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[bookmark: _Toc140444173]Abstract
The study addresses the dilemmas of building and maintaining caring relationships between academic staff and mature students who transitioned from further education studies to a higher education programme delivered online. Teacher care is considered as an important factor in students’ outcomes, experiences, and well-being (Tang, et al., 2022) while the role of care for students who find studying challenging, and who are affected by lack of confidence or personal and societal issues is even more significant (Barrow, 2015).  The purpose of this study was to conduct a phenomenological inquiry into academic staff’s perceptions and lived experiences of caring relationships with their students. To gather data, narrative methods were employed. Seven participants wrote reflective texts which were analysed, and the preliminary findings were discussed in a focus group with three participants. The data from the reflective texts and the focus group discussion was converged and led to identification of four themes which describe the phenomenon of caring relations as situated, individualised, reciprocal and vulnerable. These themes inform recommendations to provide support at the organisational level to the academic staff and students which would lead to more effective relationships and improve the learning environment for all. 
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[bookmark: _Toc140444176]Chapter 1: Introduction
The study presented in this dissertation report is associated with the area of emotional well-being and its role in higher education. The separation between cognition and emotion goes back to Rene Descartes who distinguished between emotion and reason, mind and body, head and heart (Scales, 2009). However, current research suggest that well-being and positive emotions contribute to student success and progression as much as academic teaching and learning (Postareff et al., 2017). The “revelatory moment” (Svendby, 2021) experienced while taking the “Psychology of Learning” module inspired the choice to explore emotional aspects of teaching and learning in Higher Education. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444177]1.1 Rationale
The personal interest was augmented with the professional rationale to pursue a successful career in my current role as programme manager which involves leading a course enrolling mostly mature students who transitioned to an undergraduate degree programme after completing a further education programme.  Mikuska (2016, p.28) observes that such students are prone to “experiencing significant life changes and as a result a range of extreme emotions” (p.128). My initial examination of literature on emotional well-being of students aiming to refine the research focus, highlighted that teacher caring was a significant aspect which has a wide-ranging positive impact on students’ outcomes, experiences and well-being (Tang, et.al., 2022).  Caring attitudes and behaviours of academic staff are perceived as important contributors of their effectiveness, however relationships between students and academic staff channelled through pedagogy of care and remain under-researched area (Barrow, 2015). Further reading of works by Nel Noddings (1984) who championed the of Ethics of Care inspired me to explore how her theory is manifested and can be applied in context of our HE setting – a department in a small private college which provides programmes of higher education in partnership with larger universities. The programmes are delivered online, and the majority of students are mature learners who combine study, work and personal commitments.   
[bookmark: _Toc140444178]1.2 Research aim and Research Questions
The research project aimed to apply the lens of the Ethics of Care to exploration of teaching practices and experiences of tutors delivering an online programme for mature students who transitioned to an undergraduate degree course following completion of further education studies. 
The was study be guided by the following questions:
1. How do tutors understand caring relationships and what behaviours do they perceive as caring in an online learning context?
2. What are the tutors’ lived experiences as educators building caring relationships with mature students in an online learning environment?
3.  What impact do the tutors believe caring relationships have on development of an empowering learning climate online?

[bookmark: _Toc140444179]1.3 Author’s Reflective Statement
I position myself within the constructivist paradigm and this reflects my stance on subjectivity and bias, therefore I did not attempt to remain neutral, and my study draws on combination of my knowledge, beliefs and values regarding caring relationships between teachers and students. I personally have witnessed how teaching with an ethic of care can evoke hope, create opportunities for success and produce a powerful impact on students. 
I relate to our students’ challenges and dilemmas - I experienced them firsthand    through the struggles of attending college as a mature student while raising family and working full-time. I am passionate about using my position of authority to improve student experiences. I strongly believe that my colleagues care about it too. In fact, I often think our little team epitomize student-centred philosophy and consider contributions by my colleagues a valuable source of knowledge and understanding.
As the study concerned itself with the lived experiences of my colleagues, phenomenological tenets are woven throughout the research design and attention was paid to representing their voices and perspectives to engage in a more thorough exploration of the phenomenon of caring relations. 

[bookmark: _Toc140444180]1.4 Dissertation Structure 
Following an introductory chapter which establishes the rationale and foundation for inquiry, the research process and results are recorded across three chapters. Chapter 2 examines existing literature and establishes a knowledge framework for further investigation. Chapter 3 justifies the choice of methodological tools used to navigate the inquiry and discusses limitations of the study. Chapter 4 presents the results and thematic data through the voices of the participants and provides analysis of the findings in connection with the proposed research questions and review of the literature. The report concludes with a final section  outlines its implications of the study for my practice and professional development as well as provides recommendations for further research. 
[bookmark: _Toc131458671][bookmark: _Toc131707173]

[bookmark: _Toc140444181]Chapter 2: Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Toc131458672][bookmark: _Toc131707174]This Chapter studies the theoretical frameworks relating to the ethics of care and synthesizes previous research on instructor and student perceptions and experiences of caring. The chapter demonstrates the need to conduct further study in an applied context and its findings were used to shape the research focus and support the data gathering and analysis.    
[bookmark: _Toc140444182]2.1Theorising Care in Higher Education
[bookmark: _Toc131458673][bookmark: _Toc131707175][bookmark: _Toc140444183]2.1.1 Nell Noddings’ Ethics of Care theory
The construct of care and caring relationships regarding education was introduced in the philosophical works by Noddings (1984, 1998, 2012) where the author, drawing on the body of knowledge from philosophy, developmental psychology, and education, formulated the Care Ethic theory aimed to promote principles enabling establishment of a climate in which caring relations would flourish.  This climate of care should lie beneath rather than augment teaching activity (Noddings, 2012). Poliner Shapiro and Stefkovich (2011) describe Noddings’ contribution as creation of a new educational hierarchy which places care at the top and puts students and their needs to be nurtured and encouraged at the centre of the educational process.  Owens and Ennis (2005) who provide an overview of theoretical frameworks related to manifestation of an ethic of care explain that Noddings’ theory assumes  a reciprocal relationship between the teacher as the one caring and  the student as the  one cared for in which the teacher acts out of a sense of personal obligation and responsibility to empower the students while the student has a responsibility to be receptive and responsive to the caring teacher. 
Noddings (1992) describes characteristics which differentiate caring relationships:  engrossment, commitment and motivational shift.  Engrossment is manifested in acceptance by the teacher of the student’s feelings, acknowledgement of their experiences and recognising their need to be accepted and valued.  Students respond by being receptive to the teacher when they feel included and when they know their feelings are valued. Commitment is characterised by the teacher’s desire to make sense of student’s shared experiences in order to understand their feelings toward the subject matter and provide thorough responses. The caring relationship is enhanced when the students realise the teacher’s commitment to meet their needs. Finally, according to Noddings (1992), a motivational shift is required: it enables the teacher to shift the focus from self and, whilst taking into account students’ individual situations, to determine what motivates students, what helps them achieve their plans and hopes.  The teacher efforts evoke a positive response from the student which completes the caring relationship.  While both the one caring (teacher) and the one cared for (student) must participate, Owens and Ennis (2005) point to the unequal nature of the relationship in the Nodding’s theoretical framework where the teacher must assume the primary caring role. The relationship is based on the teacher’s intentional engagement with the student to identify and respond to the students’ needs.  This, however, is not always possible – this is why Noddings (2001) cautions that there is no recipe for care and emphasises openness and the need to “listen to the cared for and respond in way that brings acknowledgment of the response as caring” (p. 41). 
[bookmark: _Toc131458674][bookmark: _Toc131707176][bookmark: _Toc140444184]2.1.2 Holistic approaches in the Ethics of Care 
Barnacle and Dall’Alba (2017) having explored the conceptual dimensions of care, make links between Noddings’ Care Ethic and Heidegger’s philosophy based on the premise that to be human is to care. According to Noddings (2005, p. 17), “all aware humans care”, however, what may seem a natural ability to care in one domain does not necessarily convert into an ability to form caring relationships, therefore a teacher who cares passionately about their subject may not necessarily take care to tie their passion in with the interests of their students. Elaborating on this thought Barnacle and Dall’Alba (2017) argue that higher education should not only be tasked with development of students’ knowledge and skills but also pay attention to the ontological dimension of caring for who the students are and what they are becoming.  This concurs with Keeling (2014) who stresses that ethic of care must take account of students as people and aim at development of a whole, integrated person.  Orcutt and Dringus (2017) who explored the nature of  authentic relationship between teachers and students online, found that shared goals of learning extend beyond the intended learning outcomes, while Tang et al. (2022) having distinguished between pedagogical, relational and holistic care established that students do not rate pedagogic care as more important than relational or holistic care. 
[bookmark: _Toc131458675][bookmark: _Toc131707177][bookmark: _Toc140444185]2.1.3 Joan Tronto’s Ethic of Care framework
 A number of authors who explored caring in professional contexts (Hugman, 2014; Swarz, Gachago, & Belford, 2018) applied Joan Tronto’s ethic of care framework that is based on four (Tronto, 1993) and later five (Tronto, 2013) principles. The first three principles: (1) attentiveness to identifying the needs, (2) responsibility for meeting the needs and (3) competence in providing care both in technical and moral domains corelate with Noddings’ characteristics of engrossment, commitment and moral shift.   The fourth principle relates to the response stage in the caring relationship, but Tronto puts emphasis on identification of new unmet needs as a result of receiving feedback from the cared for individual or group. Finally, the principle of solidarity encourages us to aim for the collective responsibility of givers and receivers of care. 
[bookmark: _Toc131458676][bookmark: _Toc131707178][bookmark: _Toc140444186]2.1.4 Feminist underpinning of the Ethic of Care theories
Owens and Ennis (2005) draw attention to the feminist influences on the development of the ethics of care, and particularly the contribution of Carol Gilligan who researched the process of moral decision-making.  Unlike Kohlberg (1981, 1984), a known theorist of moral development, who equated morality to fairness, justice, rules, regulations and abstract thinking thus concluding that women were less morally developed, Gilligan (1982) having studied women’s texts and thoughts construed that women draw on different views of morality and self in their decision-making  processes, using a “different voice” which is care-oriented.  Women associate identity with a relationship of connection with others, they emphasize context and favour cooperation over competition because the former enables them to develop relationships (Owens an Ennis, 2005). Jimenez-Cotez and Alres (2021) who conducted a scoping review of 126 journals explain that the feminist approach in pedagogical models, particularly those adopted by distance and hybrid education, aims to ensure equitable participation, make learning environments more student-centred, more dialogical, more inclusive, and more adapted to the student. These themes of participation, emancipation, empathy and concern for well-being align with the principles underpinning the Noddings’ and Tronto’s frameworks discussed above. 
[bookmark: _Toc131458677][bookmark: _Toc131707179][bookmark: _Toc140444187]2.1.5 Defining care in learning contexts
Definition of caring relationships are based on the principles embedded in the theoretical frameworks described above: reciprocity, shared agency and orientation towards student success form a holistic perspective. Noddings (2005) defines caring relations as connection and interaction of two human beings while emphasising that the character of connection and interaction must be mutual. Swarz, Gachago, & Belford (2018) note that caring is a complex relationship while also stressing that all participants/actors should be involved in the process. Wlaker and Gleaves (2016) provide a definition framed within pedagogical principles and describe caring relationships as “an array of practices and behaviours underpinned by relational approach to pedagogy”. 
Tett, et al. (2017) propose a definition of caring relationships that emphasises emotional aspects and draws on the data about the positive outcomes of caring both for students and staff.  They reject the binary opposition between emotion and reason maintaining that construction of knowledge should include emotions and see caring relationships in educational context as a “life-sustaining web of relations to support individual and collective well-being and enhance teaching and learning” (p. 177). 
Mastel-Smith, Post, & Lake (2015), Post, Mastel-Smith, & Lake (2017), Orcutt & Dringus (2017) explore caring relations in online learning environments in association with the concept of teaching presence. Orcutt and Dingus (2017) understand teaching presence as a mechanism consisting of various forms of interaction that bridge the transactional distance between the instructor and the student. The sense of presence is created intentionally with an aim to enable students to experience it. At the same time, according to Orcutt and Dringus (2017) presence is not just an array of practices, it is a mindset which fosters an intellectual climate of co-construction of knowledge that is shared by the instructors and the students.   According to Anderson et al. (2001) teacher presence goes beyond course delivery, encompassing stages of planning and design.  Post, Mastel-Smith, & Lake (2017) provide a definition of online caring presence which takes into account student and instructor perspectives and is oriented toward student success: “faculty and students, mutually present and engaged, create a cooperative connection through open communication and sensitive feedback in a safe academic environment for the purpose of student success” (p.7)  
Barrow (2015) and Tormey (2021) bring attention to teacher immediacy as a concept that augments understanding of the notions of teaching presence and caring relationships in learning contexts. Tormey (2021) states that immediacy alongside with cooperation, closeness and goodwill constitute the concept of care.  Immediacy refers to psychological closeness between teacher and student and use of interaction and communication strategies manifested in verbal and non-verbal behaviours that promote a sense of teaching presence and facilitate student engagement (Fahara & Castro, 2015). Baker (2010)  who examined instructor  immediacy and presence in an online learning environment found that linear combination of instructor immediacy and presence leads to statistically significant positive impact on student affective learning, cognition and motivation as reported by students.  There are specifics in manifesting and perceiving instructor presence and immediacy in online learning modalities which is determined by physical distance between the instructor and the learner. Synchronous activities in online learning environments, according to Baker (2010) enhance a sense of instructor presence and immediacy. 
Analysis of the theoretical underpinnings of the frameworks applied to understanding the ethics of care as well as concepts and definitions associated with caring relations infers three fundamental principles: reciprocity associated with continuous cycle of paying attention to one’s needs, addressing the needs and receiving feedback; the holistic orientation towards wellbeing, and the shared agency between the one giving care and the one receiving care. This study will draw on these tenets as a theoretical lens while exploring the tutor’s practices and experiences.

[bookmark: _Toc131458678][bookmark: _Toc131707180][bookmark: _Toc140444188]2.2. Student and Instructor Perceptions and Experiences of Caring Relations 
Research points to certain fundamental characteristics that both students and instructors perceive in their relationships as caring.  According to Haskell-McBee  (2007), the top seven most frequently identified characteristic of caring instructors are “offering help, showing compassion, showing interest, caring about the individual, giving time, listening, and getting to know students” (p. 36).  Williamson  (2018) reports that teachers perceive caring relations as seeing students in a holistic manner while meeting their needs and communicating expectations clearly.  Additionally, Owens and Ennis (2005) explain that instructors demonstrate fundamental characteristics of caring in active moments of engrossment, freedom, creativity, and spontaneous response. These allow the cared-for student manifest their best-selves.   Researchers in the field of online learning in higher education contexts show that perceptions of caring relations reported by students and instructors overlap, and several themes are prevalent in literature. 
[bookmark: _Toc131458679][bookmark: _Toc131707181][bookmark: _Toc140444189]2.2.1 Communication and dialogue 
According to Noddings (1992) dialogue and communication, sharing and responding allow for development and maintenance of caring relations. Robinson, Al-Freih, & Kilgore (2020) who explored how care theory and ethics of care are explained by the students also highlighted the importance of dialogue in creating a caring online environment. From students’ perspective those instructors who are present, willing to engage in an open dialogue with students and provide timely responses help foster as sense of care and connection.  The participants differentiated between personal and group communication and found email to be a good form of communication for personal questions, while the discussion board was critical for group communication.  Further students signalled that instructors indicate a higher level of care by being available outside of normal business hours, particularly at times when non-traditional students tend to work on their course materials. Finally, the participants of the study by Robinson, Al-Freih, & Kilgore (2020) felt that an instructor’s willingness to elicit student feedback on course design and delivery was an indication for caring through dialogue. Hill (2014) who collected post-graduate student perspectives on effective teaching over 8 years, and Post, Mastel-Smith, & Lake (2017) who conducted  interviews to explore instructor-student caring relations from the student perspective  arrived at similar findings explaining that  students valued behaviours such as availability and approachability, timely feedback, being open to contact, validating and valuing student experiences, being flexible and understanding student demands of adult life.  Findings by Goh et.al. (2017) who collected data from students enrolled on e-Learning courses also conclude that timeliness of response, feedback and presence are strong contributors to online experiences. 
Williamson (2018) explored perception and attitudes of faculty and found that instructors view caring relationships as a two-way process, where teachers are responsive to the needs of students and communicate expectations clearly. Communication must be consistent, authentic and timely (Walker & Gleaves, 2016).  The study by Orcutt (2017) highlights the importance of availability of instructors and establishing teaching presence in terms of responsiveness to the students’ needs and expectations which creates a sense of trust leading to the development of the community of learning where teaching presence is experienced. Instructors perceive as caring proactive initiation of communication with students, posting responses in the discussion boards, setting and reinforcing expectations, being available to support and guide students. 
[bookmark: _Toc131458680][bookmark: _Toc131707182][bookmark: _Toc140444190]2.2.2 Proactive approach and engagement
Tronto (1993, 2013) refers to the ethics of care as something we  do rather than  who we are. Likewise, Noddings (1992) emphasises demonstrating care through modelling which is based on instructor’s actions and behaviours rather than assertions while Williamson (2018) maintains that the faculty who role-model caring promote healthy teaching and learning environment. This enhances professionalism and benefits both students and staff. From student perspective, modelling is associated with instructor actively participating in the course through actions such as sending email reminders, checking in with students, being present on the discussion board Robinson, Al-Freih, & Kilgore (2020), moderating discussions and restarting stalled discussions (Baker, 2010).  Another way instructors can demonstrate care, according to Robinson, Al-Freih, & Kilgore, (2020) and Post, Mastel-Smith, & Lake (2017) is through course design, organisation and presentation: students feel cared for when instructors anticipate their needs and address them through a well-planned and consistent course design. Such strategies as placing course materials in accessible locations on the course webpage, using marking rubrics and frequently asked question sections, aim to reduce the burden on time, are perceived by students as caring actions and behaviours. Hill (2014) explains that caring about the student's learning and ability to integrate new information, going beyond simple transmission of content to the students and paying attention to affective and emotional processes constitutes effective teaching. According to Walker & Gleaves (2016) active fostering and maintenance of pedagogical relationships creates a caring learning environment. 
Another aspect covered in the literature is students’ perceptions of their responsibilities in the academic journey. Development of caring relationships is dependent on how well students engage with instructors, take responsibility for their learning and request support when needed. In a study conducted by Post, Mastel-Smith, & Lake (2017), it was found that the students recognise their need to inform instructors when they encounter academic or personal challenges. This is a crucial step that enables instructors to provide appropriate support and guidance. Similarly, students acknowledged the importance of asking questions when they do not understand a concept. This proactive approach helps them to clarify their doubts and engage with the course material. Students also acknowledged the need to be engaged in the learning process and be self-motivated and understood that taking ownership of their learning process would make academic success more likely. 
However, responsibility of seeking support is often placed on the students themselves. According to Tett et al. (2017), academic staff often assume that students will be  self-motivated and perceptive enough to identify their own needs and seek help. As a result, support may disproportionately go to those who are assertive and articulate, while those who are disempowered may not receive the support they need. This reactive approach assumes that students have the agency to seek support which may not always be the case. In addition, Tett et al. (2017) found that students often perceive support as uncertain and not guaranteed, its availability is often determined by individual characteristics or attitudes of the instructor.  This creates a sense of luck when students do receive support, which is not ideal for a learning environment.  Therefore, it is important that institutions of higher education establish a proactive approach to support students rather than rely on reactive measures. 
[bookmark: _Toc131458681][bookmark: _Toc131707183][bookmark: _Toc140444191]2.2.3 Positive interactions and individual approach
Post, Mastel-Smith, & Lake (2017) found that students perceive it as care when instructors adhere to etiquette and engage in respectful online discourse with emphasis on positive, engaged, warm and welcoming interactions. Student reported feeling cared for when feedback was conveyed to them in a positive way, when feedback was detailed and specific to each student and when feedforward detailing how student could improve their further coursework was provided. Tett et al. (2017) note that an individual approach is particularly important in cases where the result of assessment is disappointing to the student – this can compromise the caring relationship. Demonstration by the Instructor of understanding of student experiences can mitigate the negative outcomes.  According to Meyers (2009) students value teacher’s demonstration of concern for students, respectfulness and willingness to foster interactions. Quinlan (2016) notes importance of learning student names and building personal relationships. Understanding student’s unique circumstances, flexibility and offering extensions and arranging for additional learning opportunities was also perceived by students as care. Tang et al. (2022) concur with the findings discussed above and put emphasis on individualised pedagogical actions which facilitate learning and co-construction while promoting caring, inclusive, and positive context.  
[bookmark: _Toc131458682][bookmark: _Toc131707184][bookmark: _Toc140444192]2.2.4 The sense of presence and immediacy online 
Baker (2010) found that students taking courses online value synchronous experiences which afford more immediacy and create a sense of instructor presence. Post et al (2017) highlight that students appreciate real-time meetings and feel better when they can hear the instructor’s voice and see their face – in other words know that they are a real person.  
Shin (2022) who interviewed university teachers nominated by their colleagues as caring, points out that instructors struggle to build relationships in virtual environments due to the absence of visual cues. Instructors found it challenging to ensure the students understood the lesson which was compounded by the absence of non-verbal cues. Dar (2023)  conducted a qualitative study of instructor experiences of emergency remote teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic and established that challenges caused by lack of proximity and non-verbal immediacy can generate negative feelings of alienation. Instructors struggled to identify if the students could hear them, they experienced lack of attention and lack of reciprocity which threatened their self-image and self-identity and created a significant barrier to establishing caring relationships.  According to Dar (2023) challenges with technology can hinder relational practices such as empathising, amusing, affiliating, supporting and smiling. 
The compulsory camera-on mode has been used by a number of institutions to foster human connections and promote engagement.  However, Shin (2022) raises a concern that such requirements can cause equity issues: students’ participation can be hindered due to their unease about their homes being visible, cultural differences and technical issues associated with digital poverty. 
According Orcutt & Dringus 2017) ack of training can be particularly problematic when it comes on using technology in virtual classrooms. The researcher found that instructors struggle with finding suitable approaches to teaching in online environments because many of them did not experience this way of being taught themselves. As a result, they either rely too much on technology or go back to the conventional ways of facilitating collaborative practices. Importance of professional training for faculty staff to facilitate design of meaningful online experiences is highlighted by Bozkurt and Zawacki-Richter (2021) who conducted a literature review on scholarly publication on trends and patterns in distance education.    
[bookmark: _Toc131458683][bookmark: _Toc131707185][bookmark: _Toc140444193]2.3 Personal, professional, social and cultural contexts of caring 
Effective care, as evidenced by literature, is underpinned by the instructor’s ability to understand their own experiences, values and attitudes and acknowledge the social and cultural contexts in which care takes places. Noddings (1992) highlights the value of personal experiences in understanding caring relations and makes the links between the capacity to care   and the adequate experiences of being cared for suggesting that those who experienced care in their life are more likely to be able to create caring relationships with their students. According to Noddings (1992) caring teachers recall personal experiences of being cared for by drawing on memories of their own most caring moments and seek to convey those feelings to their students. Additionally, Noddings (1984) recommends that instructors who struggle to make sense of caring relationships in educational contexts should recapture memories of being cared for and reflect on their own experiences and emotions when interacting with students.
Owens and Ennis (2005) emphasise the importance of instructor’s cultural competence and argue that caring is facilitated when teachers are embedded in the community or culture they are better positioned to understand the cultural context in which their students live. This enables them to identify and meet their students’ unique needs and facilitates caring relationships. Similarly, Tang et al. (2022) argue that personal acts of care are shaped by broader social and cultural contexts and that teachers need to be aware of social and cultural factors that influence their students’ lives. Care, according to Tang et al. (2022) is situated and inherently complex. 
Tett et al. (2017) draw attention to the importance of social connections and the ability of instructors and students to relate to each other.  Their study found that students perceive instructors who share a similar background with their students as more capable of supporting them.  Ability of instructors to value and recognise students’ practice and experience as well as their knowledge facilitated more connected relationships which staff which helped students become better learners.  Tett et al. (2017) suggest that such relationships are underpinned by an” unspoken shared experience of social class” (p. 173).  
Finally, McConnell Moroye and Uhrmacher (2018) highlight the importance of self-reflection, self-awareness, and self-care. Caring for self, according to the authors, is an essential precursor of being able to care for others. Self-care involves examinations of one’s beliefs, and instructors who take time to reflect on and understand their values are more likely to be able to connect with their students and create effective caring relationships. Swarz, Gachago, & Belford (2018) observe that changes brought about by blended and online learning have not only caused a transformation in teaching practices, but also influenced the academics’ development and their view of “self”. 
[bookmark: _Toc131458684][bookmark: _Toc131707186][bookmark: _Toc140444194]2.4 The institutional contexts of caring
Traditionally higher education has the focus has been on the content area expertise rather than caring aspect of teaching despite research that has shown that caring relationships between the instructor and the student are essential (Barrow, 2015). Meyers (2009) argues that the idea that faculty should not care about their students is “limiting and detrimental to the students we teach and undermines instructional effectiveness (p. 208).  
Owens and Ennis (2005) suggest that at an institutional level, caring relationships can be either explicitly encouraged or function as implicit assumptions.   Walker & Gleaves (2016) note that there is a lack of explicit references to caring relations in the professional discourse despite evidence from research. Similarly, analysis of the Irish policy documents conducted within this literature review such as Quality Assurance guidelines for providers (Quality Qualifications Ireland, 2016) found no explicit mentions of care.  
Further Walker and Gleaves (2016) point to the contradictions created by conflict between the Key National Student Survey metrics (UK) and the Research Excellence framework which ultimately determine the university status.  The authors conclude that this disbalance has resulted in faculty at institutions of higher education viewing caring practice as resistance to the externally imposed quality evaluation mechanisms and assigning to it less value than other areas of academic activity, such as research. While Walker and (2016) caution that generalisability of their conclusions may be limited due to the study being conducted in one particular institution within a particular philosophical cultural  environment, and in a particular economic climate of austerity and accountability,  this concern has been voiced by other researchers  such as Olssen (2016), who  points that  in an environment where academics are put under pressure to generate more externally funded research and publications, initiatives encouraging enhancement of quality of teaching and experimentation with innovative pedagogical approaches do not make it to the top of the agenda.  
Additionally, scholars explain lack of emphasis on caring relations context by the gendered view of care. Keeling (2014) suggests that institutions may display reluctance to endorsing the ethic of care due to its association with feminine traits, especially if these institutions are embedded in a more stereotypical masculine culture. Tormey (2021) highlights the differing socialization and progression patterns that women academics experience compared to their male colleagues, and that the models of allocation of roles and duties result in female academics eventually doing more service and care work than male academics. Mariskind (2014) shines the light on limited perception of care and argues for broadening the view of care to include both feminine and masculine traits, to acknowledge the interdependence of student-wellbeing and academic success rather than simply view the former as a precursor of the latter. This, according to Mariskind (2014) would place value on care as a “life-sustaining web of relations, support individual and collective well-being and enhance teaching and learning (p. 318). Keeling (2014) supports this claim by challenging perception of institutions of higher education as a non-human mechanism which leads to relationships between the student and the institutions being considered as unequal.  On the contrary, the strength of institutions is built upon presence of responsive and responsible people who act empathetically towards students. An institution that neglects students as whole persons does not truly care for the quality of learning or academic success. 
Tang et al.  (2022) argue that care should be included in the notion of quality. They distinguish between two approaches to quality evaluation in the higher education environment - quality assurance and quality enhancement, the former being audit-driven and measurement-based, while the latter is more holistic in nature and emphasises quality augmentation. Pedagogical caring work, according to Tang et al. (2022), is associated with holistic elements of quality elements and, therefore, “fits into quality enhancement themes” (p. 2).  Based on the empirical results of the study conducted among undergraduate students at universities in China, Macau, Hong Kong and the UK, Tang et al. (2017) suggest a four-staged process for establishing of caring quality mechanism, which would address inadequacies of the audit-based quality system. The process is based on “the importance of recognising teacher care in teacher education and re-introducing care to the centre of higher education pedagogy and caring quality mechanism” (p. 13), re-emphasising professionalism by engaging university teachers in on-going self-appraisal for quality  enhancement, involving university teachers in the key decision-making process on quality enhancement to “empower them  and build their ownership of the methods, processes, and  criteria for appraising and raising the quality standards (p. 14), and finally, instigating policy changes at the institutional level and fostering a culture of caring support. 
While Tang et al. (2022) and Tormey (2021) advocate development of institutional quality enhancement mechanisms which take account the ethics of care, Barnacle and Dall’Alba (2017) warn us to be cautious of relying on care measures or care indices because there are no steps or rules that will tell us how to care. Referring to Noddings, the authors reiterate that “there is no recipe for care”. This is why evaluation models, especially if they are based on student conceptualisations of care, risk to become “ready fodder for student satisfaction indices” (p.1336). Nevertheless, it is important to make the relevance of care explicit and encourage caring relations at the institutional level. The first step, according to Barnacle and Dall’Alba (2017) is to want to care, to display a willingness to be receptive to the other through a pedagogic encounter and the learning it evokes. 
[bookmark: _Toc131458685][bookmark: _Toc131707187][bookmark: _Toc140444195]2.5 Summary
The review of literature has provided the theoretical and research background for understanding the phenomenon of caring relations. It is evident that emphasis is put on individual, personal and professional contexts, therefore exploring lived experiences and practices of the academic staff working with mature students in a particular higher education setting in Ireland, in situated contexts of online learning, will contribute to the research base of the sector.   Review and analysis of works related to the theoretical underpinnings has shown that the fundamental principles of the ethics of care frameworks are founded on the principles of reciprocity, holistic approach to student well-being and success and the shared agency of those involved in a caring relationship.  Analysis of literature based on empirical research exploring instructor and student experiences and perceptions of caring, providing examples of caring behaviours has demonstrated that students and instructors refer to the importance of common themes: dialogue and communication, proactive approach and engagement, positive interactions and individual approach, building and experiencing the sense of presence online, personal, professional, social and cultural contexts of caring. Additionally, thre review of research literature has shown that despite evidence of positive outcome there are challenges related to acknowledging the value of care in institutions of higher education, possibly based on gendered notions, and there is a lack of explicit references to care as a factor in teaching and learning. This creates an argument for conducting research projects involving the faculty which can elevate the phenomenon of care in the institutions of higher education.   
The purpose of the study will be to discover if the themes identified through literature review will be reflected in the empirical data gathered from the participants.


[bookmark: _Toc140444196]Chapter 3:  Methodology
Chapter 2 (Literature Review) identified a need for more research involving academic staff to raise awareness of the phenomenon of care and its impact on student success in institutions of higher education, an important contribution to this research work will be a study based on collection and analysis of empirical data obtained from tutors delivering an online programme to mature students in HEI setting. Complementing the findings from the literature review with knowledge based on the perspectives of participants involved in the practical work with students will deepen understanding of the phenomenon of care and facilitate achievement of the research aims.  
This chapter will provide details of the research strategy adopted to address the research issues associated with collection and analysis of the empirical data identified above. Leavy (2014) identifies three main dimensions of research: philosophical elements, praxis and ethics. This chapter will discuss and provide justification of the choice of elements and approaches within each of these dimensions which guided the study.  
[bookmark: _Toc140444197]3.1 Philosophical basis: ontological, epistemological assumptions and research paradigm
Methodology, according to Wisker (2019) is an ideas-based system, and the specific methods chosen  by researchers put into action the underpinning beliefs determined by the researcher’s views. These beliefs relate to “what can be known, who can be a knower, and how we come to know” (Leavy, 2014, p. 3), and corelate with the ontological, epistemological and philosophical tenets of research.  This study is based on an ontological view that reality is subjective, and that phenomena and experiences must be understood within contexts in which they are embedded (Spencer, Pryce, & Walsh, 2014). Individuals are believed to form their own realities, and each individual may hold different views, therefore research should lead to uncovering of these multiple views (Creswell & Creswell Báez, 2021). 
These ontological assumptions align with epistemological views that knowledge is actively constructed by the researcher and the participant who mutually influence each other (Spencer, Pryce, & Walsh, 2014). The study treats its participants as experts, values them as knowledge bearers and co-creators, and relies on their views to construct the major themes of the findings (Creswell & Creswell Báez, 2021), (Leavy, 2014). Therefore, the broad beliefs and ideas shaping this research study are consistent with the constructivist paradigm or worldview through which knowledge is filtered (Kuhn, 1962). The basic assumption of the constructivism is understanding of reality as constantly being negotiated and re-negotiated through our experiences of social world  (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).  According to Denzin and Lincoln (2017) paradigms draw on basic beliefs about research to inform our decisions about practical issues such as research aims,  criteria for evaluation fo quality of research, values, poistionality among others.  The choices based on our worldview trickle down to influence the use of theory, methodologies and specific methods and tools for gathering  and analysing data to answer the research questions. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444198]3.2 Qualitative Discovery
Subscribing to the constructivist epistemology has led the study towards a qualitative research framework. Unlike quantitative approach which aims to answer the research questions through measurement, this study focused on gathering and interpreting the data which cannot be measured (O'Toole & Beckett, 2013). This determined involving a small number of participants, conducting the study in a real setting and using words rather than numerical data to gather, analyse and present the evidence. Although a number of studies reviewed in Chapter 2 drew on the quantitative approach to provide generalisations and employed statistical data to further understanding of the concept of caring relations in institutions of higher education,this research study sought to explore and explain the complexity of the social phenomenon of caring relationships which take place in HEIs  and adopted an inductive approach to build from the “ground up” the codes, themes and perspectives (Creswell & Creswell Báez, 2021). The academic staff who participated in the research project took an active part in constructing meaning through engagement in reflection and discussion which afforded them an opportunity to revisit their experiences. The qualitative data collected through an open-ended inquiry, even though lacking in its potential to be replicated elsewhere, presented an opportunity to engage in detailed analysis of aspects of tutor understanding of caring relationships online in context of HEIs.  The use of the qualitative methodology enabled in-depth exploration of the phenomenon which was strengthened by afforded flexibility to search for deeper meaning through continued dialogue with the participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

[bookmark: _Toc140444199]3.3 Phenomenological Approach
The various aspects of the research process in this study were informed by the phenomenological approach to research design. Creswell and Creswell Báez (2021) note that using a qualitative design which is threaded from philosophy through methods, conclusions and interpretation, provides useful techniques for framing the project while adding rigour and sophistication to a study.   Phenomenological research focuses on subjective experiences and exploring how the world appears to others (Biggam, 2011).  It is “rooted in the notion that all of our knowledge and understanding of the world comes from our experiences” (Spencer, et. al., 2014, p.88).  According to Brinkmann, et al. (2014) phenomenologists insist on the primacy of concrete qualitative descriptions of experience over theoretical analysis and scientific theories that we may form about it. Creswell and Creswell Báez (2021) point out that the “lived experiences of individuals involve both the subjective experiences of people as well as an objective experience of sharing something with others. 
Following the framework for a phenomenological study outlined by Creswell and Creswell Báez (2021), the phenomenon of caring relationships was identified as a centrepiece of the project with a view to explore how a number of academic staff experienced this phenomenon.  Additionally, it was important to consider the context of working with mature students on an online programme, in which the staff experienced provision of care.  Moreover, the phenomenological approach instigated the need to make my own values explicit, explore my personal experiences and assumptions in order to “bracket out” personal judgement and arrive at an unprejudiced description of phenomenon as much as possible (Brinkmann, Jacobsen, & Kristiansen, 2014). Finally, the study would conclude with discussion of the essence of the phenomenon defined by Creswell and Creswell Báez (2021) as a description of how the individuals commonly experience the phenomenon, in this case the phenomenon of caring. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444200]3.4 Research Site, Sampling Strategy and Participants 
Affiliation with qualitative methodology determined the use of a non-probability sampling strategy based on a deliberate selection of the section of population which is either included or excluded from the sample (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018).  The appropriateness of the term ‘sample’, however, is questioned by Cohen, Manion, & Morrison (2018) in application to qualitative research, due to its emphasis on uniqueness or distinctiveness of a phenomenon or case, and the individuals or groups associated with it mostly represent themselves. Therefore, the term ‘participants’ is used throughout the dissertation report. The number of participants was planned to be quite small, which is consistent with qualitative methodology within which, according to Bold (2012)) research saturation can be achieved with two to ten participants. 
Because phenomenological approach assumes collection of data from individuals who have experienced the phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell Báez, 2021), the participants were purposefully selected to take part in the study on the basis of the criterion that they are likely to have shaped some meaning about building caring relationships with students online. 
The research site was selected on the principle of convenience – the project was conducted in my place of work and involved tutors teaching on a higher education programme for mature students delivered online by a small private college in Ireland in partnership with a large UK university.  All eleven tutors teaching on the programme were invited to take part in the study to avoid an ethical challenge of excluding anyone. The criteria such as participant role, experience or the number of years of service were purposefully dismissed to achieve a diverse group of participants offering multiple perspectives.  Seven academic staff agreed to take part in  stage 1  of the study which determined the sample size. 
Conducting the study at my place of work involved potential risks of raising power relational issues, especially taking into account my position as the team manager. Additionally, according to Creswell & Creswell Báez (2021) who discourage conducting research at one’s place of employment, this practice comes with a risk of uncovering damaging information which can lead to dilemmas of ethical and professional nature. However, the convenience of doing research at this setting offered the practical benefits of the ease of access to data which saved time and resources and enabled me to carry out the study while working full time. Another advantage of involving my colleagues into the study was the existing relationship with the participants, which according to Creswell & Creswell (2017) helps to build rapport, obtain richer data and enhances the quality of research. The importance of rapport building and trust between the researcher and the participants, particularly in qualitative research, is also emphasised by Cousin (2009, p.8) who notes that “trust cannot be built by keeping one’s distance” while Madriz (2000)  observes that common experiences shared by the moderator with the group help to establish trust and empathy.  Therefore, completing the project at my place of work involving my colleagues fitted well within the chosen methodological approach and was conducive to achieving the research aims. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444201]3.5 Research Tools 
The phenomenological approach affords a flexibility to collect data in diverse and eclectic array of forms (Creswell & Creswell Báez, 2021), which enabled me to experiment with some data collection tools that interested me as a developing researcher.  Data gathering for this project occurred through the method of meta-narrative (Bold, 2012) which consisted of a combination of reflective texts written by each participant with a focus group interview. According to Spencer, Pryce, & Walsh, 2014 (2014), phenomenological research lends itself to narrative data collection and analysis methods because they are particularly relevant to uncovering meanings individuals give to experiences.  The reflective texts were used at the initial stage of the data gathering process with a purpose to stimulate reflection on key experiences and secure participants own thoughts, as recommended by Barbour  (2007).  The focus group interview was used to explain the results of reflective text analysis and develop further interpretation of the participants ideas and commonly shared meanings.  
[bookmark: _Toc140444202]3.5.1 Reflective Texts  
Gathering data in the form of reflective text was inspired by Mikuska  (2014) who used this tool to collect highly focused, in-depth and self-reflective information without the intervention of the researcher when exploring experiences of mature undergraduate students. It enabled me to experiment with a narrative approach, which according to Bold  (2012)  opens doors to alternative ways of conducting and disseminating research that is illuminative, novel and accessible to readers. 
Bold (2012) suggests defining narrative in a broad sense as an account of something while acknowledging that the use of narrative in research is a contested and complex which does not always fit into fixed definitions, meanings and practices.  Phenomenology, as observed by Spencer, et.al (2014), gives rise to narrative methods due to their experience-centred approach and their focus on “internal representations of phenomena, thoughts and processes to which narrative gives external expression” (Bold, 2012). Cousin (2009) highlights among the advantages of narrative inquiry the opportunities for the researcher to gain insight into how participants perceive certain activities, to grasp diversity and complexity and to identify shared positions and meanings.  Madsen (2013) and Bold (2012) additionally point to the potential of narrative research tools to increase involvement and create equality as well as lead to joint construction of knowledge between the researcher and the participants. 
The characteristics of narrative inquiry described above aligned with my ontological and epistemological frameworks. Additionally, I saw practical advantages in using reflective text: it enabled me to involve a larger number of participants, which made the process more collaborative and representative. All participants work in the education sector and are familiar with reflection as a major aspect of professional practice.   The texts were supplied by the participants in the written form and required no transcription. The participants were afforded flexibility as to when they could take part in the project and the amount of time, they were willing to spend on completing the texts. 
The participants were provided with a guide to completion of the reflective text which was based on the SCOPE model for reflective practice (Roffey-Barentsen & Malthouse, 2009) promoting analysis of experiences from different perspectives and directing thinking to five areas: Social, Communicational, Organisational, Personal and Economic. Following the SCOPE model enabled me to explore in more depth how the participants were affected by different contextual influences. According to the approach suggested by Bolton (2006) the focus was placed on meaning rather than the structure of the text, therefore the participants were given flexibility in relation to how they wanted to format their texts and the expectations relating to the word count were not rigid.  
Mikuska (2014) discussed some disadvantages of using reflective texts as research tools - among these are validity issues because data provided by participants is constructed within social contexts and the participants might want to present themselves in a particular light. However, same can be said about data collected through observation and interviews whose participants are equally as likely to be influenced by social factors.  Further, Miluska (2014) noted that not all participants may be comfortable with using written language. This concern was addressed through voluntary participation in the project, while the participants were provided with guide to support their writing as well as given ample flexibility with regard to the structure of the texts.  Not being able to seek the participant’s immediate feedback and probe for further information presented a challenge for me as a researcher, however this challenge was overcome by complementing the reflective texts with the focus group discussion. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444203]3.5.2 Focus Group 
[bookmark: _Hlk135257070]The focus further facilitated capturing voices of the participants and provided a different source of evidence which performed the function of triangulation in qualitative research (Creswell & Creswell Báez, 2021). Concurring with Cousin (2009), the focus group as a research tool was considered appealing because its data collection process extends the academic practice of exploratory discussion characteristic of the higher academic discourse in which the researcher and the participants are immersed. 
Morgan (2019) identifies the potential to elicit rich data from group interactivity as the main principle of focus group interviews, highlighting how participants’ contributions can be enriched by group dynamic. Focus groups, according to Morgan (2019) enable co-construction of knowledge based on understanding how participants themselves view their similarities and differences. This aligned with my constructivist approach and enabled me to build knowledge from group interaction and discussion combined with prompts drawing on analysis of reflective texts and review of the literature. Research was seen as a process which aimed to generate understanding rather than a truth-seeking exercise, and my role was viewed as that of a facilitator of discussion rather than a regulator pursuing control of the group.  
While the main advantage of the focus group as a research tool is its propensity to capture convergent views, Cousin (2009) draws attention to its capacity to illuminate diverse and dissenting voices within the group. Being able to see participants’ thoughts and ideas in a social context constitutes a clear advantage of this tool, according to Morgan (2019), however,  comparing to other qualitative tools, focus groups generate less detailed and less in-depth information than individual interviews, and create a less natural environment than observing participants in their  own setting.  These disadvantages, although considered, did not lead to focus group interviews being seen as a less appropriate tool.  The main challenges were related to taking into account interpersonal, intrapersonal and environmental factors before and during the interview (Cousin, 2009) and maintaining a balanced discussion while allowing flexibility and openness. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444204]3.6 Ethical Considerations 
Sustained attention to the ethical dimension was given throughout the research cycle  (Cousin, 2009). The project complies with the Griffith College Research Ethics Committee guidelines and is underpinned with the British Education Research Association (BERA) Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2018). An application was made to the Griffith College Research Ethics Committee at the planning stage of the project and the data gathering process was initiated only after the approval of the committee was received.  
Following BERA Guidelines (2018) a number of responsibilities towards the participants were considered. Voluntary, informed and ongoing consent (BERA, 2018) was the fundamental building block for conducting the study. The participants were provided with the Participant Information Sheet which informed them about the nature of the study, detailed the participant selection criteria as well as terms and practicalities of the participant involvement. The participants were informed of their right to decline participation and withdraw from the study or withdraw their data at any stage until the data was irrevocably anonymised.  Information about privacy, the data gathering process, storage, retention, and sharing with third parties, including access to the data by the research supervisor and possible dissemination of results through publication was provided.  Consent to facilitate research was sought from the management of the site where the study was conducted, and all required information was provided. 
The project was underpinned by the principle of minimising potential harm (BERA, 2018).  Although the study did not involve discussion of any sensitive subjects or topics, narrative data collection methods encouraging self-reflection were used. These can be potentially uncomfortable and could cause unexpected and far-reaching responses (Bold, 2012). The participants were alerted to these possible outcomes prior to their involvement in the study.  The potential risks were discussed in the Information Sheet and the participants were assured they could withdraw from the study if they found the process uncomfortable. Consideration was given to time and effort required to take part in the project.   
Non-anonymised data was collected from the participants as they emailed their reflective texts. The following steps were taken to protect their identity and confidentiality. The data from the emails containing reflective texts was extracted and saved in a password-protected file. The data underwent the process of anonymisation while the original emails were deleted. Communication took place through the Griffith college email account only.  Identities of the participants who took part in the focus group were anonymised, and only anonymised data will appear in the final project report, including the appendices. The non-anonymised data such as consent forms and the Zoom recordings of the focus group interview are stored in a password-protected folder on my laptop.  The back-up files are stored on the password-protected USB stick. All data will be disposed of in accordance with the Griffith College policies.  
Power relations Cohen, Manion, & Morrison (2018) were deliberated upon, in particular, my managerial position in the organisation which could put the participants under perceived pressure to take part in the study or produce certain types of responses. This issue was addressed through the commitment on my part to create an informal and anti-authoritative atmosphere, to avoid any beneficial treatment of participants and to create a climate of equality by being sensitive to consultancy, collaboration, and accurate representation of the participants’ voices.
Finally, the principles of commitment to the discipline and profession (BERA, 2018) were adhered to through avoiding academic and professional malpractice such as use of unattributed text and/or data or manipulating the data and results. The responsibility to disseminate research was assumed through sharing the results of the study with the participants in a clear and accessible manner as well as development of plans to share the learning gained from the project with the wider community of educational researchers. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444205]3.7 Validity and Reliability
Validity and reliability are generally seen as problematic in qualitative research due to the subjective nature of the research methodology and tools which are employed in unique contexts.  Olmos-Vega et al.  (2022) attribute these difficulties to post-positivist expectations which cannot be easily met in qualitative research and offer to draw on the principle of methodological reflexivity instead. These principles “entail transparency around how methodological decisions were made … by carefully describing study decisions and procedures” (Olmos-Vega, et al., 2022, p. 247).  Cousin (2009) suggests that qualitative researchers replace the notions of validity and reliability with that of trustworthiness when considering of their studies.  Trustworthiness, according to Cousin (2009) comes from reflexivity, research being curiosity-led and intellectually informed, ensuring quality of data gathering and data presentation processes, corroboration and social responsibility.  This reinforces the importance of adherence to the ethical guidelines for conducting and producing good quality research projects and points to the corelation between ethical decision-making and credibility in qualitative research.
One of the steps taken to ensure credibility and trustworthiness of research consisted in conducting a thorough review of literature which endorsed contextual reflexivity and helped me to understand contextual nuances and capitalise on this knowledge when gathering and interpreting data (Olmos-Vega, et.al., 2022).  Collecting data through a combination of two research tools and involving the participants (Olmos-Vega, et.al., 2022) to respond to the results of the reflective texts through the focus group discussion enabled me to engage in more in-depth interpretation of their contexts and experiences. Sharing the transcripts and the study results with the participants further enhanced the quality of the collected and presented data.
Researcher bias and subjectivity are often discussed in context of validity and reliability of research as an influence which can potentially distort the findings of a piece of research (Gray, 2018). While positivist research aims to arrive at truths that are independent of the researcher, qualitative research drawing on the constructivist tradition, according to Rees, Crampton, & Monrouxe (2020) depends on subjectivity bias. As Cousin (2009) put it, the interpretivist (constructivist) tradition “handles subjectivity in the research process by owning up to it” (p.8) and sees it as an advantage which helps the researchers to achieve a measure of closeness necessary to build trust and credibility.  This understanding enabled me to insert myself into the research process and consider myself to be part of it rather than approach it as an outsider. Following guidance by Olmos-Vega et al. (2022) I provided a values statement in the Introduction Chapter where I reflect on how my personal views and perceptions shaped the inquiry and reporting of the research. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444206]3.8 Limitations and Potential Challenges
There are limitations to this research, firstly, because as with most qualitative studies, the results of the project cannot be generalised to the wider research due to its sample size and unique context  (Biggam, 2011). Moreover, the results cannot be generalised even in context of the whole institution of higher education where the research took place because the department’s composition whose academic staff took place in the project is quite unique being all female and having background as mature learners. However, acknowledging the specificity of context and the study population can help other readers to assess the projects transferability to other contexts (Olmos-Vega, et al., 2022). Biggam (2011) notes that it is possible to achieve incremental generalisability which takes place over time. The intention is to make a contribution to the empirical research base of the sector related to the issue of care in higher education, and as more similar studies are implemented in a range of contexts generalisations may become possible. 
According to Cohen, Manion, & Morrison (2018), another challenge in using qualitative approaches can be presented by relying on participants’ definition of the situation as they have “no monopoly on wisdom” (p. 320). Some participants reported their concern that they may not have full understanding of the topic as the concept of caring relations in higher education is quite novel. This challenge was addressed through provision of the reflective text completion guide and complementing the data gathered through reflective texts with the data from the focus group. It was only possible to conduct one focus group due to the availability of the participants and time constrains, which may have diminished the richness of the data and thus impacted on quality of the results.  Using the reflective text and the focus group tools for the first time as a researcher means that I lacked the experience. This can be seen as another limitation of this study, however it promoted my development as a researcher. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444207]3.9 Summary
This chapter provided the rationale and details of the decision-making and operational processes of the research strategy used in the study through the lens of the philosophical, practical and ethical dimensions of research (Leavy, 2014). The chapter describes my ontological, epistemological and philosophical views which align with the constructivist paradigm and guided me towards a qualitative discovery steered by the phenomenological approach.   My decision to gather the data through a combination of reflective texts written by the participants and the focus group interview was discussed outlining the steps that were taken to enhance trustworthiness and credibility of research. The purposeful choice of the participants, research setting, and access were considered and discussed in light of my professional interests and potential contribution to the empirical base of the sector. The ethical considerations threaded throughout the research process were specified. Lastly, the chapter addressed the limitation of this study and deliberated on the approaches which can be used to minimize potential shortcomings. 


[bookmark: _Toc140444208]Chapter Four: Findings
This chapter captures the voices of the academic staff in the research setting and investigates the research questions through the perspective of the participants’ lived experiences.  The chapter begins with the description of the process of analysing the data collected through the method of reflective texts written by 7 participants and a focus group interview with three participants. The Results section presents the major themes that emerged through analysis of primary data, while the Discussion section provides analysis of the results in connection with the research questions and the literature. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444209]4.1 Data Analysis Process 
The data analysis process was guided by the method suggested by Creswell & Creswell Báez (2021): the raw data was initially prepared for analysis by making the text database available.  The reflective texts were supplied by the participants in the written form, and the focus group interview was transcribed.  All raw data sources were transferred into a table format to allow assigning of code labels to passages of text.  
The data collection process followed an explanatory model, where the focus group interview was conducted to explain the data collected through the reflective texts.  This is why the initial coding process was conducted before the focus group took place, however after the focus group transcript became available all data was analysed again and is presented as a converged set of results. 
The coding process was data-driven as opposed to concept-driven (Kuckartz, 2019) also known as the conventional coding based on deriving codes directly from the data (Creswell & Creswell Báez, 2021). The analysis involved reading and re-reading the texts multiple times. 107 statements were identified in the reflective texts as significant to the study, and initially 63 code labels were assigned. The second cycle coding effort allowed to identify similarities and patterns and further reduce the number of coded groupings into 16 clusters (see Figure 1). These clusters of meaning in combination with the themes derived from the review of literature were used to inform the moderation of the focus group discussion. 


	Code label
	Clustered code

	vision
	organisational culture

	values
	

	priorities
	

	empathy
	staff attitudes and qualities

	kindness
	

	commitment
	

	emotional investment
	

	personal commitment
	

	quality of feedback 
	practices and behaviours 

	timely response
	

	content design
	

	quality of instructions
	

	help with academic skills
	

	extensions
	

	action and study plans
	

	listening
	

	encouragement
	student success

	empowerment
	

	 confidence
	

	 independence
	

	success
	

	knowing student names
	individual response

	personalised pedagogical actions
	

	individual meetings
	

	differentiated support
	

	personalised communication
	

	understanding learner contexts
	student circumstances 

	pressures on mature students
	

	 empathising with personal circumstances
	

	experiences as mature students
	staff personal experiences

	memories of caring encounters with teachers
	

	 caring relationships in personal contexts
	

	lack of immediacy online
	challenges of online spaces

	delayed communication
	

	promoting interaction online
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Figure 1. Clustering of coded responses  

The analysis of the transcript of the focus group discussion did not identify any new clusters of meaning, even though some points were discussed by the focus group participants in more detail, possibly because hearing others validated participants personal experiences and they were more open to discuss them (Cousin, 2009). The explanatory nature of the focus group discussion also contributed to this congruence, and trustworthiness to the study as similar sets of results were obtained through two different data collection tools. 
The third cycle of analysis focused on funnelling the data grouped by codes into larger categories of meaning, which led to emergence of four themes – “distinct categories of information that do not overlap” (Creswell & Creswell Báez, 2021, p. 161). The fours themes that evolved from the data relating to the participants’ expereinces and understanding of caring relationship between the academic staff and mature students  were  formulated as four statements of how caringrelationships are veiwed by the participnats:   Care is stuated, Care is individulaised, Care is reciprocal and Care is vulnerable. 
Figure 2 demonstrates how the themes were derived from the clustered codes:
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Figure 2.  Themes emerging from the code clusters

The first theme “Caring is situated” demonstrates how the academic staff situate care in context of their professional practice. The associate care with employing specific strategies which are directed towards empowering students and helping them to achieve success. Caring relationships are cultivated by the organisational climate and sustained through personal attitudes and dispositions of staff.  
The second theme “Caring is individualised” encompasses the significance the academic staff place on understanding students’ unique contexts, engaging in individualised pedagogical actions, while grappling with the challenges of diminished sense of presence and immediacy in online teaching spaces. Tapping into personal experiences helps the tutors to understand students’ individual circumstances.
The third theme “Caring is reciprocal” relates to how the academic staff view caring relationships as resulting from combined effort of the tutor and the student. They place emphasis on responsibilities of both students and the staff, quality of communication, positive interactions, mutual respect and appreciation.   
The fourth theme “Caring is vulnerable” describes the challenges of caregiving experienced by the academic staff. These challenges come from organisational and professional culture and practices as well as from personal struggles to establish boundaries in caring relationships with the students. 
The next section presents the results of the study through summaries and direct quotes from the reflective texts and the focus group discussion which represent the participants’ perceptions and lived experiences through their own voices. Four significant statements in for form of the quotes were chosen to represent each theme to keep up with the narrative style of the inquiry.
[bookmark: _Toc140444210]4.2 Results: Themes through the Voices of the Participants
The extracts from the data in this section are converged from the reflective texts and the focus group discussion transcript. To ensure confidentiality the participants identities are anonymised throughout. The contributors of the reflective texts are referred to as Author 1, 2,3,4,5,6,7. Participants of the focus group discussion are referred to as Speaker 1,2,3. 


[bookmark: _Toc140444211]4.2.1 Theme ONE: Caring is Situated 
“If we didn’t care, we wouldn’t bother”.  
This significant statement contributed by Speaker 3 during the focus group interview encompasses how the participants view caring as integral part of their professional practice as educators and something that “happens organically as part of day-to-day role” (Author 5). At the same time, they emphasise the need to differentiate between personal and professional contexts and to establish environments where caring relationships with students can develop in a systematic way which would be underpinned by organisational principles and recognised explicitly as an element of quality of teaching. The majority of participants refer to the importance of organisational culture in establishing a caring environment and explain how their views and practices have been shaped by the values of the college where they are employed. Author 7 when discussing the organisational perspective mentions that they “always feel that those students are the number one priority”. Participant 1 added value to this theme by explaining: 
“We have developed our vision and values around making education accessible and going the extra mile. I have believed this from the very first class I taught 22 years ago”. 
Other participants suggest that the caring culture is fostered within the micro-environment of the academic team of the department where the study takes place`, Speaker 3 commented how the caring milieu has a ripple effect on relationships with the students: 
“I think it comes from ourselves, from our group, how we engage very well together… I think that helps definitely, our relationship together as a group”. 
Further the Author 3 suggested that demonstrating care to an individual student can have a wider impact on the whole group which contributes to developing a nurturing climate in the organisation:
“If a struggling student is seen by others to be receiving extra care, this does have a positive impact on the others as they realise help is available should they need it”. 
  The participants underscored that building and maintaining caring relationships with students requires some altruistic qualities and attitudes – references to empathy, kindness, patience, availability, being emotionally and personally invested in the students featured throughout all reflective texts. Additionally, all participants described practices, strategies and interventions they use to support students, which in their view demonstrate caring. Considering that a lot of interactions happen online, feedback to students, its quality and timeliness were considered a very important element of supportive care. Further the participants took care to consider the emotional impact of their feedback on students. Speaker 2 explained:  
“I reexamine my words. Is this how I would like to receive this? … So instead of all the things they did wrong, I would say, please be mindful going forward … . It is about phrasing”. 
At the same time they pointed at the need for the feedback to be honest, constructive and developmental rather than simply polite as Speaker 3 explains: 
“Are you being caring? To congratulate somebody on the work that is not fantastic? But to the student, that particular student, that could be their very best. So how do you encourage a student to continue in caring way?”
Other strategies and practices the participants employ, which in their view demonstrate care are: listening to students, making sure the materials they design and upload online are clear and consistent, providing clear instructions about assessment expectations, helping students who fall behind to develop realistic study plans, helping with academic skills, and providing opportunities for students to interact with each and draw on peer support through moderation of discussion boards and other interactive activities. 
Revisiting the opening significant statement which introduced this theme (Why care?  and Why bother?), Speaker 2 described their belief: 
“I agree with that distinct link between encouragement and support and student motivation to do well, and that comes from caring relationships.”  
It is noteworthy, how all participants mentioned student empowerment, motivation, confidence, success, autonomy, independence as the goal of their caring practices. There were no references to the standard metrics such as grade distribution and attrition, instead the academic staff view student success in a more holistic way, and they acknowledge that for different students success can come in different forms. It was an expression of care for students as individuals, and this finding leads us into  discussion of the next theme.  
[bookmark: _Toc140444212]4.2.2 Theme TWO: Caring is Individualised
“Learners are not numbers; they are individuals”. 
This significant statement, contributed by Author 1 in their reflective text, captures how the participant relate an individualised approach to building caring relationships with students. The individual approach is based on understanding that one size does not fit all. Author 3 provides an example of such understanding:
“Some students will require more care than others and ultimately, we as tutors need to be accomplished at understanding who needs more care and who doesn’t”. 
All participants think that it is important to acknowledge student’s personal circumstances, particularly considering their profile as majority of the students on the course are mature and must combine study with work and personal commitments. Speaker 3 offered her explanation:
“A lot of students, especially at ….., it would be hard not to empathise with what they are going through family-wise, their strains on top of what  they are trying to achieve for themselves. 
Author 5 described that understanding student’s circumstances often required an individualised response.
“ … when students highlight that they are in a crisis either personally or in relation to the completion of assignments, as lecturers we are caring to provide an individualised response to this situation”.
The individualised responses reported by the participants range from additional communication via- emails, setting one-to-one online meetings or tutorials, providing additional formative feedback to students on pieces of work, developing plans to catch up for those that fall behind, offering extensions, as well as providing a listening ear and emotional support. Many participants draw on personal experiences of being cared for either by family members or their educators. Further the participants regard their own experiences of being a mature student themselves as important and useful for being able to relate to their students’ individual circumstances. Author 6 asserts: 
“Sometimes recounting your own experiences as a mature student and studying with family and work life which does not always go smoothly is helpful. I think students believe everyone else is not struggling with this so caring enough to start open and honest discussion with and among students is important”.   
 At the same time the participants highlight the challenges to individualised approaches which are characteristic of the online mode of delivery. They referred to the sense of disconnect and lack of visual cues.  Speaker 1 captured this theme saying: 
“We really need to be aware of people situation, but I do think the online mode does, in a way, damage the relationship a little bit because by the time they come to us for additional support, they are already in a poorer space. Because you are not as easily able to judge facial expressions, the sheer fright on the faces when you go down through the brief .. “. 
A common thread running through the reflective texts and the focus group discussion was the participants preference to combine asynchronous learning with frequent synchronous learning opportunities for students. Synchronous online sessions as reported by the participants are effective and student who attend them rather than view the recordings tend to achieve better outcomes. However, the participants highlighted their preference to complement online synchronous sessions with off-line/ on-site meetings with the students because they provide space to develop individual meaningful relationships and connections which are so important for establishing a caring environment. Discussion of how relationships are fostered by both students and staff follows in analysis of the next theme.
[bookmark: _Toc140444213]4.2.3 Theme THREE: Caring is Reciprocal 
“I call it a journey. We’ll go in it together”. 
Understanding a caring relationship as a two-way relationship between and instructor and the student is expressed in the significant statement contributed by Speaker 3.  The reflective texts contained many references to the proactive approach taken by the academic staff to provide support, anticipate students’ needs and create a caring environment. This is channelled through initiating communication with the students as well using the strategies and practices discussed within theme 1.  However, the participants also indicated that they expect the students to avail of the offered supports and to contribute to building and maintaining a relationship with the staff.  When students did not fulfil this responsibility, it could cause frustration for the staff, as Author 2 points out:
“Other times, students do not engage in classes and via email, making these relationships difficult to maintain with them. Moreover, it can be difficult to maintain caring relationships. I do feel at times that I cannot get to every student regardless of how many times I reach out”. 
Speaker 2 summed it up when the theme was discussed in the focus group:
 “There is obvious standard of care across the board, and more for those that need it. The trouble comes for the ones that don’t engage. It can be quite difficult, and relationships can’t really be one-sided. 
Whereas Author 6 suggests an explanation why some students can be hard to reach:
 “Students who are with the most difficult life issues are slower to come forward as they are not in a space in their heads to do so.” 
Author 4 also made references to students’ circumstances; however, she points out that some students may be, on the contrary, too demanding and display a sense of entitlement rather than assume responsibility for their own learning, which can also damage the relationship:
“Many students can feel overwhelmed by the amount of work that that is involved in doing a third level degree and are not equipped for it and can expect over and above from lecturers”.
Author 7 feels that students doing the course through the online mode of delivery placed more demands on the tutors:
“I feel students are more forthcoming with their struggles and expect more support from online tutors.
This theme became prominent during the focus group discussion and the participants expressed how the attitudes of some students, especially in the context of a small private college where the students pay fees themselves, can make them feel disrespected.   Speaker 1 suggested that the online mode of delivery could endorse ill-mannered communication, nevertheless, still remaining an important platform where students can seek help:
“People can be very brave behind the computer screen or feel the need to say essentially whatever they want. This can be quite positive because they are more confident in their opinions and their views. But they also feel kind of protected by the screen. If they say something that wouldn’t be polite, there is more of a chance of them saying it online than in person.” 
The participants also felt that the care and support they were providing to the students was not always appreciated which manifested in students not turning up for scheduled meetings, not engaging with the provided materials or not taking the feedback on board. This discussion pointed towards the need to evaluate the guidance provided to the students in relation to their communication and interactions with the academic staff to ensure mutually respectful and supportive relationships can be developed and maintained. 
Finally, the concept of gratitude was illuminated within this theme. The participants highlighted how encouraging and motivating they found the students’ expressions of gratitude when their effort to care for the students were acknowledged. Speaker 1 mentioned:
“We are focusing on how we care for students, but I do think it’s reciprocal. I am very comfortable in my ability as a tutor, but I am not going to say it is not lovely when someone thanks you in an email or a review.  When they say - thank you so much for working around your schedule to accommodate me, or I really appreciated this or that. -  There is something really lovely about that”. 
In their reflective texts, the participants referred to messages of gratitude from students as rewarding and providing them with motivation to build caring relationships with the students. Nevertheless, this reflection signalled that the academic staff can also feel vulnerable when caring for their students, which leads to the next theme.  

[bookmark: _Toc140444214]4.2.4 Theme FOUR. Caring is Vulnerable 
“We need care as well now and again.”
The words uttered by Speaker 1 reflect the dilemmas the academic staff come across when they put in an effort to support the students, but it can impact their own well-being. The participants indicated in their reflective texts that the amount of time required to support the students who needed extra care was a significant challenge. As Speaker 3 explains:
“Because we care, we feel we need to give more support, which in turn is making more work for ourselves.”  
Some participants indicated that this tensions between academic aspects and caring aspects of practice could lead to stress and burnout.  The participants attributed some of these challenges to the organisational culture which places a lot of emphasis on supporting and accommodating students many of which would require and expect additional care. Speaker 1 suggested:
“Some of our students wouldn’t get over the line without the caring relationship that we have and offer here, and I’d say it is not offered in many colleges. But sometimes I think the over-caring relationship damages the respectful relationship between one and the other”. 
Managing student expectations and establishing the boundaries in a consistent manner across the institution was viewed by the participants as desirable. Additionally, they thought the caring duties should be more visible and acknowledged when the workload is planned and distributed. Speaker 2 explained:
“I think it is unseen.  It is unseen because the academic side of things – anyone can see the marking, the drafts you viewed, the recordings students can listen back to. But they don’t see the emails we send the students, they don’t hear the tears of students that are on the phone to us, upset. Things that are unseen and unheard”. 
Speaker 3 additionally raised the point about self-care of the academic staff as an important aspect of practice. 
“We have to look after ourselves as well. We can’t care for others unless we care for ourselves. And that’s really important”.  
Author 6 suggests in their reflective text that self-care could be included in the college’s CPD programmes to support the staff in providing better care for their students and deal with difficult emotional situations and challenges:
“When students have larger issues that are discussed, the tutor may need to decompress and therefore need to learn how to care for themselves also. I think this is an area that is often neglected. For tutors to have the correct level of care for the students, they may need some additional support themselves. While this is available, it is in ad hoc way as there is no time allocated for it as such. Therefore, tutors who do not reach out, do not avail of this”. 
These examples from data signal that staff self-care is an important aspect of practice and should be considered within the institution’s learning and teaching strategy and support framework for staff. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444215]4.3 Discussion
This section discusses how the four themes which emerged from the analysis of the primary data connect to the research questions that were formulated at the beginning of the study to provide a structure for the inquiry. The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 is woven throughout the discussion to make connections between theory, current research, and the primary data findings.
[bookmark: _Toc140444216]4.3.1 Research Question 1
How do tutors understand caring relationships and what behaviours do they perceive as caring in an online learning context?
The first research question explored the meaning of caring relationships in online learning contexts associated with how they are perceived by the academic staff who work with mature students in a small private college.  The answer to this question encompasses all four themes that emerged from analysis of the primary data.  It indicates that the participants of the study see caring relationships evolve in specific contexts, are individual-oriented; caring relationships are maintained and completed through mutual involvement, and they make the contributors vulnerable.  Caring relationships unfold when the academic staff assume responsibility and demonstrate commitment to acknowledge students’ needs and circumstances and provide supports which would motivate students towards success, while students reciprocate the relationship by availing of offered supports and coming forward with their needs. The relationships is based on mutual communication and respect. These findings align with the description of the caring relationship developed by Noddings (1994, 1998, 2012) in her Ethics of Care theory, which describes caring as a reciprocal relationship where the teacher (the one caring) acts out of a sense of personal responsibility to empower students while the student (the one cared for) is responsible for being receptive and responsive to the teacher (Owens & Ennis, 2005).
[bookmark: _Hlk139873483]Caring relationships were mostly described by the participants of the study through the lens of their daily practices indicating that they saw caring as part of their role. Such views are consistent with Tronto’s (1993, 2013) framework who described ethics of care as something we do rather than who we are. The similar practices and behaviours which the participants described as demonstrating care, are also reported in literature sources based on research studies that explored views of academic staff and students (Baker, 2010; Hill, 2014; Robinson, Al-Freih, & Kilgore, 2020; Post, Mastel-Smith, & Lake, (2017).  Additionally, the participants demonstrate that they consider the emotional impact of these practices, for example, taking care to anticipate how feedback would be received by students and how it can be used to motivate students to improve their work. This approach endorsed by Tett et al. (2017) while Barrow (2015) puts emphasis on also considering asymmetrical power dynamics due to the instructor’s power to assess their students. Attention to emotional processes requires going beyond the academic aspects (Hill, 2014) and contributes to development of an individualized approach to teaching and learning. The study demonstrates this was an important tenet of the participants’ views about caring relationships in practice the participants implement the individualised approach through an array of individualised pedagogical actions similar to those reported by Quinlan (2016) in her study of caring attitudes and practices.
The study demonstrated how Noddings’ (1992) concept of the motivational shift is applied in real-life teaching and learning context. When the participants emphasised certain qualities which they view as necessary in order to care for their students - empathy, kindness, patience, being personally and emotionally invested, they show how the focus can be shifted from self and attention directed student in order to identify students’ needs and determine motivational strategies. Considering all participants of the study are women, their views may be explained through Gilligan (1982) feminist perspective who theorised that women’s view of self is care-oriented, they aim to develop relationships and therefore value cooperation more than competition, pay attention to contexts, strive for equity and express compassion (Jimenez-Cortez & Alres, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc140444217]4.3.2 Research Question 2 
What are the academic staff’s lived experiences as educators building caring relationships with mature students in an online learning environment?
The second question explored how the academic staff experience developing and maintaining caring relationships with students in the college.  The data presented within Theme 3 provides some points for discussion in relation to this question. While taking on responsibility to proactively support their students, the participants put emphasis on the two-way nature of relationships. Reciprocity completes such relationships and makes them work. Parallels within the reviewed literature can be found with Toronto’s (2013) principle of solidarity, which the theorist considers an integral element in her ethic of care model. 
Mutual respect, discussed within Theme 3, was considered by the participants as an important characteristic of a reciprocal caring relationship, and it appears, they experienced lack of it at times. Additionally, the online spaces seemed to aggravate this experience.  Post, Mastel-Smith, & Lake (2017) found that students also consider respectful relationships online very important. This highlighted the role the college could play in raising awareness and developing processes that would guide everyone towards more positive relationships which must also remain professional. It is important that the boundaries are kept, as Noddings (2012) noted, even in equal encounters the student-teacher relationship will remain unequal.   
The study raised a question to what extent the relationship should be staff-driven or student-driven. Kim (2015) suggests that the answer to this question will require an individual judgment based on a student’s specific circumstances and cautions against exercising too many authorities or putting boundaries that are too restrictive. Tett et al. (2017) caution against placing too much responsibility on students to come forward for support because it may result in care being unproportionately provided to those who are most vocal and assertive rather than those who most need it. Whereas Barrow (2015) points to some cultural differences that could discourage students from seeking support. These scenarios were acknowledged by the participants and highlighted the need to explore the ways of being more proactive than reactive. Keeling (2014) theorises that not everyone would be able to respond in a reciprocal manner, which he describes as the principle of differential vulnerability, while Barrow (2015) argues that reciprocity is not always observable: it may be present but may take forms which are unrecognizable, and the instructors may never see or find out what their care has actually meant to their students.  
The limitations of online teaching were brought up by the participants in context of their lived experiences. Beside being particularly convenient for the type of the students they teach, online teaching creates challenges to building personal and caring relationships because the sense of immediacy and presence are compromised. This is a common experience of academic staff across the globe, and the events of the recent pandemic provided a rich body of research that confirms it (Dar, 2023; Shin, 2022).  One way to overcome some of the challenges is to provide more synchronous learning opportunities to students which Baker (2010) found an effective approach to enhancing sense of immediacy and presence online.  Synchronous online sessions for groups and individuals were also viewed by all participants as a valuable tool, however they also showed a preference for engaging in some off-line synchronous activities which, in their view, would help them build more effective caring relationships with the students. 
Personal experiences of the participants as mature students helped them understand their students’ circumstances better while previous experiences of being cared for or caring for someone, both in educational and personal contexts, helped the academic staff to navigate their relationships with the students. Noddings (1992) placed high value on educators’ personal experiences of being cared for, implying that such experiences and reflections on emotions associated with them help educators to develop better caring relationships in their professional practice.  Tett et al. (2017) discussed how relating experiences of academic staff and students concluding can help the staff to appreciate student’s circumstances and lead to improved learning experiences. 
Another aspect which surfaced within the discussion of Theme 4 is the perceived invisibility of care in higher education contexts. Even though the college where the study took place explicitly promotes the “nurturing relationships” as one of their values, the participants found that caring aspects of their work did not receive the same level of attention as the academic aspects. Similar points were raised by researchers who explored how care duties in the institutions of higher education were associated with feminine traits or women’s work (Mariskind, 2014; Tormey, 2021), which leads to these aspects of practice being underestimated compared to research and academic work. The invisibility of caring aspects of work and the lack of explicit guidelines in terms of time required time and emotional commitment cause challenges for the participants related to establishing personal boundaries and dealing with difficult emotions as they support students, many of whom are experiencing adverse life circumstances. This can bring on a sense of exhaustion and burnout. The need to pay attention to staff self-care arises from the data, and this need should be met through the college support.  The issue of bridging the gap between the academic and caring aspects of practice in institutions of higher education is among current topics for discussion. Tang et al. (2022) proposes to solve it through development of the institutional quality enhancement mechanism which will take into account the ethics of care. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444218]4.3.3 Research Question 3
What impact do the academic staff believe caring relationships have on development of the empowering learning climate online?
The third question explored the participants’ views on impact of caring relationships on teaching and learning. The study results indicate that the academic staff mostly associate caring relationships with their potential to enhance motivation and confidence and lead student to success. Following advice from Ryan and Bernard (2003),  who say “that much can be learned from what is not mentioned” (p. 92), it is worth noting the so-called missing data, in this case absence of references to technical parameters of academic success such as grades, results, degree classification.  Thus, the participants demonstrated a holistic view of success and associate it viewing a student as a human person (Keeling 2014) while emphasising emotional well-being as a prerequisite to academic learning.  The same holistic approach to student success underpins the major ethics of care frameworks (Noddings, 20045, Tronto, 2013). Even though some authors argue against disclosing of emotions to others in educational contexts and thus breeding dependence (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2009), research findings also demonstrate that promoting positive emotions and wellbeing have equally as important impact on academic success as supporting academic learning (Postareff, et.al., 2017). Teacher care, as Tang et.al (2022) explain, plays an important role and makes wide-ranging positive impacts on student’s learning experiences, outcomes and well-being. Considering the profile of students at the research setting, the study of Barrow (2015)  has a particular relevance: the researcher highlights importance of care for students who find studying challenging, who are affected by low self-esteem and societal or personal stresses. 
The study demonstrates that fostering of the human-centred relationships in institutions of higher education does not only positively affect students, but, despite the challenges, it also has positive impact on the academic staff.  Caring relationships according to Barrow (2015) constitute an act of nurturing common interest in each other as human beings, a “constructive power of accentuated mutuality” (p.57).  Drawing on Freirean humanizing pedagogy (Freire, 2018;Shin L 2022), suggests that educators who engage in caring practices join forces with the students in their shared pursuit of critical consciousness. Furthermore, as observed by Barrow (2015), caring relationships affect more than just individuals, they can have effect on the entire group and spread into the community. The caring climate motivates and inspires both educators and students. The participants of the study highlighted how knowing that they have been part of the student’s success journey enthuses their work. Moreover, the effects of teacher-student relationships, as Barrow (2015) notes, can last much longer after the students have left the classroom and their teachers. Some educators may not ever know about the transformative power of their work on their students. Realising this can provide additional motivation to the academic staff. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444219]4.4 Summary
The chapter presented analysis of data gathered from the reflective texts contributed by seven participants and the focus group discussion attended by three of the participants. The study used qualitative methodology and aligned with a phenomenological design, therefore the data and its analysis were mostly presented in the narrative format, although some graphic elements were used to communicate the main points across. 
The opening section described the process of preparing, labelling and sorting the data in order to further reduce it and display through a coherent structure of four themes that emerged. The Results section presented the themes through the voices of the participants, using the quotes from the reflective texts and the interviews. The four themes that were discussed illuminate how the participants perceive and demonstrate care while teaching mature students on an online-based programme in a small private college. The thematic analysis shows that the participants see caring as situated, individualised, reciprocal and also recognise it potential to make them vulnerable.  The Discussion section revisited the research questions that guided the study to examine how the data presented in the results provides answers to these questions, while also seeking parallels or differences with the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. 
The participants showed that they associate caring with the emotional processes and their power to motivate students towards success. They expressed a holistic view of success which places student as a human being at the centre and focuses on building and maintaining mutually respectful and enriching relationships. These views align with principles and concepts defined in the major theories of the ethics of care and consistent with the views expressed in the current literature. The participants had a practice-oriented understanding of care – they were able to identify specific qualities, behaviours and practices which, in their view, they utilise to demonstrate care to the students. Comparing these with results reported by other researchers who explored caring in higher education makes it clear that educators across various contexts rely on similar practices and behaviours and that students also acknowledge these as caring. Although Noddings (2001) observed that there is no recipe for care, it appears that there are some universal understandings among educators, especially evident over 20 years since Noddings formulated her ideas now that a body of research has been developed in this area.
The lived experiences of the participants reflect the dilemmas and challenges the academic staff come across while aiming to establish a caring climate. They relate to the difficulties of working in online spaces, negotiating personal and professional boundaries and taking time to self-care. The data highlights the role of the organisation where they work to provide support to the staff as much as to the students to enhance the caring learning environment. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444220]Conclusion
The study captures how the academic staff in a small private college experience and understand the phenomenon of caring on the program attended by mature students and delivered through the blended learning mode. Following the methodological design described in Chapter 3 and the data analysis process described in Chapter 4, the study identified four major themes which are presented and discussed in Chapter 4 drawing on the analysis of literature included in Chapter 2. This concluding section will outline the impact this study can have on my practice, research activity and my personal and professional development. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444221]5.1 Recommendations for practice
The knowledge evolving from the participants’ narratives serves as a basis for recommendations for practice. Firstly, the study demonstrates that the academic staff views and practices align with evidence from research and best practice advice. Therefore, the staff should be encouraged to continue using the strategies they identified in this study. The academic staff should have the capacity to get to know their students and their circumstances, and they should be given the authority to exercise flexibility and provide accommodation for students. The qualities displayed by the staff such as empathy, compassion, patience contribute to student success, therefore they should be endorsed and celebrated. Reflection on personal experiences and sharing them with students should also be valued.
Secondly, it is important to emphasize that relationships between students and staff require the contribution and commitment of both parties. Caring relationships thrive in the atmosphere of mutual respect, and the college can provide support by developing more explicit guidelines based on contributions of all stakeholders. For example, learning contracts can be negotiated during an induction session, and more information can be included in the student handbooks.
Finally, organizational support for the academic staff can be further reviewed. Although caring pedagogy is inherent to the organizational culture, the time and emotional commitment required from the staff needs more attention. Reviewing the workload allocation processes can make caring duties visible and recognized within academic practice. The academic staff will benefit from training opportunities, particularly those that focus on meeting their own professional and personal needs while enacting a pedagogy of care and dealing with students’ traumatic experiences. These areas can be included in the staff development plan for the next academic year.
[bookmark: _Toc140444222]5.2 Directions for further research
While the body of research on impact of caring in higher education is growing, analysis of literature demonstrated a need to study how academic staff experience the phenomenon of care. Despite the limitations discussed above, this study contributes to the research base of the sector and can encourage further exploration.  Expanding the demographic of the target population and replicating the study at diverse research sites can provide deeper insights into how the staff experience the phenomenon of care and add to achieving incremental generalisability. Action research projects based on implementation of recommendations for practice listed above can be conducted to evaluate their impact on the learning environment. View of senior management in HE organisations in relation to phenomenon of care in higher education can also be explored. 
[bookmark: _Toc140444223]5.3 Implications for Personal and professional development
My first professional goal for this project was to deepen my understanding of methodology and hone my skills as a researcher. In particular, I aimed to experiment with phenomenological design and experiment with reflective text as a narrative research tool. I learned that phenomenological research is a journey of discovery – it requires bravery to let go and follow the inquiry into the unknown guided but the voices of the participants.   I learned to appreciate the interdependency of the researcher and the participants, to value the power of reflexivity, to understand significance of ethics at all stages of research. I will be using this experience, knowledge, and skills in guiding my students as they work on their research projects.
Further this study has practical implications for my role as the department manager which involves looking for ways to enhance the learning climate. Following through the cycles of research, involving my colleagues as the participants, capturing their voices, listening to their views, relating to their experiences will be useful for developing better solutions that are relevant to the department’s unique context.
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This form should be completed by the researcher (with the advice of the research supervisor), for all research which involves human participants. 
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	How We Care? An exploration of tutors’ experiences of developing caring relationship with mature students in an online learning environment

	Researcher(s)/Learner
	Iryna Fox - 2974837

	Supervisor (where relevant)
	Professor Lloyd Scott

	Programme of Study (where relevant)
	MA ELD



Checklist:
	Please attach to all forms:

	Summary of Project Proposal (no more than 500 words) 
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	Participant Information Sheet
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	If applicable, application should also include the following:

	Draft Consent Form
	[bookmark: _Toc140444228]pp. 13-14

	Draft Research Instrument e.g. survey, interview schedule, focus group questions etc
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Part (a)
	
	
	Yes
	No
	N/A

	1
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants?
	✓
	
	

	2
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	✓
	
	

	3
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	✓
	
	

	4
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	
	
	✓

	5
	Is the right to freely withdraw from the research at any time made explicit to participants?
	✓
	
	

	6
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	✓
	
	

	7
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation?
	✓
	
	

	8
	Will your research involve discussion of topics which the participants might find sensitive?
	✓
	
	

	9
	Will financial inducements (other than reasonable expenses or compensation for time) be offered to participants?
	
	✓
	

	10
	Will your project involve deliberately misleading participants in any way?
	
	✓
	

	11
	Is there any realistic risk of any participants experiencing either physical or psychological distress or discomfort?
	
	✓
	

	12
	Does your research involve participants who are particularly vulnerable or who may feel unable to give informed consent e.g. prisoners; children; people for whom English is not their first language; learners in a programme you teach on?
	
	✓
	

	13
	Will any non-anonymised and/personalised data be generated and/stored?
	✓
	
	



If you answered YES to any of questions 8 to 13 please complete Part (b) of this form.  If there are any other ethical issues that you think the Committee should consider, please explain them in Part (b) of this form. It is the researcher’s obligation to bring to the attention of the Committee any ethical issues not covered on this form.
Part (b)
For each question 8 to 13 that you answered YES, please give a summary of the issue and action to be taken to address it (no more than 300 words in total):
Question 8:
The study will not involve discussion of any sensitive subjects or topics, however narrative data collection methods encouraging self-reflection will be used. These can be uncomfortable and cause unexpected and far-reaching responses. The participants will be alerted to these possible outcomes prior to their involvement in the study.  The potential risks will be discussed in the Information Sheet and the participants will be assured they can withdraw from the study if they find the process uncomfortable. 

Question 13
Non-anonymised data will be received from the participants at as they will be emailing their reflective texts. The following steps will be taken to protect their identity and confidentiality.
Communication will take place through the Griffith college email account only.
The data will undergo the process of anonymisation – the key to the participants’ identity will be held by the supervisor. The emails containing reflective texts will be deleted and the data will be disposed of in accordance with the Griffith College policies.  

Potential other ethical issues:
Power relations
The researcher holds a managerial role a managerial position in the organisation which could put the participants under perceived pressure to take part in the study and produce certain types of responses. This issue will be addressed through the commitment on the part of the researcher to create an informal and anti-authoritative atmosphere, to avoid any beneficial treatment of participants and to create a climate of equality by being sensitive to consultancy, collaboration, and accurate representation of the participant’s voices.
Bias:
Researcher bias and interference with the study is traditionally considered a concern and the researcher’s beliefs about the subject matter, role as a manager with a responsibility to promote the institutional values of nurture and care, similarity to the participants, i.e., experience of teaching mature students in HE and personal experience of being a mature student can lead to a potential bias. While every effort will be made to avoid influencing the participants and their responses, it is also important to note that qualitative researchers believe that complete objectivity is impossible in human sciences and by owning up to subjectivity and inserting themselves into the research process the researcher can achieve a measure of closeness with the participants leading to increased trustworthiness of the research (Cousin, 2009). 
During the Focus Group interview stage of the project, it will be important to avoid Moderator bias which can manifest as favouring contributions of certain participants, positive or negative body language to indicate agreement or disagreement or neglecting less animated participants. Being aware of the phenomenon of the moderator bias and consciously facilitating an inclusive discussion will address this concern. 
References:
Cousin, G. (2009) Researching Learning in Higher Education. An Introduction to Contemporary Methods and Approaches. New York: Routledge.
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PLEASE TICK ONE

As the supervisor of this research project, I confirm that I believe that all ethical issues relating to research have been dealt with in accordance with the College’s policy on research ethics.


The application requires the attention and approval of the Research Ethics Committee. (In general, forms which answer ‘yes’ to questions 8-13, should be forwarded to the Research Ethics Committee).              X



Comments:
The process for this research project is as robust and well developed as can possibly be. I am happy to offer my approval of it as supervisor.
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[bookmark: _Toc140444231]Appendix 2. Sample Information Sheets 
How We Care? An exploration of tutors’ experiences of developing caring relationship with mature students in an online learning environment
INFORMATION SHEET 
for the Organisation Management
As part of the MA in Education, Learning and Development at Griffith College, Dublin, I would like to conduct a research study exploring teaching practices and experiences of tutors delivering an online programme for mature students who transitioned to an undergraduate degree course following completion of further education studies. The objective of this research is to explore teaching practices and experiences through the lens of the Ethics of Care - an approach which emphasises relational aspects in classroom pedagogies and school management styles and places the student and their need to be nurtured and encouraged at the centre of the educational process.  The research project will aim to answer the following questions:
1. How do tutors understand caring relationships and what behaviours do they perceive as caring in an online learning context?
2. What are the tutors’ lived experiences as educators building caring relationships with mature students in an online learning environment?
3.  What impact do the tutors believe caring relationships have on development of an empowering learning climate online?
Why is the study conducted at your organisation the study and do your employees have to take part?
I very much hope you will agree to allow me to conduct the study in your organisation and your employees will be willing to participate in the study because of their experiences of working with mature students in online learning contexts. 
Participation in the study is voluntary and for all participants and they are free to withdraw from the study without giving any reason at any time up to the analysis of findings at which stage the data will be anonymous.   The decision not to take part or withdraw from the study or withdraw their data will not have any adverse effect on the participants.

What will taking part involve and what are the possible risks?
If you provide permission to conduct research and your employees decide to participate, they will be asked to write a piece of reflective text (between 800 and 2000 words) about their experiences of teaching mature students who transitioned to an undergraduate degree course following completion of further education studies. They will be asked to consider the concept of caring relationships, their role in student success, their understanding how teacher’s caring attitudes and behaviours are manifested in an online environment and their experiences of building caring relationships with students.
This study will not involve discussion of any sensitive subjects or topics, however the method of narrative data collection encouraging self-reflection can be uncomfortable, cause emotional upset and produce unexpected and far-reaching responses. Therefore, all potential participants will be made aware of this and will be asked to consider their participation in this light. They may stop their participation in research if they find the process and experience of self-reflection and writing the reflective piece upsetting or uncomfortable.  
After the pieces of reflective text are analysed, the participants may be invited to take part in a further focus group discussion.  They will be asked for additional consent and provided with the necessary information, should their further participation be requested.

Will your employees’ data be secure?
All data will be anonymised to protect identity of the participants. The name of the organisation where the study is taking place will not be disclosed. All emails containing the reflective texts will be deleted.
The data will be securely stored on the researcher’s password-protected computer and on an encrypted USB memory stick as a backup. 
All information gathered in the process of this research will be destroyed after graduation or within 24 months, whichever is sooner. 
The data will be shared with the researcher’s project supervisor and markers/readers at the Griffith College, Dublin.
Under the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), Article 15, the participants have entitlement to access the information provided by them at any time while it is in storage as specified above.

Who will benefit from this study?
The researcher will benefit from the study by completing a dissertation in partial completion of MA Education, training and Development at Griffith College, Dublin. 
The participants will not receive direct benefits from taking part in the study, however their responses will contribute to the research base of the Higher Education sector. Development of the collaborative reflective narrative about the teaching team’s experience of building caring relationships with students online will be of interest to staff in the organisation and other institutions and can promote good practice development. Collaborative discussion and shared reflection will promote professional practice. 

What will happen to the results of the study?
 Results of the study may be disseminated through participation in teaching and research conferences and publications in per-reviewed journals.

Who should be contacted for further information?
You are free to contact my research supervisor to seek further information and clarification.

	Name and Organisation
	email

	Professor Lloyd Scott, 
Griffith College Dublin
	lloyd.scott@griffith.ie





Researcher Contact Details:
	Name and Organisation
	email

	Iryna Fox
Griffith College Dublin
	iryna.fox@student.griffith.ie




How We Care? An exploration of tutors’ experiences of developing caring relationship with mature students in an online learning environment
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET
I would like to invite to take part in a research study. exploring teaching practices and experiences of tutors delivering an online programme for mature students who transitioned to an undergraduate degree course following completion of further education studies. This research is being conducted by Iryna Fox and undertaken as part of the MA Education, Learning and Development at Griffith College, Dublin. The objective of this research is to explore teaching practices and experiences through the lens of the Ethics of Care - an approach which emphasises relational aspects in classroom pedagogies and school management styles and places the student and their need to be nurtured and encouraged at the centre of the educational process.   The research project will aim to answer the following questions:
1. How do tutors understand caring relationships and what behaviours do they perceive as caring in an online learning context?
2. What are the tutors’ lived experiences as educators building caring relationships with mature students in an online learning environment? 
3. What impact do the tutors believe caring relationships have on development of an empowering learning climate online?
Why are you invited to participate in the study and do you have to take part?
I very much hope you will agree to participate in the study because of your experiences of working with mature students in online learning contexts. 
Participation in the study is voluntary and you are free to withdraw from the study without giving any reason at any time up to the analysis of findings at which stage the data will be anonymous.   Your decision not to take part or withdraw from the study or withdraw your data will not have any adverse effect on you.

What will taking part involve and what are the possible risks?
If you decide to participate, you will be asked to write a piece of reflective text (between 800 and 2000 words) about your experiences of teaching mature students who transitioned to an undergraduate degree course following completion of further education studies. You will be asked to consider the concept of caring relationships, their role in student success, your understanding how teacher’s caring attitudes and behaviours are manifested in an online environment and your experiences of building caring relationships with students. You will be provided with guidance to support you with writing a reflective text. 
This study will not involve discussion of any sensitive subjects or topics, however the method of narrative data collection encouraging self-reflection can be uncomfortable, cause emotional upset and produce unexpected and far-reaching responses. Therefore, it is important that you are aware of this and consider your participation in this light. You may stop your participation in research if you find the process and experience of self-reflection and writing the reflective piece upsetting or uncomfortable.  
After the pieces of reflective text are analysed, you may be invited to take part in a further focus group discussion.  You will be asked for additional consent and provided with the necessary information, should your further participation be requested.

Will your data be secure?
All data will be anonymised to protect identity of the participants. The name of the organisation where the study is taking place will not be disclosed. All emails containing reflective texts will be deleted. 
The data will be securely stored on the researcher’s password-protected computer and on an encrypted USB memory stick as a backup. 
All information gathered in the process of this research will be destroyed after graduation or within 24 months, whichever is sooner. 
The data will be shared with the researcher’s project supervisor and markers/readers at the Griffith College, Dublin.
Under the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), you have entitlement to access the information provided by you at any time while it is in storage as specified above.

Who will benefit from this study?
The researcher will benefit from the study by completing a dissertation in partial completion of MA Education, training and Development at Griffith College, Dublin. 
You will not receive direct benefits from participating in the study, however your responses will contribute to the research base of the Higher Education sector. Development of the collaborative reflective narrative about the teaching team’s experience of building caring relationships with students online will be of interest to staff in our college and other institutions and can promote good practice development. Collaborative discussion and shared reflection will promote professional practice.

What will happen to the results of the study?
 Results of the study may be disseminated through participation in teaching and research conferences and publications in per-reviewed journals.

Who should be contacted for further information?
You are free to contact my research supervisor to seek further information and clarification.

	Name and Organisation
	email

	Professor Lloyd Scott 
Griffith College Dublin
	lloyd.scott@griffith.ie





Researcher Contact Details:
	Name
	email

	Iryna Fox
Griffith College Dublin
	iryna.fox@student.griffith.ie





Appendix 3:  Sample Consent Forms
DRAFT Consent to facilitate research
(Organisation)
I, ............................................. voluntarily agree to help facilitate this research study. 
· I understand that even if I agree to help now, I can withdraw at any time without any consequences of any kind. 
· I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing and I have had the opportunity to ask questions about the study. 
· I understand that I will assist in providing access to the employees to be recruited as participants of the study, provide space for conduct of the focus group(s). 
· I understand that all data collected in this study is confidential and anonymous. 
· I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further clarification and information. 
	Name and Organisation
	email

	Professor Lloyd Scott
Griffith College Dublin
	lloyd.sctott@griffith.ie


Signature on behalf of organisation
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Date 
Signature of researcher 
I believe the participant is giving informed consent to participate in this study 
--------------------------------------------------------------- 
Date 
--------------------------------------------------------------- 



DRAFT CONSENT FORM 

I, ……………………………………… agree to participate in Iryna Fox’s research study How We Care? An exploration of tutors’ experiences of developing caring relationship with mature students in an online learning environment
The purpose and nature of the study has been explained to me in writing and I have been offered opportunities to discuss this further should I so wish.

· I am participating voluntarily.
· I understand that I can withdraw from the study, without repercussions, at any time whether before it starts or while I am participating.
· I understand that I can withdraw permission to use the data up until the data is irrevocably anonymised.
· I understand that anonymity will be ensured in the write-up by anonymising my identity and identity of the setting. 
· I have been made aware that confidentiality will be addressed, except in instances where there is a reason for concern. 
· I understand that anonymised extracts from my reflective text/responses may be quoted in the dissertation and any subsequent publications by giving my consent below. 



Signed:		…………………………………….	Date: ……………….


How We Care? An exploration of tutors’ experiences of developing caring relationship with mature students in an online learning environment.  Stage 2
INFORMATION SHEET 
Thank you for taking time to complete the reflective text. It provided valuable data on your perceptions and experiences of caring relationships in context of delivering higher education courses to mature students online. Moving on to the next stage of the research project, I would like to ask you to take part in a focus group interview, which will help to further develop interpretation of your ideas, identify some commonly shared meanings and engage in the process of joint construction between the participants and the researcher. 
The focus group interview will be conducted within a group of 3-5 participants. The interview will last up to 1 hr 30 min.  Should you agree to take part:
· you will be contacted about the suitable time and date to arrange the group interview 
· the interview will be recorded on ZOOM
· the recording will be transcribed
The recording and the transcripts will be saved in a password-protected file on my computer and on an encrypted memory stick as a back-up. All information gathered in the process of this research will be destroyed after graduation or within 24 months, whichever is sooner. 
All data will be anonymised to protect identity of the participants. The name of the organisation where the study is taking place will not be disclosed.
Participation in the study is voluntary and you are free to withdraw from the study without giving any reason at any time up to the analysis of findings at which stage the data will be anonymous.   Your decision not to take part or withdraw from the study or withdraw your data will not have any adverse effect on you. 
The data will be shared with the researcher’s project supervisor and markers/readers at the Griffith College, Dublin.
Results of the study may be disseminated through participation in teaching and research conferences and publications in per-reviewed journals.
Should you have any further questions, feel free to contact me or my research supervisor to seek further information and clarification.

	Name and Organisation
	email

	Professor Lloyd Scott 
Griffith College Dublin
	lloyd.scott@griffith.ie





Researcher Contact Details:
	Name
	email

	Iryna Fox
Griffith College Dublin
	iryna.fox@student.griffith.ie



Thank you for reading this information sheet. 



[bookmark: _Toc140444232]Appendix 3.  Sample Participant Consent Forms 
DRAFT Consent to facilitate research
(Organisation)
I, ............................................. voluntarily agree to help facilitate this research study. 
· I understand that even if I agree to help now, I can withdraw at any time without any consequences of any kind. 
· I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing and I have had the opportunity to ask questions about the study. 
· I understand that I will assist in providing access to the employees to be recruited as participants of the study, provide space for conduct of the focus group(s). 
· I understand that all data collected in this study is confidential and anonymous. 
· I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further clarification and information. 
	Name and Organisation
	email

	Professor Lloyd Scott
Griffith College Dublin
	lloyd.sctott@griffith.ie


Signature on behalf of organisation
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Date 
Signature of researcher 
I believe the participant is giving informed consent to participate in this study 
--------------------------------------------------------------- 
Date 
--------------------------------------------------------------- 



DRAFT CONSENT FORM 

I, ……………………………………… agree to participate in Iryna Fox’s research study How We Care? An exploration of tutors’ experiences of developing caring relationship with mature students in an online learning environment
The purpose and nature of the study has been explained to me in writing and I have been offered opportunities to discuss this further should I so wish.

· I am participating voluntarily.
· I understand that I can withdraw from the study, without repercussions, at any time whether before it starts or while I am participating.
· I understand that I can withdraw permission to use the data up until the data is irrevocably anonymised.
· I understand that anonymity will be ensured in the write-up by anonymising my identity and identity of the setting. 
· I have been made aware that confidentiality will be addressed, except in instances where there is a reason for concern. 
· I understand that anonymised extracts from my reflective text/responses may be quoted in the dissertation and any subsequent publications by giving my consent below. 



Signed:		…………………………………….	Date: ……………….


PRINT NAME:		…………………………………….


CONSENT FORM 


I, ……………………………………… agree to participate in Stage 2 of Iryna Fox’s research study ‘How We Care? An exploration of tutors’ experiences of developing caring relationship with mature students in an online learning environment’.
The purpose and nature of the study has been explained to me in writing and I have been offered opportunities to discuss this further should I so wish.

· I am participating voluntarily.
· I understand that I can withdraw from the study, without repercussions, at any time whether before it starts or while I am participating.
· I understand that I can withdraw permission to use the data up until the data is irrevocably anonymised.
· I understand that anonymity will be ensured in the write-up.
· I have been made aware that confidentiality will be addressed, except in instances where there is a reason for concern. 
· I understand that disguised extracts from my interview responses may be quoted in the dissertation and any subsequent publications by giving my consent below. 

Signed:		…………………………………….	Date: ……………….


PRINT NAME:		…………………………………….
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Title: How We Care? An exploration of tutors’ experiences of developing caring relationship with mature students in an online learning environment

Participant Guide to Completion of the Reflective Text

The study is guided by the three research questions: 
1. What impact do the tutors believe caring relationships have on development of an empowering learning climate online?
2. How do tutors understand caring relationships and what behaviours do they perceive as caring in an online learning context?
3. What are the tutors’ lived experiences as educators building caring relationships with mature students in an online learning environment? 

Reflection is a major element of professional practice and according to Roffey-Barentsen and Malthouse (2009) it involves thinking about experiences with a view to develop a greater level of self-awareness and an improved understanding of the nature and impact of one’s performance. Therefore, using reflective text as a means to explore and promote understanding of the department tutors’ perceptions and experiences of building caring relationships with mature students in an online learning environment was selected as a research tool in this study. Gathering primary data in the written form also makes it possible to involve all tutors who work in the department, making the process more collaborative and representative.  
Reflective writing can take various forms and this guide has been developed to ensure the participants, while free to engage with the text in their preferred ways, follow a common framework, and the study adheres to an ordered and systematic approach and commands a certain degree of reliability. 
What will you write about?
You are asked to reflect on experiences following the SCOPE model developed by Roffey-Barentsen and Malthouse (2009, p. 28) which promotes analysing experiences from different perspectives and directs thinking to five areas: Social, Communicational, Organisational, Personal, Economic. 


Social perspective: 
Contextualise your experiences through the lens of the ethics of care considering relationships with your students, colleagues and other people you come into contact with inside or outside of organisation. 
Communicational perspective:
How does your perception of teacher care influence how you converse with others, write in various styles, talk to various groups, convey thoughts, ideas, emotions, instruct individuals and groups, exchange ideas, speak to an appropriate level, correspond via emails, and listen?
Organisational perspective:
Contextualise your experiences in relation to the structure and characteristics of the organisation, for example, considering its philosophy and general practices of dealing with employees and students, the subject matter that it is being delivered, the profile of students. 
Personal perspective:
How is your perception of caring underpinned by your values, beliefs, feelings, your motivation, personal experiences as a student, industry experience, experiences of caring relationships in non-professional capacity, perceived competence and confidence, personal boundaries. 
Economic perspective:
Consider your experiences in relation to the resources (including training) available to you as a teacher to build caring relationships with students online. 
How much detail will you include?
You are not required to cover each point mentioned in each of the SCOPE areas but considering caring relationships and their impact on developing an empowering learning climate online from these five perspectives can be useful to help you to identify relevant experiences and critical incidents – situations which you consider highly significant and which impact on your professional practice. Evaluation of experiences, establishing their relationship to your professional practice development, and identifying the changes you would like to make across these five areas will help you move further along the reflective cycle. 

Will you follow a specific reflective cycle model?  
Considering reflection is important element of the project, the Reflective Cycle proposed by Roffey-Barentsen and Malthouse (2009) based on works by Kolb and Gibbs, will be broadly followed. Experience, Reflection stage will be completed through writing and analysis of individual reflective texts, while the Focus Group stage will span the Professional Practice and Action Plan stages. 
Following a common framework based on the SCOPE model by the participants will provide common points for discussion which will take place during the Focus Group stage of the study leading to improved professional practice. The Focus Group stage will also provide an opportunity to develop a collective Action Plan which will complete the reflective cycle. 
How will you style and structure your text?
You are encouraged to write in any style you find comfortable and can structure your text as a continuous narrative or divide it into sections with headings. 

Who can you contact if you have questions:
Researcher:  
	Name
	Email

	Iryna Fox
	iryna.fox@student.griffith.ie



Supervisor:
	Name
	Email

	Professor Lloyd Scott
	lloyd.scott@griffith.ie




References: 
Roffey-Barentsen, J., Malthouse, R. (2009) Reflective Practice in the Lifelong Learning Sector. Exeter: Learning Matters. 


[bookmark: _Toc140444234]Appendix 5: Moderator’s Guide for the Focus Group Discussion

· Can you share some experiences or examples of caring relations? 
· Is caring relevant to conceptualising teaching practice in higher education? Why so? Or why not? 
· In reflective texts you placed more importance on relational aspects rather   than measurable outcomes.  Why is that?
· Care ethics emphasises the difference between assumed needs and expressed needs How do students express their needs? How do we identify students’ needs, especially those that don’t come forward?
· The response of the cared for completes the caring relation. How do students show caring has been received? 
· All participants associate caring with certain practices and strategies they use.  How do academic staff communicate caring?  
· If we cannot respond positively, how do we respond in way so that we still maintain a caring relation? How do we keep the door of communication open? 
· How does the online context influence establishment and maintenance of caring relationships?
· How does working with mature students shape our practice? 
· How are the relationships shaped the organisational culture? 
· Participants mentioned some challenges to maintaining caring relationships. How can the college help the academic staff   to overcome them?
· What is the role of tutor self-care in being able to maintain  caring relations? How should caring aspect of practice be recognised explicitly at the institutional level? 
· Do you think the view of caring duties in HE is gendered?
· How should the college communicate with the students to promote reciprocal and respectful caring relationships?  
· Should it be reflected in reporting and QA documentation? 
· What are the benefits of the caring relationships for tutors, if any? Do they impact us personally or professionally?


2

image3.jpeg
e




image4.png
Signw j%\





image1.png
)




image2.png
organisational cuture

e —— |

Caring is situated

Caring is reciprocal





