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This paper will report on the experiences of a group of five 

post-graduate students involved in the evolution of their own course on 

Contemporary Perspectives in Education. The impetus for this program 

stemmed from the desire to develop independent research projects within 

a collaborative learning environment. What emerged was an innovative 

structure that created a forum for intimate discussions which, at 

times, included specialised input from academics invited to participate 

with the group. In addition, assessment was negotiated to satisfy 

individual needs and academic standards. In a time of diminishing 

educational resources this innovative approach to course design and 

delivery may provide a flexible model for academics and post-graduate 

students involved in education. 
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Post-graduate research demands energy, motivation and determination and 

it is, in part, the responsibility of educational institutions to 

provide programs of study that support and encourage students as they 

pursue their independent goals. Course outlines provide evidence of 

the many subjects offered and yet, despite this variety, it is not 

always possible to meet the individual requirements of each student. 

Subjects in which a research topic or reading program is negotiated 

with a student in order for an individual line of inquiry to be pursued 

are one means of overcoming this dilemma. However, one of the most 

common complaints of post-graduate students is their feeling of 

isolation from others, necessitated obviously by the requirement for 

independent research. Providing a framework that permits students to 

collaborate through a small group network, whilst following individual 

research interests, is one method of meeting the requirement that some 

post-graduate students may have for sharing at least some of their 

study time with others. 

  

As students within the Faculty of Education our professional 

backgrounds and research interests varied considerably. Four of us 

were completing the course work component of our Doctoral programs, and 

the fifth student was engaged in a Master's degree. The various 

research pursuits in which we were involved encompassed both 

qualitative and quantitative paradigms, with the area of Gifted and 

Talented Education serving as a common link. However, individual 

topics included the Identification of Gifted Learning Disabled 



Students, Gifted and Talented Visual Arts Education, Feminist Career 

Counselling, Creativity for Women and the Development of Musical 

Talent. 

  

It had become evident to each of us, independently, that we had 

exhausted the choice of courses offered within the Faculty of Education 

that were relevant to our areas of study. 'Contemporary Perspectives 

in Education of Students with Diverse Needs' offered the opportunity to 

cater for our specific needs. Approval to run the subject depended on 

attaining the required number of applicants but, due to insufficient 

numbers, the course became a self-directed reading program. This 

certainly allowed individual needs to be met and, with encouragement 

from our supervisor, we developed a structure that would also meet our 

desires for working collectively. What emerged was an innovative 

program that provided a forum for collaborative consultation and 

participation. 

  

Our first few meetings were spent acquainting one another with 

individual research interests and then mapping out a program that would 

meet our particular needs. After deciding unanimously that we would 

prefer continued contact and feedback through the group, we produced a 

program that included dates for meetings (on a weekly, or sometimes 

fortnightly, basis), a venue (the home of one student where we all 

contributed to a meal) and invitations to 'guest' lecturers to speak 

about topics that we nominated. In addition, we set group tasks which 

required each member to present an initial overview of the history and 



current status of her own research to the others, as well as a final 

seminar detailing the outcomes of her research efforts during the 

program. Independently, we also established goals relevant to our own 

research and tasks that were to be achieved during the course. 

  

Assessment was a sticky topic! Although we began by assuming that the 

work produced would be marked by our supervisor, individually we each 

responded differently to just what the assessment tasks should entail. 

Some members wanted very specific outlines, closely aligned with their 

experiences of assessment in more formally organised subjects. Others 

were more interested in developing assessment tasks that met individual 

research needs. Eventually, we agreed that our final assessment should 

be based on individual consultations with our supervisor, a formal 

seminar presentation, a written report of our research endeavours and a 

collaborative document outlining the development of our course to be 

presented at an AARE conference. Additionally, after numerous 

discussions, we decided to assess ourselves on the basis of the work we 

completed during the course and to assess one another on the seminars 

presented at the end of the course. As time wore on, and a sense of 

companionship developed, we became uneasy about assessing each other's 

work and, also, uncertain and diffident about self-assessment. 

Finally, apart from one student who submitted her final report with a 

grade she believed it warranted, we left the formal assessment to our 

supervisor who evaluated us on the basis of our written work and 

information gained during individual consultations throughout the 

course. 



  

The flexible nature of the program we had constructed provided us with 

a variety of opportunities for satisfying particular needs as the 

course developed. For example, the duration of meetings varied 

according to these needs, an appealing factor considering that we were 

all mature age students with varied personal and professional 

commitments. When the meetings were held around a dinner, they became 

weekly and were of up to five hours duration, supporting an increased 

need for longer and deeper discussions as our research projects 

developed. In addition, the development of 'Prosthesis', a 

newly-formed group for postgraduates within the Faculty of Education, 

provided us with opportunities for further support through involvement 

in a variety of workshops designed for research students. 

  

Some common patterns emerged as a result of our collaboration within 

the course. The supportive environment, genuine interest and 

enthusiasm we experienced together, engendered in-depth discussions 

seldom available in a large lecture group. It also encouraged 

co-operation and constructive feedback, with individual input 

reflecting each person's professional background and current level of 

academic inquiry. We believe that our lecturers also benefited from 

this dynamic process as the feedback in 'guest' sessions was immediate, 

candid and highly personalised, accurately identifying and addressing 

individual interests and needs. 

  

Individual research objectives were satisfied as we constructed and 



completed assessment tasks. Stimulation for involvement and direction 

in these tasks often came from the questions and suggestions raised by 

others within the group, as well as the unspoken expectation that at 

each meeting we would have taken another step forward in our study. 

Working within a group of only five students increased the degree of 

accountability at both individual and group levels. 

  

Whilst these common patterns emerged through our collaborative efforts, 

various individual differences were also accommodated by the 

flexibility of the program, permitting the confrontation of both 

personal and professional issues. Despite earlier involvement in course 

work, one student had entered the subject without having identified a 

topic for her thesis. However, based on discussions held within the 

group during the first few meetings, she became able to develop a 

framework and outline a specific direction in order to pursue her 

research. Another member had spent a substantial amount of time in 

previous courses collecting information for her thesis topic, but found 

it necessary to consider other directions after confronting inherent 

problems within the research she had initially undertaken. One student 

was able to spend considerable energy producing a handbook for teachers 

working with gifted students in the field of visual arts, thereby 

fulfilling the goal she had originally set for herself. The ability to 

pursue questions generated by earlier work within her thesis area 

allowed another student to collect data and analyse it in relation to 

the theoretical frameworks already explored. The fifth member of the 

group found that she was also able to collect data related to her 



thesis area, which then enabled her to formulate her ideas into a 

particular direction. In addition, two students undertook a course in 

a theoretical field at another tertiary institution that broadened 

their knowledge of areas related to their thesis topics. The relative 

lack of boundaries within this course, as well as the inspiration and 

understandings we drew from one another, permitted a broad range of 

research activities to be undertaken. 

  

Whilst the structure of this course has obviously enabled each of us to 

satisfy different goals within a supportive environment, we have also 

identified a number of issues that continue to interest and challenge 

us. The matter of assessment, for example, is one that we found 

difficult to resolve during the course and is, perhaps, a factor that, 

individually, we would confront in a more positive or assertive manner 

should similar circumstances arise. Perhaps formally documenting what 

we each expected in terms of assessment, and reviewing this whenever it 

appeared necessary, would have helped us to clarify and resolve the 

dilemmas we seemed to face. 

  

We also believe that the benefits of this course may have been so 

marked because of our small numbers. Larger groups necessarily 

function differently to smaller ones, although it would be possible to 

allocate students from a large group to sub-groups based on topic area, 

for example. In addition, four members of our group were known to one 

another before we entered this course and it is interesting to 

speculate about the personal dynamics of a group, given a similar 



agenda, where the members had not already established some common 

ground. 

  

As a self-directed reading program, Contemporary Perspectives attracted 

limited funding and the involvement of our 'guest' lecturers depended 

entirely on their 'goodwill' and interest in our academic pursuits. 

However, one must question the extent to which the generosity of 

academic staff may be assumed. What may be considered stimulating or 

rewarding in a 'one of' situation, may become overwhelmingly demanding 

for lecturers on a more permanent basis. 

  

Finally, are the patterns of involvement that have been outlined in 

relation to this course due entirely to its flexible nature, or is the 

degree of collaboration that developed also due to the group members 

being women? It is interesting to speculate whether or not the 

presence of male students would have altered the manner in which we 

related to one another and to the way in which the subject evolved. 

Perhaps, regardless of gender, any combination of five different 

personalities would produce different results altogether. 

  

Learning through a self-directed subject provides many opportunities 

for personal discovery and development, whilst satisfying academic 

standards and demands. Educators constantly acknowledge that 

self-directed learning encourages motivation as students pursue their 

own goals through the different avenues that various personalities may 

take when structuring their own learning. Self-direction caters for 



individual differences in intellectual development and styles of 

learning, as well as adapting to the specific needs of adult learners. 

It also recognises the adult learner's desire to gain some control over 

the processes involved in learning and assessment, whilst providing an 

opportunity for success at levels commensurate with self-esteem or 

self-actualisation needs. The flexible nature of this course allowed 

each student to benefit, not only from a close working relationship 

with the others, but also from the regular stimulation and support that 

was volunteered by 'guest' lecturers. It is only in retrospect, as we 

have collaborated in producing this paper, that we realise the subject 

continues to involve us. 

 


