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Using student interviews for becoming a reflective geographer
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This paper presents a case for interviewing students as an effective yet complex way to
integrate reflexive practice into teaching and research. Even though many human
geographers are accustomed to conducting qualitative interviews in various contexts, it
is not straightforward to interview one’s own students. This paper addresses three
issues: implications of doing insider interviews; ethical issues of interviewing students
where power relations are at stake and using visual co-constructions as a means of
levelling the analytical power of the insider interviewer. We show how student
interviews have enhanced our reflection-on-action and give recommendations for
prospect student interviewers.

Keywords: insider interviews; ethics; analytical power; visual co-constructions;
positionality

1. Introduction

In this paper, we examine how student interviews can be employed as a means to become

reflective geography scholars in relation to our teaching obligations. It deals with both the

opportunities that interviewing students open, as well as some of its key challenges. We

are inspired by the idea of the reflective practitioner (Schön, 1983). While the concepts and

ideas underlying reflective practice date back to researchers such as Dewey (1933) and

Piaget, Ackermann, and Berthoud-Papandropoulou (1977), it was Donald Schön’s seminal

book from 1983 The Reflective Practitioner that brought attention to the idea that

professionals, such as teachers, should develop a reflective practice. According to Schön,

professionals can become better at their job by developing reflection-in-action and

reflection-on-action. The former refers to the ability to reflect on challenges in the situation

where and when they unfold, whereas the latter involves systematic reflection after the

situation, e.g. teaching a class. Schön has also been of inspiration to geographers: In an

edited volume by Ashley Kent directed at teachers of geography at secondary/high school

level, the editor writes that the book “attempts [ . . . ] above all to encourage reflection by

experienced practitioners” (Kent, 2000, p. vii).
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The question is how we can develop this reflective practice? In this paper, we will

show how a method that is well known to many human geographers, namely qualitative

interviews, can be used in a manner that is unusual to many geographers, namely by

interviewing one’s own students. Qualitative interviews can provide in-depth under-

standing of the interviewee’s life world (Kvale, 1996); hence by interviewing one’s own

students, we may gain valuable knowledge about the “how” and “why” of students’

learning thereby adding to our reflection-on-action as geographer teachers. Unfortunately,

interviewing (one’s own) students is not as straightforward as it may seem. At least we

were surprised when we began using our extensive interview experience inside academia

(Madsen & Adriansen, 2006; Madsen & Winslow, 2009). Based on these surprises, we

will address three main themes: the implications of doing insider interviews; ethical issues

when interviewing one’s own students and using visual co-constructions as a means of

interviewing. A visual co-construction is an artefact, a paper on which the interview is

written and drawn by the interviewer and interviewee. The three themes are interrelated in

so far as insider interviews raise special ethical concerns, especially when interviewing

one’s own students where power relations are at stake, and the creation of visual co-

constructions during interviewing can be a means of levelling the analytical power of the

interviewer.

The paper offers close reflection on subtle nuances of the interview experience. It gives

voice to the concerns that qualitative researchers may have when they interview their own

students as a means of getting feedback on teaching and reflecting-on-action. It is based on

our own experiences of creating reflection-on-action through student interviews as seen in

Example 1 below. With ever increasing demands on productivity and measurable outputs in

Academia, it may be difficult to find time for developing a reflective practice. We have

found time by combining our reflection on teaching with research, which means we have

used our teaching as empirical material for research (e.g. Adriansen, 2010; Adriansen &

Knudsen, 2013). Furthermore, we find developing a reflective teaching practice a more

productive way to work towards better teaching than the ranking of teaching and

“competition fetish” introduced by management (Naidoo, 2008).

Example 1: Some years ago, we made research interviews with students about their
engagement in undergraduate course in Geographical Information Systems (GIS) (Madsen,
Christiansen, & Rump, 2014). These interviews let us to insights about the importance of
students’ motivations and reasons for choosing a particular course. These interviews showed
us in a very direct way how the students’ approaches to a learning activity are related to their
reasons for attending the course. For example, two students attending the same course in GIS
had quite different perspectives: one was almost finished with his studies and wanted to be
updated on GIS to get a job within the GIS environment while the other student wanted to
learn GIS in order to use it in an assignment in another course to specialise within a certain
geography topic. These two students engaged very differently with the learning activities and
had different views on the learning objectives of the course. As teachers, we can use this
knowledge in other courses to be aware of the importance of going into dialogue with the
students about their motivations and intentions with the course, especially if we feel that there
is a lack of motivation. By doing so, we create a possibility for ourselves to understand the
relevance and perception of the learning activities we try to get the students engaged in.

2. Insider interviews: interviewing one’s own students

“What do you want to ask me about?” is a common reaction when a researcher/teacher

asks students to become interviewees. The question can occur in any potential interview

situation, but when the interviewee is a student, there are extra layers to the question. “Is

this some type of exam?”, “Are there wrong/stupid answers which will haunt me
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afterwards?”, “I like you as a person, but wasn’t too impressed with your way of teaching,

how can I tell you that?” Likewise the teacher/researcher1 may be (and should be)

concerned about the ethics involved in interviewing students. Also it can be challenging

for the researcher to let students experience the researcher’s capabilities as an interviewer.

What is at stake here is positionality. The concept positionality refers to the multiple

positions the interviewer and the interviewee have and can take on in relation to each other

during an interview, such as gender, age, social position, ethnicity and profession.

As noted by Chacko: “Positionality is a critical factor in framing social and professional

relationships in the field; it sets the tone of the research, affecting its course and its

outcomes” (Chacko, 2004, p. 52). A teacher–student interview may have different

dynamics than a researcher–informant interview. The different positions of teacher and

student will give raise to different power relations and legitimate ways of talking and

behaving during an interview. Positions and power can be negotiated throughout the

interview – often in subtle ways (Adriansen & Madsen, 2009).

The issue of positionality has been analysed widely among geographers (Chacko,

2004; DeVerteuil, 2004; McCleery, 2004). This discussion has especially been presented

by feminist and post-colonial geographers (e.g. England, 1994; Larner, 1995; Rose, 1997).

When interviewing one’s own students, it is especially the insider/outsider and in-between

position which demands attention. As pointed out by Kitchin and Tate, being an insider

may make research more difficult: “You may fail to notice pertinent questions or issues

because of the inability to step back from a situation and fully assess the circumstances”

(Kitchin & Tate, 2000, p. 29). Conducting insider interviews with students demands an

attentive interviewer who is conscious about pursuing answers where the interviewee says

“you know” and other implicit expressions. Otherwise, the interviewer may end up with

empirical material that is of little or no use, because it is full of implicit remarks. On the

other hand, the insider position also provides advantages such as easy access to the field

and close knowledge of the context, culture and language (Adriansen & Madsen, 2009).

The in-between position has been described by Chacko (2004) by the use of Entrikin

(1991), as the position “between the objective pole of scientific theorising and the

subjective pole of empathy and understanding” (Chacko, 2004, p. 54). As researchers

interviewing our own students, we have experienced this in-between position ourselves

and will add a third professional pole of interviewer curiosity. This curiosity often drives

the questioning which can oscillate between the insider and outsider position. The

distinction between being an insider and an outsider is not an easy one. Sikes and Potts

(2008) have noticed that being an insider is common within educational research. They

define an insider as somebody who is attached to or involved in the organisation or its

social groups prior to commencing the study. By this definition, all teachers interviewing

their own students are insiders. While we find this correct, it does not capture the dynamic

aspect of the insider position. Therefore, we prefer to adopt Narayan’s (1993) stance that

we all belong to a number of communities simultaneously. Here also, the in-between

position can be at play. To us, an insider is somebody who is considered an insider by the

other members of a given community and/or who participates on par with the other

members of that community. In this view, a teacher interviewing her own students can be

both an insider and an outsider. The teacher is an insider in so far as she was present during

teaching, but an outsider in the sense that she did not participate on par with the students.

One might say that the interviewer and the interviewee were present at the same event but

did not experience it from the same place all the time. This means that during an interview,

the student can position the teacher in different ways from one minute to another.

Likewise, the teacher can emphasise these different positions by asking questions in
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different ways, e.g. by drawing on the common knowledge from the classroom thereby

emphasising the insider position or by asking from a distance to employ an outsider

position.

Asking a colleague to interview one’s students could be a way to avoid insider

difficulties. We have tried interviewing a colleague’s students about their approaches to

learning GIS (both individual and focus-group interviews). Even though we were not

insiders in Sikes’ and Pott’s (2008) understanding, it turned out we were insiders in

relation to the subject matter. The students knew that we knew GIS and thereby it became

difficult to ask outsider questions (reported in Madsen & Nielsen, 2013; Madsen & Rump,

2012). Being an insider both in relation to the subject matter and to the interviewees can be

labelled “double insider”. We have discussed the challenges this poses in Adriansen and

Madsen (2009).

Interviews with students make power relations very present, but this is also the case in

the opposite situation, i.e. when students interview researchers as seen – but not discussed

– in Dwyer (2001). Student interviews of researchers may also be useful for developing a

reflective practice, yet it is beyond the scope of the present paper. The power that a teacher

can exercise over a student can inform the content of the interview. It goes without saying

that the teacher has to think carefully about which questions to ask and how they should be

asked. But the teacher should also consider her analytical power. Rose (1997) explains that

the researcher holds a privileged position by deciding who is a relevant interviewee, by

formulating the questions asked and when they are asked, by directing the flow of the

discourse and by having the final power of interpretation. This is the analytical power of

the researcher and it should not be neglected. Rose further links the analytical power of the

researcher to the issue of distance. Even though the teacher and the students may be

situated in the same landscape of power, there is still a distance between them because of

the analytical power of the teacher. However, the students also have power in the sense

that they hold the knowledge that the teacher wants. These power relations raise ethical

questions some of which we will address in the next section.

3. Ethical issues when interviewing one’s students

Researchers are required to consider ethical implications of their research (e.g. American

Sociological Association, 2008). However, when interviewing one’s own students,

additional ethical issues are raised, e.g. regarding confidentiality and anonymity. When

using interviews for becoming a reflective practitioner, confidentiality and anonymity only

becomes a problem when the information from the interviews is shared with other people.

In regard to using the interviews for analysing and publishing one’s reflection on teaching

practice, the usual aspects of confidentiality and anonymity in research apply. In the

context of conducting student interviews in general, we want to point to three issues: The

selection of interviewees, the interview location and the timing of the interview. These

issues may seem banal, but in our experience it is important to reflect on them especially

when interviewing one’s own students.

The selection of interviewees: Besides being able to justify research design, the

selection of students for interviews should be wise in regard to the signals it sends to

students. Are the “clever” ones chosen, the “difficult” ones or those who seemed reflective

in terms of pedagogy? While qualitative research design allows us to select critical cases

or maximum variation (Flyvbjerg, 2006), doing so may send unfortunate signals to

students. In one study, we asked the students to sign up themselves, thereby we did not

have control over the selection. It worked well for reflection-on-action and we avoided
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unethical signalling, but we did not have the best research design (Adriansen &

Madsen, 2013).

The interview location: As geographers we know that space matters, and this is also the

case when interviewing (Elwood &Martin, 2000; Sin, 2003). Different interview locations

have different benefits and drawbacks for interviewing students. The benefits of

interviewing at the location where teaching took place are as follows: the discussed

activities can be placed in relation to each other, and the materials used during teaching

may be present. The drawback is that power relations may be more difficult to overcome.

Likewise, interviewing outside the classroom or even outside campus has its advantages

and disadvantages. On the positive side: the explicit power relations can be diminished,

especially off campus. However, both the power relations and ethical issues are still at

stake. On the negative side: it may be awkward for the student and the teacher to meet off

campus, e.g. in a cafe. If choosing a location on campus for interviewing, it is important to

choose a location that does not resemble an exam situation.

The timing of the interview: By timing, we refer to scheduling of other activities one

may have with the students; primarily timing in relation to exams. Just like the location

should not resemble an exam, we would usually not recommend interviews prior to

examining a student because the student may want to please the teacher and the answers

therefore reflect the students’ idea of a “good” answer instead of her perception of teaching

and learning. Nevertheless, if the latter bias can be overcome, valuable information can be

obtained by interviewing students before, during and after a course. We have made

individual interviews with students about their learning process during a course on GIS in

planning and management (Madsen, Christiansen, & Rump, 2014). This study showed to

us that interviewing the same students twice during the course provided valuable

information on how the students’ perceptions of the assignments and learning activities

continuously were incorporated in the students’ sense making of the course. A longitudinal

setup with interviews during the course prior to the exam is necessary for constructing this

type of reflection on students’ learning processes.

Generally, we find that the unequal power relations make interviews with students

more delicate than many other types of interviews. However, there are ways to level the

analytical power of the teacher as discussed in the next section.

4. The creation of visual co-constructions: a means to interview one’s students

In our experience, visual co-constructions can be used for balancing power relations.

We focus on different ways of writing and drawing an interview (here called “pen and

paper” interviews), but many of our considerations here can be translated to situations

where other materials are used for creating visual co-constructions. The basic ingredients

in a “pen and paper” interview are a large piece of paper and a number of coloured pens.

The interview may be recorded (and transcribed); it depends on the type of analysis

intended and on how the use of a recorder may affect the interviewee. Before we go into

further detail with the pen and paper interview, we need to understand how visual co-

constructions can affect power relations.

4.1 Visual co-construction: a way of balancing power relations

The benefit of using pens and (large pieces of) paper is that the student can participate in

writing and drawing. After the teacher has explained the purpose of the interview and the

process, she can encourage the student to take part in writing and drawing on the paper.
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Kvale (1996) has explained that qualitative interviews are co-constructed. When the

interviewer and the interviewee both participate in writing, the co-construction becomes

physically explicit – a visual co-construction, as seen in Figure 1.

The paper serves as a “collective memory” where the content of the interview can be

seen both by the interviewer and the interviewee. It is easy for both parties to return to an

issue already discussed and this can be linked with other events along the way. Whether

the interviewee is participating in writing or not, she is usually engaged in following how

the interview unfolds on the paper. This is quite different from a “conventional” interview.

The visualisation on the paper affects how the interview is conducted. While some

researchers (e.g. Goodson & Sikes, 2001) recommend that the interviewer keeps eye

contact with the interviewee, we find that it is culturally specific what constitutes

appropriate eye contact. While eye contact can create an intimate atmosphere, it can also

be intimidating. In our experience, it can be easier to talk about personal issues when there

is no eye contact, but an atmosphere of presence – for instance because both the

interviewee and the researcher are engaged in the same activity such as drawing. As an

interviewer said after conducting a pen and paper interview: “The paper removes the focus

from the slightly formal situation” (Adriansen, 2012, p. 50).

Furthermore, there are two important and intertwined points, which we consider

benefits of visual co-constructions. These concern ownership and analytical power.

Ownership: In our experience, interviewees often take ownership of this type of

interview. This was evident when the interviewee wanted a copy of paper afterwards –

something we have experienced more than once with pen and paper interviews but

interviewees have never asked for our notes or the digital recording after a “conventional”

interview. Hence, using the paper as a collective memory can make the interview a

collective process allowing the interviewee to take ownership. She has the possibility to

steer the interview in a certain direction, although it is still the interviewer who ultimately

holds the analytical power and can decide which issues are relevant for the interview.

Figure 1. An example of a learning journey interview from the study of creativity and criticality.
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Analytical power: In “conventional” interviews, the interviewer holds the analytical

power. It is the interviewer who decides that the interviewee is a relevant person to talk

to; it is the interviewer who constructs the interview guide and it is the interviewer who

asks the questions (Kvale, 1996). When conducting a “pen and paper” interview, it is still

the interviewer who decides that the interviewee is a relevant person to talk to, the type of

questions asked and the way the interview is conducted. So far, the analytical power is

held by the interviewer. When the “pen and paper” interview starts, however, the

situation is different from a “conventional” interview because the interviewee is invited

to participate in “constructing the interview”. In this way, the analytical power is shared,

although not equally, in the interview situation. The creation of visual co-constructions

allows the interviewer and the interviewee to be situated closer in the landscape of

power – to use the vocabulary of Rose (1997). However, when the interview ends, it is

not different from other qualitative interviews; here the analytical power belongs to the

researcher solely.

4.2 Using time as an organising principle: timeline interviews

We have analysed the use of timelines interviews elsewhere (Adriansen, 2012), here a few

words on the technique suffices. The backbone of the method is the drawing of a timeline

in the middle of the paper in the “pen and paper” interview. Ordering of events can be

guiding the interview. An important issue is when the timeline should begin and end.

In an educational setting, it could begin with the interviewee’s first university

experience, enrolment in a specific course or a significant event prior to university

important for the interviewee’s choice of education. Likewise, the timeline could also

continue into the future to capture how the student sees her future use of the competences

she has gained. The paper is a physical layout which permits different lines representing

different perspectives; these may be the “core” of the story, e.g. the course/degree

programme/student life in the middle and family/outside towards the edges. Thereby,

there is an emphasis on unfolding the context and its ascribed meaning for the student’s

choices and experiences. Usually, the interviewee begins with the most important events,

which are noted on one side of the timeline and gradually “outside” events that have

affected the events may come up as the story unfolds and are noted on the other side of the

line. When trying to place events in order, the interviewee sometimes realises that these

events took place in a different order from what she initially remembered; when

conducting focus group interviews, disagreements among the group are also laid out very

clearly. This may mean that they re-negotiate their story. In this way, the paper and the

drawings along the timeline become important visual tools for seeing how the story is

constructed.

4.3 Using time and space as organising principles: learning journey interviews

The timeline interview uses time as an organising principle. Likewise, space or location

can be used in a “pen and paper” interview as an organising principle. Inspiration can be

found within geographical research (e.g. Oldrup & Carstensen, 2012; Tani & Surma-aho,

2012).

A learning journey interview is a combination of the two methods mentions above.

A learning journey is the learning process experienced during time and space. In principle,

the journey can be any course or learning process at university or elsewhere. The benefits

of using interviews of students’ learning journeys are that it becomes possible to link
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learning activities to other activities in space and time. Example 2 below, together with

Figure 1, provides a description of how we have used individual learning journey

interviewes for our reflection-on-action.

Example 2: The chapter “How criticality affects students’ creativity” (Adriansen, 2010) is an
example of our own reflective practice. Higher education is met with increasing demand for
providing students with creative and innovative competencies. How can these competencies be
reconciled with critical thinkingwhich is the hall mark of Academia? Does teaching the subject
matters creativity and innovationmean that we have to be creative and innovative in our way of
teaching? If yes, how do we practice what we preach? These questions were answered during a
reflective process including student interviews. We also read relevant literature which was
outside our field of research but provided valuable input for reflection. The process endedwith a
book chapter based on student interviews and reflection. In thisway, the time spent on reflection
provided useful output “for the system” as well as reflection-on-action.

The learning journey approach gave rise to detailed accounts of when the students felt

motivated and experienced high learning and vice versa. One of the interviewees

explained how she had experienced the first seminar as unstructured and very confusing,

even frustrating, leaving the seminar with more questions than answers:

“I had a feeling of having wasted three days (Adriansen, 2010, p. 73)”.

But already when preparing the first assignment, she became a little more positive:

“I could feel that I had some new thoughts, was thinking in a newway (Adriansen, 2010, p. 73)”.

And in hindsight, she could see how the first seminar had made sense, how it had

prepared her for the journey.

The drawings of the learning journeys (Figure 1) showed how the location of the

seminar (whether in Denmark or abroad) also affected the intensity of their learning. This

information was invaluable for understanding our role as teachers and for reflecting on the

importance of location as well as the coherence of the degree programme.

5. Discussion and concluding remarks

In this paper, we have shown how to address challenges involved in conducting qualitative

interviews with one’s own students for the purpose of becoming reflective geographers. Being

an insider in relation to one’s interviewees presents difficulties and advantages aswell as ethical

dilemmas. All this calls for reflection. We have shown how reflection on the subtle nuances of

the interviewsetting and experiences canbeused.This papermaybe seen as a “meta-reflection”

on reflection-on-action, a reflection on how to reflect on our actions as geography teachers. The

reasonwhywe encourage student interviews as a tool for reflection-on-action is that qualitative

interviews can provide us with in-depth understanding of a student’s life-world, their meaning-

making and ways of learning. These are issues we find important for any teaching professional

wanting to develop her reflection on her teaching practice.

We have argued that we may find the resources for developing a reflective practice by

using our reflections as input for research. But one question remains: why should our

students spend their valuable time on being interviewed? The answer can be found in

Kvale’s (1996) notion of the interview as a co-construction where the interviewee is

affected and also has learned something through the interview. Hence, participating in

such an interview would hopefully lead to reflection-on-action for both the interviewer and

the interviewee. Some scholars have argued that higher degree students should develop a

reflective practice – usually through journal writing (Boud, 2001; Cunliffe, 2004;

Morrison, 1996). We would argued that a reflective practice may not (only) be developed

in solitude; it can be a collective endeavour developed through qualitative interviews.
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While we find qualitative interviews beneficial for developing a reflective practice,

teachers should be prepared for the challenges and ambiguities involved when

interviewing one’s own students. As an insider interviewer, one becomes an integral

part of the process. We concur with Wilson (1997) that if researchers are not prepared for

that, then they have better choose another method.2

Based on our findings, we have extracted the following recommendations for teachers

who want to interview their students for reflection-on-action. The recommendations are

also applicable when researchers want to interview their students for other purposes such

as course evaluation, getting feedback and ideas for course development:

. Pay attention to positionality during the interview process – also before and after,

i.e. when recruiting interviewees and when reporting back to them. There are three

important (sets) of positions – the teacher/researcher–student position, the insider/

outsider position and the in-between position.

. The teacher/researcher–student position has to do with power relations and one’s

respective identities. One’s position as a researcher/teacher and the student’s as learner

can be at stake in the process. Being explicit about one’s role and their roles may help

both the students and the researcher/teacher to reflect upon them. As a teacher, one

shouldbeaware of andpayattention to the ethics involved.This canbe donebycarefully

selecting interviewees, and mindfully choosing a time and place for the interview.

. Using visual co-construction for interviewing may affect ownership and analytical

power in a positive manner.

. The insider positionprovides bothbenefits anddrawbacks:Make themost of thebenefits

(easy access to the field and close knowledge of the context), and be aware of how to

handle the drawbacks e.g. pursue implicit answers and presupposed shared

understandings.

Notes

1. Both the teacher position and the researcher position are present and at stake when interviewing
one’s own students. In the following, we use the word teacher or researcher depending on which
position is most important in the context.

2. Wilson made the remark in the context of focus group interviews in educational research, but we
find it equally valid for the arguments made here.
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