaviour  

 

Approach to 
feedback 

2 Har du selv registreret, at du gøre noget andet med opgaverne end det, 
som du gjorde i starten? 

- Hvordan oplever du i dag det at give feedback?  
- Hvordan oplever du i dag det at modtage feedback 
- Har aktiviteten (selve opgaven eller feedback) fået dig til at 

ændre adfærd eller tænke anderledes? 
 

3 PRÆFERENCER I FORHOLD TIL LÆRINGSAKTIVITETER 
 
I har også løst peergrade-opgaverne i grupper – og altså uden om 
peergrade. Synes du, at det er en bedre måde at løse opgaven på? 

- Hvorfor/hvorfor ikke 
 

Learning 
experience 

4 FAGLIGHED  
 

Siden sidst har du afleveret et par opgaver til din holdunderviser, som du 
har fået en karakter for og feedback på.  

- Hvordan har du oplevet sammenspillet mellem den viden, du 
har fået om dit faglige niveau via peergrade, og den karakter 
og tilbagemelding, som du har fået af din holdunderviser? 
 

- Synes du, at du i dag ved, hvor du står rent fagligt? 
o Hvordan ved du det? 

 
- Hvordan tror du, det vil gå til eksamen?  

o Hvilken karakter tror du, at du får? 
 

● Hvordan oplever du dit faglige niveau sammenlignet med de andre 
studerende? 
 

Self-efficacy 
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Appendix 4  

Transcription conventions 

 

IDENTITY OF SPEAKERS  

Loui:  pseudonym of an identified participant  

M: The researcher conducting the interview 

?:  Unidentified participant (Loui?: probably Loui)  

PP:  several or all participants talking simultaneously 

 

TRANSCRIPTION SYMBOLS 

Carrige return  Each new line represents a thematic unit or/and turn taking (a new speaker) 

 - A hyphen indicates a false start or aborted utterances, etc. 

“words” Quotation marks enclose “direct quotations” (i.e. constructed dialogue) 

, Commas indicates a perceptible pause (breath) within a sentence (more to come) 

. A period indicates the end of the sentence/ falling intonation 

Words… Three dots indicate silence (longer than 5 seconds) 

[words]  Square brackets enclose simultaneous talk/overlapped speech. The overlapping 

talk is also lined ud vertically on the page. 

? Indicates a question 

* Snowflake indicates noices/utterance of acceptance or questioning from the person 

doing the interview which does not change the focus of the speaker or the pace of 

speaking. 

 

COMMENTARY IN THE TRANSCRIPT 

/words/ Slashes enclose uncertain transcription 
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/?/ Question mark within slashes indicate indecipherable talk 

((words))  Double parentheses enclose transcriber’s comments, including specification of when 

in the interview the transcription is from. 

<<coughs>> Verbal description of actions noted in the transcript, including non‐verba l actions 

(suck as laughter or coughs) 

 

DO NOT TRANSCRIBE: 

• Non-verbal actions from M in a thematic unit initiated by M. 

  

EXAMPLE: SINGLE UTTERANCES 

M:  Jeg vil nu – jeg ved ikke rigtig – ok. Kan du huske da Eva sagde ”I skal huske dette”? 

Loui: … ”I skal huske dette”? ((den studerende spørger Maria, men jeg ved ikke, om det 

betyder, at hun gentager det samme, eller stiller spørgsmål ved ytringen)) /?/ 

M: Ja det er sandt. Kan du fortælle mig hvorfor du valgte jura? 

Loui:  Jeg har altid vidst det. Lige siden (!) 8 klasse. 

M: Siden 8? 

Loui:  Ja <<griner>>. 

 

EXAMPLE: SIMULTANEOUS UTTERANCES 

Loui:  Og sådan var det [ja  

M:  [øh  

Loui:  hvad? Nå.]  

M:  ja.]  

PP:  /?/ 

  



 
 
 

 

 

 

[209] 
 
 

 

 

 

Appendix 5 

The codebook 

 Files References 

Cognitive expressivity 11 38 

Decreasing cognitive expressivity 7 17 

Anonymity - fear of being recognised 1 1 

hvis du siger noget i timerne er din opgave lettere at 
genkende 

1 1 

Fear of being wrong or speaking out loud in-class 2 3 

dårlig til plenum - tænker over det i stedet - brug for mere tid 1 1 

ikke så god til at hendes spørgmsål er ude i plenum 1 1 

ingen vil sige noget forkert inden den gennemgås på tavlen 1 1 

Limited options in relation to or time to provide feedback to peers 2 2 

i peergrade kan man ikke stille opklarende spørgsmål, kun 
ja og nej 

1 1 

mangel på tid til at uddybe ens feedback 1 1 

Limited time in-class to explore topics of concern with the 
teaching assistant 

2 3 

begrænset tid til at gå i dybden hvis nogle har misforstået 
det 

1 1 

der er ikke så meget tid til at stille spørgsmål på holdet 1 1 

for hurtig gennemgang 1 1 

Limited trust in peers 1 2 

du kan score højt i peergrade selv om du skriver en elendig 
opgave (peers skyld) 

1 1 

hvis man ikke ved om man er på det rigtige spor 1 1 

Limited trust in the capabilities of the teaching assistant 3 3 

hvis instruktoren ikke kan give en sagkyndig forklaring 1 1 

hvis insturktoren også ikke er helt bekendt med formatet 1 1 

lidt sværere at stille opklarende spørgsmål (han har ikke 
deltage i timerne så tit) 

1 1 

Limited utilization of feedback 1 2 



 
 
 

 

 

 

[210] 
 
 

 

 

 

 Files References 

der er ingen grund til at diskutere rettelserne 1 1 

ingen opfølgning på feedbacken 1 1 

Not understanding or knowing the learning objective 1 1 

hvis man ikke forstår konceptet 1 1 

Increasing cognitive expressivity 10 21 

A dialogic learning environment 3 3 

deltager med mening og holdninger 1 1 

hvis der var mere dialog så der ikke kan opstå 
tvivlsspørgsmål bagefter 

1 1 

Når man prøver at få noget opklaret 1 1 

Disussions with peers 2 2 

hvis en medstuderende kan spørges 1 1 

snakket med holdkammerater på forhånd 1 1 

Getting feedback on one's thinking and work from someone who 
knows 

1 1 

hvis en fagkyndig frem for et skema siger at man er i den 
rigtige retning 

1 1 

Options to ask questions in-class 6 7 

man kan spørge instruktoren 1 1 

man kan spørge på klassen 1 1 

mulighed for at komme til orde ved instruktorgennemgang 1 1 

mulighed for at stille spørgsmål 1 1 

stille instruktoren spørgsmål 1 1 

stille spørgsmål hvis man er i tvivl 1 1 

vi er ikke flere på holdet end vi er til at man kan stille 
spørgsmål til instruktoren 

1 1 

Options to express concern in the system 2 2 

man kan flagge 1 1 

man kan flagge i peergrade 1 1 

Providing feedback to peers 1 1 

deler sine overvejelser når han peergrader 1 1 
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 Files References 

Safe to ask the teaching assistant - trust in the teaching assistant 1 3 

Ingen dumme spørgsmål 1 1 

instruktoren er god tl at svare på spørgsmål 1 1 

stiller dumme spørgsmål 1 1 

Time to discuss and explore issues of concern in-class 2 2 

mere tid til gennemgang så der er meget plads til afklaring 1 1 

tilstrækkelig med tid til gennemgang 1 1 

Emotional expressivity 11 40 

Decreasing emotional expressivity 11 25 

Anonymity 1 1 

Anonymitet 1 1 

Concerns about being professional 5 5 

det bliver lidt for pædagogigsk og lidt facebook-relateret 1 1 

jeg ville tackle det professionelt 1 1 

opgaven skal bare overstås 1 1 

opleves som fjollet 1 1 

ved ikke hvordan man skulle udtrykke følelser over for 
hinanden 

1 1 

Concerns about critising others 2 6 

af respekt for hinanden sviner man ikke hinanden til 1 1 

det er svært ikke at udtrykke kritik i peergrade hvis noget er 
meget forkert 

1 1 

formulerer det objektiv så man ikke kritiserer alt muligt og 
bliver set som en kritisk person 

1 1 

hvis en opgave er dårlig vil det ikke blive kommenteret 1 1 

ikke så sjovt at få feedback hvis den er kritisk 1 1 

man tænker over dem der nu har skrevet opgaven - kritik 
kan  gøre at man bliver opfattet som en kritisk person 

1 1 

Individual assignment 1 1 

der er ingen grund til at dele følelser fordi peergrade er 
selvhjælp 

1 1 
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 Files References 

Lack of time in-class 2 2 

der er ikke tid til at skrive kommentarer 1 1 

hvis der er mange ting man skal igennem 1 1 

Non a joint practice or inconsistency in this practice 3 3 

hvis ikke alle bruger det 1 1 

hvis man ikke kommenterer alle de besvarelser man ser 
igennem 

1 1 

hvis man ikke selv skriver kommentarer 1 1 

Perceived limited value of others' contributions 1 2 

hvis ingen bruger likes til noget 1 1 

hvis man ikke lægger meget i peergrade 1 1 

Restricted options concerning providing feedback 5 5 

du kan ikke bare give en tommelfinger uden at skrive hvorfor 1 1 

hvis man ikke kan kommentere noget ud over ja eller nej 1 1 

Ingen mulighed for at lægge hånden på skulderen 1 1 

man kunne godt lidt mere tydeligt have givet 
feedbackgiveren mulighed for at sige noget om hvor godt 
man synes det er opfyldt 

1 1 

mulighederne i peergrade er mindre konsturktive 1 1 

Increasing emotional expressivity 8 15 

Being identifiable 1 1 

hvis ens opgave bliver identificeret kan man få ros på 
klassen 

1 1 

Emotional expressivity as a joint practice 1 2 

hvis andre tager det seriøst 1 1 

rart selv at få kommentarer med på vejen 1 1 

Follow-up on feedback and the assignment afterwards 1 1 

hvis man snakker sammen om opgaven bagefter 1 1 

Knowing others and their needs 1 1 

Kendskab til folk og hvad de har brug for - en social 
færdighed 

1 1 
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 Files References 

Options to express emotions or reactions in-class 2 2 

hyggeligt hvis man kan komme med sidekommentarer til en 
sidemand 

1 1 

ytre sig på klasse 1 1 

Options to react on peers' contribution in the system 6 8 

der er mulige for at udtrykke sig nogenlunde i peergrade 1 1 

flagging i systemet 1 1 

hyggeligt med kommentarboksene 1 1 

kommentarfeltet i systemet 1 1 

man kan skrive ros i peergrade 1 1 

vi kan give flag og tommelfinger og kommentere 1 1 

vi kan give reaktioner på den feedback vi selv modtager 1 1 

via kommentarboksen i forhold til rettelserne 1 1 

Exposure 11 44 

Decreasing exposure 10 20 

Anonymity as a setting 3 3 

andre kan ikke se at det er ham der har lavet det 1 1 

anonymitet 1 1 

anonymitet (2) 1 1 

Anonymity by not adding a personal signature of feature 1 1 

hvis man ikke skriver navn på 1 1 

Anonymity towards educators and personal responsibility as a 
higher education feature 

1 1 

vi er på universitetet - det er vores eget ansvar at studere og 
blive bedre 

1 1 

Fear of biased judgement 3 3 

anonymitet er godt for man kunne være tiløjelig til at farve 
bedømmelsen alt efter om man er ven med vedkommende 

1 1 

hvis det ikke var anonymt ville man være tilbøjelig til at skrive 
noget andet 

1 1 
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 Files References 

man har ikke behov for at vide hvem man retter - så kan 
man hurgtigt synes noget om dem 

1 1 

Fear of social punishment 2 2 

anonymitet er godt for hvis andre ikke kan lide den kritik han 
kommer med ved de ikke hvem den kommer fra 

1 1 

hvis det er anonymt kommer man ikke i klemme med nogle 
dårlige følelser med folk 

1 1 

High number of students 2 2 

mange studerende 1 1 

Mange studerende og mange afleveringer (educator) 1 1 

Lack of time getting to know others 1 1 

for få timer til at instruktoren kan lære deres navne at kende 1 1 

Limited utilisation of the work and limited value in relation to 
exam 

3 3 

der er ingen grund til at underviseren genkender stud for der 
gives ingen årskarater 

1 1 

hvis hun var min censor eller eksaminator 1 1 

underviseren kan nok se den, men hun aner ikke hvad de 
bruger det til 

1 1 

Non-personal writing style or lack of knowledge among peers 
about personal ways of writing 

2 2 

hvis man kunne gøre det endnu mere anonymt ville det 
være godt - samme skrifttype i opgaven 

1 1 

kender ikke hinanden så godt endnu på skrift 1 1 

Restrictions in how to do the assignment or limited options to 
stand-out 

2 2 

det er begrænset hvor forskellige man kan svare på en 
specifik opgave 

1 1 

hvis man ikke skiller sig ud 1 1 

Increasing exposure 10 24 

de har fået præsenteret at undervisere kan se hvem der laver 
hvad 

1 1 

det er tydeligt at jeg selv har lavet det (opsætning standardiseres 
ikke som på fb) 

1 1 
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 Files References 

genkende ens egen skrift 1 1 

gætter på at instrukturen kan se deres navne 1 1 

havde skrevet sit navn til at starte med (mangle introduktion) 1 1 

hendes lange sætningskonstruktioner er genkendelige 1 1 

hvis andre kan genkende ens layout 1 1 

hvis andre kan genkende ens måde at skrive på 1 1 

hvis du sidder ved siden af en som får din opgave 1 1 

hvis en sidekammerat afslører at det er vedkommendes opgave 1 1 

hvis ens skrivestil adskiller sig fra andres 1 1 

hvis jeg læser den igen 1 1 

hvis man har diskuterer opgaven med andre inden så ved de 
hvad man nogenlunde er kommet frem til 

1 1 

hvis man retter en opgave fra en, som man har hjulpet 1 1 

hvis man skriver navn på 1 1 

hvis man tilfældigvis sidder ved siden af den der retter ens 
opgave og personen kommenterer det så giver man måske sig 
selv til kende 

1 1 

hvis underviseren går ind og ser opgaverne 1 1 

kan genkende egen opbygning 1 1 

kan genkende sit eget for hun skriver flere kommentarer 1 1 

placering i rækkefølgen at opgaver der skal grades gør ens eget 
bidrag genkendeligt 

1 1 

rækkefølgen på opgaver man skal give feedback gør at man kan 
genkende sin egen 

1 1 

underviseren har sagt at afleveringerne står med navn i systemet 1 1 

vi logger på med vores navn 1 1 

vi ved at det er hinanden (en fra gruppen) der har lavet det 1 1 

Investment 11 55 

Decreasing investment 10 22 

Haste or little time 4 6 

feje hurtigt igennem feedback 1 1 
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 Files References 

lille tidsforbrug på egen opgave 1 1 

nu skal vi overstå det - feedback i timerne 1 1 

peer feedback skulle fylde mindre 1 1 

presset på tid 1 1 

tiden blev disponeret forkert 1 1 

High work effort - outcome 2 2 

konkurrende opgaver og læsning (nedprioriterer 
peergrade) 

1 1 

Lav effekt kontra timeforbrug - feedbackdelen 1 1 

Instructional restrictions or design that overlooks a potential 3 3 

hvis man ikke arbejder med feedbacken bagefter 1 1 

hvis man ikke kan udfolde sig kreativt 1 1 

vi har retningslinjer vi skal følge 1 1 

Low confidence in peers 3 4 

forskelle i bedømmelsesstil - nogle skriver kommentarer 
andre gør ikke 

1 1 

man skal ind i det først (man er ny) 1 1 

studerende kan lave fejl derfor er de dårligere til at give 
feedback 

1 1 

tiltro til medstuderende 1 1 

Non-challenging assignment 2 4 

Assignment with immediate feedback 1 1 

man får svarene med det samme 1 1 

hvis det bliver en gentagelse til den sidste opgave 1 1 

involverer få aspekter ad gangen 1 1 

Mindre opgave 1 1 

Non-engaging teaching - lecturing style 2 3 

får ikke noget ud af slavisk gennemgang på tavlen 1 1 

hvis underviseren er flyvsk og snakker hurtigt 1 1 

lavt fremmøde til timerne 1 1 
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 Files References 

Increasing investment 11 33 

Applying and testing skills and competences and and immersion 7 15 

anvende de færdigheder vi har lært 1 1 

den giver mulighed for at man kan bruge det man har lært 
og man kan søge ny information 

1 1 

forbereder en til fremtidens opgaver 1 1 

fordi jeg gerne vil 1 1 

få testet om man har fattet det 1 1 

gå i dybden med opgaverne, stillet nogle opgaver som jeg 
selvstændigst skal kunne løse 

1 1 

hvad man selv lægger i det 1 1 

hygge hjemme 1 1 

jeg får lov til at tænke selv når jeg retter 1 1 

man bliver konfronteret med sine fejl når man retter sin egen 1 1 

man bruger det man har læst og hørt til at løse opgaen 1 1 

man kan teste sin viden af 1 1 

mange spørgsmål der giver mulighed for at teste det af 1 1 

mulighed for at engagere sig og få noget ud af 
læringssituationen 

1 1 

tænke over tingene med egen opgave 1 1 

Feedback and guidance from the educator 2 4 

hvis en med faglig autoritet også rettede ens opgave 1 1 

hvis underviseren rettede ens opgave 1 1 

noter til hvad der er godt at huske på (fra undervisere) 1 1 

Opgaver man får feedback på 1 1 

Social comparison and modelling 6 7 

at man hjælper sig selv og andre på vej 1 1 

at rette andres opgaver for det pejeler en lidt ind på hvad 
der er rigtigt 

1 1 

giver mulighed for at se hvordan andre løser opgaven 1 1 
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 Files References 

hvis jeg gør noget godt så forventer jeg også at andre gør 
noget godt ved mig 

1 1 

hvis man blev sporet mere ind på hvordan man skriver en 
god opgave (formuleringer) - guidelines 

1 1 

manhjælper sig selv ved at hjælpe andre 1 1 

taget feedback-opgaven seriøst som man kan 1 1 

Structural support 1 1 

god information om hvad der skal foregå og hvordan de 
uploader 

1 1 

Sufficient time 4 6 

bruger tid på det 1 1 

brugt tid på at give feedback 1 1 

brugt tid på at lave opgaverne krydstjekke i bogen 1 1 

hvis man gider at bruge tid kan man virkelig får noget ud af 
at løse opgaverne 

1 1 

Mere tid til at engagere sig i den ene besvarelse 1 1 

mere tid til gennemgang af opgaven ved instruktor 1 1 

Persistence 9 22 

Decreasing persistence 4 4 

Not having or perceiving not to have access to the feedback 4 4 

hvis man ikke retter sin egen opgave kan man ikke se den 
feedback man har fået 

1 1 

korte og vævende forklaringer omkring systemets 
funktionaliteter 

1 1 

spøjst system - prøve at finde feedbacken 1 1 

været i tvivl om det blev der så hun har taget screenshots af 
feedbacken 

1 1 

Increasing Persistence 9 18 

Factual statements of having access 7 13 

andre har fortsat adgang til ens opgave 1 1 

bliver ved at ligge der til de er færdige 1 1 

det bliver ikke lukket 1 1 
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 Files References 

det er nemt at finde igen 1 1 

det ligger der efterfølgende 1 1 

flagging får underviseren til at tilgå opgaven 1 1 

hvis jeg kan se andres rettelser kan de vel også se min 1 1 

hvis man kan gå ind og se ens ting og hvad man har svaret 
folk 

1 1 

jeg kan gå ind og se min feedback - der er ikke noget der 
forsvinder 

1 1 

Man kan se det man selv har lavet 1 1 

man kan se sin egen opgave og hvad andre har 
kommenteret 

1 1 

underviseren har cacess til alting 1 1 

underviserne kan se det hele - har set en pp med procenter 1 1 

Recollection and inspiration for future assignments 2 3 

hvis man husker at der er en, der have skrevet på en fed 
måde 

1 1 

HVis man skal skrive noget lignende kan man gå tilbage og 
finde opgaven 

1 1 

man trækker de fede ting ud og putter det i et sepeat 
dokuemt - samler det 

1 1 

Utilizing the feedback received 2 2 

hvis ens feedback til andre er godt kan de bruge det til mere 
efter undervisningen 

1 1 

uddybende feedback 1 1 

Sociality 10 36 

Decreasing sociality 9 20 

Individual assignment and work 5 6 

hvis du skal sidde alene 1 1 

individuelt arbejde at rette hinandens og lave egne opgaver 1 1 

man laver opgaverne hver for sig 1 1 

mange sidder hjemme og laver opgaven 0 0 
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 Files References 

meget individuel - sidder ikke og sparrer med en kammerat 
ved siden af 

1 1 

opgaverne er ikke gruppeopgaver 1 1 

vi samarbejder ikke som sådan 1 1 

Individual formal assessment 2 3 

individuel eksamen så der er fint at arbejde individuelt 1 1 

man sidder alene til eksamen så det giver mere mening at 
kunne løse det selv 

1 1 

til eksamen kan du heller ikke spørge sidemanden om hjælp 1 1 

Limited focus on student constributions or lack of instructions 
involving collaboration 

3 4 

der bliver ikke lagt op til at man skal snakke sammen 1 1 

hvis man ikke kan komme til at snakke tilstrækkeligt om 
opgaven kan det give nogle tilbagehold 

1 1 

i timerne er opmærksomheden rettet mod tavlen og 
dernæst systemet - vi egentlig bare sidder ved skærmen 

1 1 

når man får rettelserne tilbage gør man ikke mere ved dem 1 1 

Non or less challenging assignments 3 3 

mindre opgave som flere følger de kan klare selv 1 1 

opgaver der ikke er svære lægger i mindre grad op til dialog 1 1 

så små opgaver der ikke ligger op til samarbejde 1 1 

Peergrading different contributions 2 2 

ikke muligt at samarbejde om peergrade for andre sidder 
med en anden opgave 

1 1 

vi peergrader forskellige opgaver 1 1 

Using the computer to solve the task 2 2 

primært min computer og jeg skal sidde og rette opgaver 1 1 

var i skærmen og ville gerne blive færdig med at peergrade 1 1 

Increasing sociality 8 16 

Instructional guidlines encompassing collaboration 1 1 

hvis man får at vide at man skal lave den sammen 1 1 
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 Files References 

Providing feedback as collaboration 1 1 

at give feedback er at samarbejde 1 1 

Student initiated back-and-forth 7 14 

allerede inden vi kommer til timen ar vi snakket med 
hinanden alle sammen og så snakker vi igen med 
sidemanden 

1 1 

dialog med medstuderende 1 1 

dialog om opgaven uden for uni 1 1 

gå sammen om at lave opgaven inden 1 1 

Hvis man bruger andre 1 1 

man husker det bedre hvis man diskuterer det 1 1 

man kan diskutere med hinanden 1 1 

man træffer selv valget om hvor meget man vil arbejde 
sammen 

1 1 

mødtes og snakket med medstuderende om de har fået 
samme resultat 

1 1 

snakker med sidemanden 1 1 

snakker med sidemanden om det 1 1 

snakker med sidemanden om det man er i tvivl om 1 1 

vender alt med alle 1 1 

vil gerne hjælpe dem der har brug for det - hvis man kan 
forklare har man måske også forstået 

1 1 
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Appendix 6 

Informed consent form (in Danish) 

 

Undersøgelse af studerendes oplevelse af blended learning 

Aftale 

Aftalen er indgået d. ______ 2017 

Mellem: 

Aarhus Universitet, School of Business and Social Sciences/ Center for Undervisning og Læring. 

Bartholins alle 10, 8000 Aarhus C 

og 

Undersøgelsens formål 

Målet med undersøgelsen er at: 

• Del 1: Undersøge studerendes oplevelse og udbytte af blended learning (peergrade)  

• Del 2: Bidrage til eksisterende forskning i blended learning ved at undersøge 

sammenhæng mellem underviseres anvendelse af blended learning, studerendes 

oplevelse af blended learning og studerendes læringsudbytte (PoBLI) 

 

Sikkerhed omkring dine besvarelser 

Data (det vil sige besvarelserne) vil blive behandlet fortroligt. Adgang til data gives kun til relevant 

forskningspersonale. 

Vi tager hensyn til de personer eller grupper, som er genstand for forskning, samt til andre der kan 

blive berørt af forskningsarbejdet, og vi sikrer, at data ikke stilles til rådighed i en form, som muliggør 

identificering af personer, der er genstand for eller har bidraget med oplysninger til 

forskningsarbejdet. 

En del af resultaterne fra undersøgelsen til indgå i videnskabelige artikler til internationale 

forskningstidsskrifter. Den samme beskyttelse af individer vil gøre sig gældende her. Det vil altså 

hverken i artikler eller rapporter blive nævnt eller videregivet personidentificerbare oplysninger. 
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PÅ VEGNE AF CENTER FOR UNDERVISNING OG LÆRING, AARHUS BSS 

Maria Hvid Stenalt 

Position: Ph.d.-stipendiat, Educational it konsulent 

Signatur: 

 

DELTAGER 

Navn: 

 

Signatur: 
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Appendix 7 

Informed consent form for digital data (in Danish) 

 

Undersøgelse af studerendes oplevelse af blended learning 

Supplerende aftale vedrørende digitale data, 

 

Aftalen er indgået d. ______ 2017 

Mellem: 

Aarhus Universitet, School of Business and Social Sciences/ Center for Undervisning og Læring. 

Bartholins alle 10, 8000 Aarhus C 

og 

Indhentning af tilladelse til at anvende deltagerens digitale data i Peergrade.io 

Data, som deltagerne giver Maria Hvid Stenalt tilladelse til at indsamle, behandle og arkivere, er de 

personlige data: 

- som deltageren afgiver i forbindelse med deltagelse i en aktivitet i systemet Peergrade.io. 

- der er synlige i Peergrade for brugere med en underviserprofil på den pågældende side, 

som deltageren er tilknyttet. 

 

Personlige data, som er afgivet og synlige, angår: 

- Deltagernes aktiviteter i Peergrade, herunder: 

o Deltagerens afleverede opgaver 

o Deltagerens peer-grading/evaluering af andre og feedback til medstuderende 

(herunder flags og thumps-up) 

 

Aftalen angår alene de informationer, der er afgivet til og indsamlet via systemet Peergrade.io. 

Aftalen dækker ikke information, der er blevet indsamlet offline eller via andre online systemet.  
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Data vil blive behandlet fortroligt, og adgang til data gives kun til relevant forskningspersonale. Vi 

tager hensyn til de personer eller grupper, som er genstand for forskning, samt til andre der kan 

blive berørt af forskningsarbejdet, og vi sikrer, at data ikke stilles til rådighed i en form, som muliggør 

identificering af personer, der er genstand for eller har bidraget med oplysninger til 

forskningsarbejdet. 

En del af resultaterne fra undersøgelsen vil indgå i videnskabelige artikler til internationale 

forskningstidsskrifter. Den samme beskyttelse af individer vil gøre sig gældende her. Det vil altså 

hverken i artikler eller rapporter blive nævnt eller videregivet personidentificerbare oplysninger. 

Underskriften bekræfter, at du giver tilladelse til at anvendes omtalte data. Hvis du ikke er enig med 

aftalen, skal du ikke skrive under. 

PÅ VEGNE AF CENTER FOR UNDERVISNING OG LÆRING, AARHUS BSS 

Maria Hvid Stenalt 

Position: Ph.d.-stipendiat, Educational it konsulent 

 

Signatur: 

 

DELTAGER 

 

Signatur: 

  



 
 
 

 

 

 

[226] 
 
 

 

 

 

  



 
 
 

 

 

 

[227] 
 
 

 

 

 

CO-AUTHOR STATEMENT   



 
 
 

 

 

 

[228] 
 
 

 

 

 

 


	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	FOREWORK
	THESIS OUTLINE
	CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
	Why focus on analysing teaching-learning interactions?
	Why are digital technologies related to teaching-learning interactions?
	Limitations

	Why focus on accounting for agency?
	Research question
	The limits of my arguments
	Defining digital technology and teaching-learning interactions

	CHAPTER 2  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: STUDENT AGENCY
	Understanding the concept of student agency
	Dimensions and domains and relational and systematic descriptions
	Agentic orientation and possibility
	Current empirical research into digital contexts

	Conceptualizing and analysing student agency in digital interactions
	Structural-agentic processes
	Relational agency
	Summary


	CHAPTER 3  RESEARCH LOGIC AND METHODOLOGY
	Moving towards reflexive ethics
	The frame of the PhD project

	Accounting for the research method in Study 1
	The systematic review
	Sampling strategy
	Inclusion and exclusion criteria
	Analysis
	Synthesis

	Reflections on the method adopted

	Accounting for the research method in Study 2
	Human and nonhuman inquiry
	The empirical methods
	Identifying a breakdown
	The case study
	Data collection
	Data Analysis

	Reflections on the method adopted


	CHAPTER 4  THE THREE STUDIES AND FINDINGS
	Study 1
	Study 2
	Study 3

	CHAPTER 5  CONCLUSION
	Implications, validity, and limitations
	Constraints
	Practical strategies
	Surveillance

	Development of student agency research
	Validity
	Contributions

	Concluding remarks

	CHAPTER 6  SUMMARIES
	English summary
	Dansk resumé

	REFERENCES
	ARTICLE 1 – 3 IN FULL LENGTH
	Article 1

	Introduction
	Review methodology
	Literature search
	Criteria for inclusion/exclusion in the review and quality assessment
	Selection process for synthesised studies

	Results
	Publication time, journal, and country
	Settings and participants
	Student agency in qualitative studies
	Identified conceptualisations of student agency
	Identified findings

	Student agency in quantitative studies
	Identified conceptualisations of student agency
	Identified findings

	Student agency in mixed-methods studies
	Identified conceptualisations of student agency
	Identified findings


	Conceptual model of student agency in higher education
	Conclusion
	References
	Article 2

	Introduction
	Student Agency in the Context of Higher Education
	Relational Agency

	Materials and Methods
	Methodological Approach
	Case
	Participants and Context
	Procedure

	Analysis

	Results
	Investment
	Sociality
	Cognitive Expressivity
	Emotional Expressivity
	Exposure
	Persistence

	Discussion
	References
	Article 3

	APPENDIX
	Appendix 1
	1.1
	Appendix 2
	1.2
	Appendix 3
	Appendix 4
	1.3
	Appendix 5
	Appendix 6
	Appendix 7

	CO-AUTHOR STATEMENT

