From functioning communality to hostile behaviour - Studen
student relationship in the academic
community

Abstract
Teacher support is an important factor affecting academic and social integration into the university.
However, studies have been very scarce concerning both students¶ and teachers¶ experiences of their

relationship in higher education. 7KH SXUSRVH RI WKLV VWXG\LV WR H[DPLQH VWXGHQWV¶ DQG
experiences of communality and interaction as well as the support given by teachers in the academic
community. A total of 68 teachers and 104 students participated in this study by answering both
Likert-scale and open-ended questions. The results show wide variation in both students¶ and
teachers¶ experiences. The experiences varied from descriptions of a good and functional
communality to a gap between teachers and students or even hostile behaviour towards students. Five
main categories emerged from the data: 1) functioning interaction and communality, 2) good quality
contacts between students and teachers, 3) variable experiences of interaction and communality, 4)
low quality interaction and communality and 5) dysfunctional contacts between students and
teachers. The results indicate that teachers experience the support given to students more positively
than the students. In addition, the results concerning the open-ended questions also indicated that
teachers experience the communality and interaction between teachers and students more positively
than the students. More attention should be given to the teacher–student relationship at the higher
education level. In addition, general skills such as interaction skills and social behaviour should be
emphasised more when recruiting staff.
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Introduction
Universities are facing the increasingly difficult challenge of proving their effectiveness to
government and society. Hence, the number of degrees awarded and the study pace of students have
become important factors measuring the efficiency of academic organisations. In order to graduate,
students need to follow the curriculum, pass exams and study efficiently, and the institution should
be able to support this efficiently. However, study attrition, protracted study times and delays in
graduation have become growing concerns internationally (OECD, 2009; KOTA database).
Consequently, student integration into the university has become increasingly important.
Studies on student retention and attrition concerned with student integration, show unifying themes
among the reasons for student drop-out. These include student motivation (Allen, Robbins, Casillas,
& Oh, 2008; Bennett, 2003), satisfaction and self-esteem (Bennett, 2003), academic performance
(Allen & Robbins, 2008; Allen et al., 2008; Bennett, 2003), personal reasons (Davidson & Beck,
2006; Rayle, Robinson Kurpius, & Arredondo, 2006; Wintre, Bowers, Gordner, & Lange, 2006), age
and age-related reasons (Murtaugh, Burns, & Schuster, 1999; Scott, 2005; Wintre et al., 2006), clarity
of career direction (Christie, Munro, & Fisher, 2004; Sandler, 2000), and financial reasons (Bennett,
2003; Lähteenoja & Pirttilä-Backman, 2005). Laing and Robinson (2003) showed the importance of
the quality of teaching and the learning environment in relation to possible student drop-out,
especially for non-traditional students. Furthermore, many other aspects of student integration into
the university and support IRU VWXGHQWV¶
studies have been explored. These include academic
integration, especially academic performance and progress, self-perceptions aQG VWXGHQWV¶
beliefs
about staff commitment to teaching and student support as well as social integration, which
encompasses self-esteem and the quality of relationships with teachers and peers within the academic
environment (Lähteenoja & Pirttilä-Backman, 2005; Nevill & Rhodes, 2004; Tinto, 1993). From the
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various perspectives emerging from the research, we will focus on VWXGHQWV¶DQGWHDFKHUV¶H[SHULH
ces
of communality and interaction as well as the support given by teachers in the academic community.
As society changes, the sense of community and interaction between people have become
increasingly important. Social connectedness and integration have also been found to be important
factors affecting studies (Allen & Robbins, 2008; Allen et al., 2008; Christie et al., 2004; Rayle et al.,
2006; Sandler, 2000). Although the teacher–student relationship has been acknowledged as important
in most of the research conducted in primary schools (Davis, 2006; Spilt & Koomen, 2009), research
concerning the relationship in higher education is still relatively scarce. Particularly, studies
concerning the WHDFKHUV¶ SHUVSHFWLYH RQ WKLV UHODWLRQVKLS
. Lähteenoja DUH
and PLVVLQJ
PirttiläBackmann (2005) offer one of the few examples in this area by exploring university teachers¶YLHZV

on student integration in WKUHH GLIIHUHQW IDFXOWLHV $FFRUGLQJ WR WKHLU VWXG\ WHDF
integration varied widely: some teachers viewed students as future colleagues and VDZ VWXGHQWV¶
social and academic integration as beneficial and even as a self-evident part of their jobs. On the other
KDQG VRPH WHDFKHUV YLHZHG VWXGHQWV¶
as unnecessary
LQWHJUDWLRQ
or even harmful to students

(Lähteenoja & Pirttilä-Backman, 2005) 7KHUHIRUH LW VHHPV WKDW WHDFKHUV¶ YLHZV DUH ID
unanimous on how well students should be integrated into the academic community.
6WXGHQWV¶LQWHJUDWLRQ
into their studies has been widely studied (Borglum & Kubala, 2000; Chapman
& Pascarella, 1983; Deil-$PHQ .DUS+XJKHV 2¶*DUD

-2011; Pascarella, Smart, &

Ethington, 1986; Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 1993)0RVWRIWKHUHVHDUFKLVEDVHGRQ7LQWR¶V
(1975) theoretical
model on dropout in higher education. According to Tinto (1975), the most important factor
H[SODLQLQJVWXGHQWV¶SHUVLVWHQFHLQVWXGLHVLVWKHLULQWHJUDWLRQ
into the academic and social systems of
the organisation. An insufficient integration into college, both socially and academically, will make
student commitment to the college more difficult, and the students are more likely to drop out (Tinto,
1975).
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A large-scale study of over 200 colleges and universities in the United States showed already in 1993

that student–IDFXOW\LQWHUDFWLRQLVDFUXFLDOIDFWRUDIIHFWLQJPDQ\DVSHFWV LWLVU
overall satisfaction, which comprises satisfaction with the faculty and overall college experience,
degree attainment, learning outcomes and graduation with honours (Astin, 1993). Similarly, a study

FRPELQLQJUHVXOWVIURPYDULRXVVWXGLHVRQVWXGHQWV¶SHUVLVWHQFHLQKLJKHUH
owed
that the support of faculty staff outside and within teaching situations has a great impact on student
persistence and graduation rates (Pascarella & Terenzini, cop. 2005). Despite the importance of the
student–teacher relationship, teachers have been shown to not necessarily be aware of their role in
tutoring (Stephen, O'Connell, & Hall, 2008).
In addition to being an important factor predicting relationships within the academic community,

VWXGHQWLQWHJUDWLRQLVDOVRUHODWHGWRVWXGHQWV¶OHDUQLQJ,Q)LQODQG0lNLQ
(2004) explRUHG XQLYHUVLW\ VWXGHQWV¶
profiles
OHDUQLQJ
from several faculties and studied how the
profiles were related to student willingness to continue their studies and student absence rates.
According to their study, students who were not committed to studying were most likely not willing
to continue studying and were also the most frequently absent. In their study, Braxton, Millem, and
Sullivan (2000) used a longitudinal design and found that active learning was associated with

VWXGHQWV¶VRFLDOLQWHJUDWLRQFODVVGLVFXVVLRQVDQGLQWHUDFWLYHKLJKHURUG
students and the staff were related to a better social integration of students (Braxton et al., 2000).
SWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVRISRVLWLYHUHODWLRQVZLWKWHDFKHUV
are related to a deep approach to learning
and satisfaction with studying (Trigwell, 2005). Social integration into a faculty is also related to the
personal and academic development of students (Halawah, 2006).
Thus, student integration into the academic community and good interaction between academic staff
and students can be regarded as a factor of quality in higher education, belonging to the modern
strategic institutional approaches in any academic community (Astin, 1993; Halawah, 2006;
Pascarella & Terenzini, cop. 2005). Student integration is an institutional mission, and further, quality
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staff are those who are committed to the mission of the institution and are competent in their
professional role in meeting that mission, as defined by Pellegrino et al. (2015).
The aim of this study is to explore WHDFKHUV¶DQGVWXGHQWV
¶ experiences of integration into academic
community by focusing on the relationship between students and teachers. We explore this by

examining sWXGHQWV¶DQGWHDFKHUV¶H[SHULHQFHVRIFRPPXQDOLW\DQGLQWHUDFWLRQ
students¶
H[SHULHQFHVDQGWHDFKHUV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRI
the support given by teachers in the academic community.
Another aim of the study is to provide research-based evidence concerning the quality of student
integration as well as the relationship between students and teachers to support the development of
teaching and learning.

Methods
Participants
This study was carried out in the field of Biological and Environmental Sciences, University of
Helsinki, Finland. The field is highly diverse, with a wide variety of disciplines in the Natural
Sciences. The participants in this study were students and teachers from several training programmes:
Biology (includes six majors: Ecology and Evolutionary Biology, Physiology and Neurosciences,
Plant Biology, Genetics, Microbiology, Biochemistry and Biotechnology), Molecular Biosciences,
Environmental Ecology, Environmental Change and Policy as well as Aquatic Sciences, all of which
are highly research-oriented and train experts for universities, research institutions, public
administration, schools, business and industry.
Altogether 104 students participated in this study; 35 studied in the Biology training programme, 25
in Environmental Ecology, 18 in Environmental Change and Policy, 18 in Molecular Biosciences and
5 in Aquatic Sciences. Of the participants, 81% were female and 19% male, while the gender
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distribution of the whole student population is 67% female and 33% male. Two students did not
define their gender. The starting year of the students varied between 2002 and 2013: 22% of the
students were first-year students, 17% second-year students, 17% third-year students, 14% fourthyear students, 14% fifth-year students and the rest of the students (16%) had started their studies in
2008 or earlier. Of these students, 93 answered the open-ended question.
The total number of academics in the field of Biological and Environmental Sciences, University of
Helsinki, is 220, of which 68 participated in this study. Of the participants, 26 were from the Biology
training programme, 14 from Environmental Sciences, 6 from Aquatic Sciences and 4 from Molecular
Biosciences. Eighteen participants did not define their major. The participants included 11 professors,
26 assistant professors/university lecturers, 8 researchers, 10 doctoral students and 9 other academic
staff. Four participants defined themselves as university teachers, which could be any of the first three
groups. Of the participants, 46% were male and 40% female. The gender distribution (male=46%,
female=40%) was quite representative of the academic staff population (49 % male, 51% female).Ten
participants did not define their gender.

Data
The data consisted, firstly, of the VWXGHQWV¶DQGWHDFKHUV¶UHVSRQVHVWR
Likert-scale items concerning
students¶ experiences and teachers¶ perceptions of the faculty support and, secondly, of an open
question related to students¶ and teachers¶ experiences of the interaction and communality. The
Likert-scale items concerning student integration were adapted from a questionnaire (Pascarella &
Terenzini, cop. 2005), based on 7LQWR¶V
(1975) theoretical model, and were translated into Finnish
and modified for the Finnish context by Lähteenoja (2010). The questions used in the students¶

questionnaire were 7-point Likert-scale items, DQGWKHLWHPVLQWKHWHDFKHUV¶TXHVWLRQQDL
ere 5-

point Likert-scale items. To compare the VWXGHQWV¶DQGWHDFKHUV¶DQVZHUVWKHVWXGHQWV
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transformed into a 5-point Likert scale by combining values 2 and 3 and values 5 and 6. The items
used in this study were adapted from scales measuring faculty concern for students, and all the
questions concerned teachers and their support. The items were also asked from the teaching staff by
modifying the questions to reflect the WHDFKHUV¶
perceptions on giving support to students (Table 1).
In addition, the students and teachers were asked an open-ended question on their experience of the
interaction and communality between teachers and students. The question was introduced with the
following excerpt from The Ethical Principles of Teaching and Studies at the University of Helsinki:
The university is a shared working place for students, teachers, researchers and supporting staff. One of the
objectives at the university is to develop the community so that also students would commit to the university and
feel themselves as members of the academic community, as the following excerpt from The Ethical Principles of
Teaching and Studies shows: Students become members of the academic community primarily by studying and
attending lectures, but they also have a key role in linking teaching and research. In research-based teaching,
students are given responsibility and expected to make an active contribution. Inquiry-based teaching offers
teachers the opportunity to produce and develop research ideas, test the results with students, and familiarise
students with academic thought.
How have you experienced communality and interaction between teachers and students in the faculty?

For both the students and teachers, the open question on their experiences of interaction and
communality was identical. The questionnaires were distributed via internal e-mail lists, and the
answers were collected anonymously using an online electronic form.
From the 104 students who responded to the questionnaire, 97 answered the open-ended question
concerning their experience of communality and interaction between teachers and students in the
faculty. From the 68 participating teachers, 45 answered the open question.

Analysis
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Both qualitative and quantitative analyses were used in this study. To obtain a broader picture of how
teachers and students experience teachers¶ support, quantitative analyses were done by comparing
the teachers¶ and students¶ means and the standard deviations of their answers to the Likert-scale
items concerning their experiences of faculty support (Table 1). The differences between the WHDFKHUV¶
DQGVWXGHQWV¶DQVZHUVZHUHFRPSDUHG
using one-way ANOVA Kruskal Wallis because of the ordinal
nature of the variables measuring the students¶ answers.

The open question data was analysed using qualitative content analysis, more specifically inductive
category development (Flick, 2002; Mayring, 2000). In inductive category development the
categories result from the interpretation of the content of the responses without a priori categorisation
(Mayring, 2000). Hence, in this study the analytical procedure included data-grounded analysis
phases (Harry et al., 2005; Mills et al., 2006). The data was analysed in the following six steps:

1) All three authors read the answers independently several times to obtain a general idea of the range
of variation in the data. In this first phase of the analysis, the key points being made by the respondents
are identified to develop codes from the data; consequently, a set of open codes is labelled (Harry,
Sturges, & Klingner, 2005; Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006). 2) After the first round of readings, the
authors searched for common features among the codes in order to cluster them into conceptual
categories (Astin, 1993; Harry et al., 2005). In this phase, we categorised the answers into clusters
that we called preliminary categories. 3) The preliminary categories were next discussed together
with all the authors to test the codes and categories for clarification and reliability, which is an
essential phase in the qualitative analysis process (Harry et al., 2005). At this phase, it became clear

WKDWWKHDQVZHUVZHUHQRWRQO\DERXWWKHUHVSRQGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVRIFRPPXQD
ction in
the faculty context, as the respondents also talked about their experiences in other contexts, such as
their department, major or courses. Thus, the next step was to develop the themes by pointing out, as
suggested by Harry et al. (2005), the themes embedded in the categories. 4) Therefore, to develop the
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themes (Harry et al., 2005), the answers were re-analysed, taking into account the different levels and
the wide variation within answers. Each author drafted a categorisation independently using the
different contexts with which the respondent had presented his/her answer: faculty, department,
course and personal. 5) In the next phase, the themes were tested (Harry et al., 2005) in a process
where the categories and contexts were then discussed with the other authors, modified and finalised.
This rereading and redefining continued until all the authors agreed on the categories and levels. 6)
Finally, representative quotes were selected for each category, both for the students and teachers.

The sWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVZHUHFRGHGWRWKHTXDQWLWDWLYHGDWDE\XVLQJGXPP\Y

categories described below. For example, if DVWXGHQW¶VFRPPHQWFRPSULVHGH[SHULHQFHVRIIXQ
communality as well as variable experiences, value 1 was coded for these experiences and 0 for those

that the student did not mention. The sWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVLQGLIIHUHQWILHOGVZHUHFRPS
cross tabulation. In addition, the Quality of experience variable was coded so that 1 = positive
experiences, 2 = negative experiences and 3 = variable experiences. The students¶ achievement was
measured by the accumulation of credits in the ongoing academic year, their grade point average for
those courses and their own experience of how their studies have advanced. The relationship between
experiences of the teacher–
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