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ABSTRACT
This article draws upon concepts of liminality and Third Space to explore what
happens when undergraduate students become research partners and illustrates
how various positions emerge, change, and fluctuate within the educational space of
an interdisciplinary course. Based on perspective dialogues with student groups who
have worked on research projects concerned with learning environments in higher
education, we discuss which experiences from various academic spaces the students
make relevant and use as resources in their group work. Furthermore, we highlight
how the act of challenging traditional knowledge hierarchies and well-established
roles also involves a revision of students’ relations to each other.
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Contemporary debates on higher education reveal an interesting ambition to base
approaches to teaching and learning on empirical evidence (Perry & Smart, 2007). With this
in mind, one main concern is to consider how research on higher education is conducted,
who influences its direction, and what questions are being raised. While students
traditionally are involved in academic development efforts as informants (Lizzio, Wilson, &
Simons, 2002), they are much less involved in conducting research on higher education
during their time as students. In the present article, we will use a qualitative research
approach to explore what happens when undergraduate students become researchers
within the educational space of an interdisciplinary course.
The involvement of students in research has been discussed in broad terms and
various settings, and Healey (2005) has introduced a framework to pinpoint different ways
of linking and integrating teaching and research. One particular approach that is widely used
in this regard involves undergraduate research experiences (UREs), where the students are
the researchers (Brew, 2013; Lopatto, 2003). There is a growing body of literature focusing
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on this type of inquiry, demonstrating that it facilitates the students’ intellectual
development and increases their higher-order thinking skills (Brew, 2003; Hodge, Magolda,
& Haynes, 2009; Levy, 2011; Wallin, Adawi, & Gold, 2017). UREs are, however,
predominantly offered in the science, technology, and engineering fields, and with few
exceptions situated within one or closely related disciplines (Brew, 2013). Furthermore,
there is often little space for either pedagogical negotiations concerned with the positions
and roles that teachers and students have within UREs, or for critical discussions between
students and teachers of the epistemological and methodological groundings of the
research activities.
Bearing this in mind, there is an apparent need to undertake careful and critical
empirical research that may contribute to this field. One way to address and emphasise the
importance of pedagogical negotiations and discussions, as well as critical engagement with
research and research methods, is to focus on student-teacher partnership or Students-asPartners (Cook-Sather, Matthews, Ntem, & Leathwick, 2018; Cook-Sather, 2014; Healey,
Flint, & Harrington, 2014). Here, a partnership is based on a reciprocal relationship between
the student and the teacher, where both benefit and accept certain risks by engaging in
something that is not fully predicable (Healey et al., 2014; Marquis et al., 2016). A
partnership positions students as knowledgeable partners who contribute to and shape
their learning experiences (Healey, O’Connor, & Broadfoot, 2010; Jensen & Bennett, 2016).
Neary and Winn (2009) have taken this even further by introducing the term Student as
Producer, which emphasises “undergraduate students working in collaboration with
academics to create work of social importance that is full of academic content and value,
while at the same time reinvigorating the university beyond the logic of market economics”
(p. 193). By re-considering the relationship between undergraduate teaching and academic
research, the concept of Student as Producer offers opportunities to re-establish the
university as a place for collaboration between students and academics with the common
purpose to produce knowledge and meaning (Neary, 2010, 2012, 2016).
Moreover, Jensen and Bennett (2016) argue that “the way that this occurs is through
the use of dialogue to develop mutual understanding” (p. 42). Dialogue should, however,
not be understood as a mere technique, but as part of the developmental process in
becoming knowledgeable partners and human beings—“a moment where humans meet to
reflect on their reality as they make and remake it” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 13). Such a
definition of partnership reflects the principles and values of authenticity, reciprocity, being
more, hope, and responsibility. The link between Freirean pedagogy and Students as
Partners is important as it provides foundational values that can counteract neoliberal,
domesticating, and technocratic threats to meaningful partnership (Peters & Mathias,
2018).
In addition to the potential of Students as Partners and Students as Producers to
stimulate dialogue, discussions, and negotiations, Jensen and Bennett (2016) highlight the
importance of “repositioning the way that students can contribute to teaching and learning
through including and valuing their perspectives and experiences and by students taking a
more active role and leading activities in relationship with staff” (p. 42). Creating
opportunities for this type of partnership in higher education means acknowledging both
students’ and teachers’ hybrid positions, thereby rejecting such binaries as student and
teacher, student and researcher, and research-producer and research-consumer, amongst
other potential relations and positions (Cook-Sather, 2014; Healey et al., 2014; Neary,
2010). By challenging traditional positions and encouraging student-teacher partnerships
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that explore pedagogical practices, new forms of higher education research and academic
development can emerge (King, Kersh, Potter, & Pitts, 2015; Werder, Thibou, & Kaufer,
2012; Neary, 2012).
Positioning students as knowledge producers is an important step that moves
beyond research on students and research with students to research by students. As such,
students’ positions emerge as central rather than additional, which may disrupt traditional
forms of knowledge construction. It could be argued that such research is a key issue, not
only for new forms of academic development and research, but also in more fundamental
ways as it potentially addresses the dynamics of knowledge relations and knowledge
hierarchies in negotiating what is held to be valid and “true.” By creating a “semi-permeable
membrane between students’ mediated cultures and the culture of the classroom” (p. 85), a
more porous exchange of expertise can be supported, where students may contribute their
resources to conduct research on higher education (Potter & McDougall, 2017). In what has
been called Third Space (McDougall & Potter, 2015), the traditional positions of teachers
and students are dissolved and both can occupy liminal positions that challenge
assumptions and frames of reference in new ways (Cook-Sather & Alter, 2011). Liminal
positions may be described as “ambiguous, neither here nor there, betwixt and between all
fixed points of classification” (Turner, 1974, p. 232) and can be used to depict inbetweenness as an important part of creating a Third Space (Barrineau & Anderson, 2018).
In this way, the Third Space can be described as “a transformative space where the potential
for an expanded form of learning and the development of new knowledge are heightened”
(Gutiérrez, 2008, p. 152).
With these perspectives serving as our backdrop, in the present article we will draw
upon dialogues with students who work in groups on research projects that address how
learning environments in higher education may be improved. We will in particular explore
what happens when undergraduate students become researchers and illustrate how various
positions emerge, change, and fluctuate within the educational space of an interdisciplinary
course. A key interest is to highlight how the act of challenging traditional knowledge
hierarchies and well-established roles also requires a revision of the students’ relations to
each other and the emerging dynamics within the students’ work groups. By making
experiences from inside and outside higher education relevant in their group work and using
them as resources for sense-making, the students create a space with the potential to
transform relationships between student and student, as well as between student and
teacher.
CONTEXT AND CASE
The context for this study is the interdisciplinary course Environments for Learning in
Higher Education, a 7.5-ECTS (European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System) course
that falls under the Experts in Teamwork (EiT) umbrella at the Norwegian University of
Science and Technology (NTNU) in Norway. Courses under the EiT umbrella share an
experience-based interdisciplinary approach with a focus on students’ development of
collaborative skills and reflective capacity but have different disciplinary groundings and
topics that students work with. EiT is mandatory for most Master’s level students at NTNU,
meaning that students from all disciplines are taking a course under the EiT umbrella. In
total at NTNU, around 80 to 90 courses under the EiT umbrella are held each year with over
2500 students (see Wallin, Lyng, Sortland, & Veine, 2017 for further details on EiT).
Wallin, P., & Aarsand, L. (2019). Challenging spaces: Liminal positions and knowledge relations in 71
dynamic research partnerships. International Journal for Students as Partners, 3(1).
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Environments for Learning in Higher Education has 20 to 30 Master’s students from
various study programmes working in groups of five over a period of 15 weeks. Student
groups have weekly full-day (8:00-16:00) meetings on a self-defined research project
coupled to the overall theme of the course. Examples of research projects include: How to
Create an Inclusive University Environment; Identity places: Balancing Disciplinary Belonging
and Interdisciplinary Collaborations; and Insights into Active Learning and Physical Learning
Environments in Higher Education. The aim is that by defining, planning, and running their
own research projects, students can raise questions about university learning environments
that they deem important and remain in control as to how to conduct and frame their
research. During the weekly meetings, students work on their group projects in a selfdefined manner and the teacher acts similar to a dialogue partner and critical friend (Costa
& Kallick, 1993) to provide additional perspectives to the students’ ideas and approaches, as
well as reoccurring formative feedback on their project reports.
The resulting final project reports are graded on the group level, but more
importantly the reports are a relevant resource for academic development at NTNU and are
highly valued by central administration, which is working on developing and planning a new
campus for the future. As such, all the projects have meaning beyond the course, which
indeed positions students as knowledge producers and makes their work available to the
local community, as well as worldwide. Examples of NTNU student research projects on
learning environments have been compiled in digital archives (see
http://patricwallin.org/student-research/).
METHODS AND DATA
This article was co-authored by two academics who have started from different
points of departure when approaching liminal positions and knowledge relations in dynamic
research partnerships. Patric Wallin is a post-doctoral fellow in university pedagogy and has
taught the course Environments for Learning in Higher Education in 2017 and 2018. Liselott
Aarsand is a professor with a particular interest in adult learning, subjectification, and social
norms and order in everyday practices.
An integral part of the Environments for Learning in Higher Education course are
perspective dialogues that aim to help students gain new perspectives on their individual
and group development at the end of the course. The dialogues focus on four themes:
group dynamics, doing research, interdisciplinary teamwork, and report writing. Similar to
focus-group interviews, the aim is to capitalise on communication between students in
order to stimulate memories and reflections on experiences (Bhattacherjee, 2012). At the
same time, the teacher (Patric Wallin) offers his thoughts after listening to the students in a
more dialogic format to encourage further discussions and reflections. Through this dialogic
approach, students may be able to see their own development from new perspectives and
gain deeper insights. The perspective dialogues last from around 45 to 90 minutes.
In this research project, the students were asked for their informed consent to audio
record the perspective dialogues and to use the dialogues in research. All the students
agreed to participate in the research project. The perspective dialogues were held in
Norwegian and each dialogue was transcribed soon after the event. Only the passages used
in the present paper have been translated into English, where all the students have also
been given pseudonyms.
The empirical material was analysed using a qualitative approach with Third Space as
a sensitising concept with the aim of generating meaning and developing categories.
Wallin, P., & Aarsand, L. (2019). Challenging spaces: Liminal positions and knowledge relations in 72
dynamic research partnerships. International Journal for Students as Partners, 3(1).
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Accordingly, the analysis was particularly guided by how various forms of knowledge and
knowledge relations were made relevant, negotiated, and acknowledged across the data.
The material was read, re-read, and discussed several times by the authors to discover
accounts where the students relate their own subjectivity and positioning with respect to
themselves, each other, and the teacher. During this phase, one of the author’s experiences
as a teacher of the course played an important role and were thus integrated with the
students’ accounts from the perspective dialogues. However, in and through collaboration
between the authors, these experiences were also challenged, thus making it possible for
the teacher to approach the material as a researcher rather than a teacher. Furthermore,
two themes emerged from the analysis that we will address in the upcoming sections:
creating space for liminal positions and creating space for interdisciplinary negotiations.
Each theme will be illustrated with excerpts from the perspective dialogues.
ANALYSING PERSPECTIVE DIALOGUES: CHALLENGING SPACES
The first phase of the Environments for Learning in Higher Education focus on how to
create and establish genuine collaborative work modes. To accomplish this, the students
map their competencies and interests within their work groups and discuss how they want
to work on their projects. The teacher provides general information about the course,
frames the overall theme for the projects, and engages in a dialogue with the students to
start the process of establishing partnerships and building trust. Accordingly, a key issue is
to encourage a move beyond the more traditional roles of teacher and student, which
means allowing for the emergence of liminal positions involved in collaborative knowledge
production. However, it can be challenging to initiate, re-shape, and negotiate various
positions that are relevant in this context, not least since they not only include the studentteacher relationship, but also involve a revision of the students’ relations to each other and
the dynamics within the work groups. Hence, highlighting how the students negotiate their
identity as students with other students within the realm of creating and establishing
Students-as-Partners relationships will be a main approach in the upcoming analysis. It can
also be argued that this is complex relational work of key importance that may also have
something to say for facilitating the development of new kinds of partnerships with
academics.
Creating space for liminal positions
The perspective dialogues demonstrate that the students depicted the course as a
site where the work group, its relations, and processes are considered to be fundamental.
Working in groups within the context of higher education was far from new for the
students. However, positioning oneself and each other as pivotal in the emerging process
and product, thus highlighting the importance of truly working together, was not necessarily
a familiar approach for all the students. As opposed to what the students might have
expected, the situation claims a student subjectivity in which dialogue and collaboration are
crucial, and where positioning oneself as a resourceful group member and contributing to
knowledge production is of great importance. As illustrated by Clara, the students initially
felt that this course encounter differs from how they usually dealt with similar situations
where group work was part of the agenda:
Clara: One thing I’ve learned a lot from is the importance of this start-up phase that
we had in the project. First, I thought it was a bit pointless and frustrating when we
just focused on getting to know each other. But now I don’t really think, even if we
Wallin, P., & Aarsand, L. (2019). Challenging spaces: Liminal positions and knowledge relations in 73
dynamic research partnerships. International Journal for Students as Partners, 3(1).
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get along nicely, I don’t think we would have had so much fun without this period.
And I know for sure that if we had been given project tasks already from the start,
even though you would have told us not to focus on them, we would have been
focusing on them anyway. So, it was frustrating at the start, and unclear what we
should do—“We’re on day four and we still have no idea”—but I really think that
was smart because there was plenty of time to really get to know each other. And
the focus came a little later. (Perspective dialogue, Group 2)
This extract reveals an ambivalent attitude where the work forms and requirements
for a slightly changed student position are not immediately appreciated. Clara expresses
how she struggled and in fact found the initial phase “pointless” and “frustrating,” which led
her to more or less question the whole idea. Usually, when faced with group work in higher
education, students are expected to be goal-oriented and effective, which accentuates an
instrumental focus on the assignments given. Clara describes how this appears to be almost
taken for granted and claims that despite whatever instructions teachers may give at the
beginning of a project, “we [the students] would have been focusing on them [the project
tasks] anyway.” Apparently, the attention given to focusing on building relationships and
engaging in collaboration that is highly prevalent in this course falls short of such
expectations grounded in previous educational experiences. Some of the students, such as
Clara, would probably have felt more comfortable within the former more familiar framing,
not least so they could have a feeling of being productive. Instead, she saw day after day
passing by while the student group was stuck. Hence, the quote illustrates how Clara and
her peer students wrestled with how to assume their identities as students within this new
context.
As the process progressed, however, the students seemed to change their attitude,
which Clara describes by referring to how she slowly took an opposing stance to her initial
opinion: “I really think that [the course design] was smart because there was plenty of time
to really get to know each other.” Drawing upon Clara’s reflection, we can see that a shift in
focus is revealed where the students have to position themselves as the knowledgeable
ones. Hence, the course framing requires that the students assume the role of knowledge
producers rather than consumers, which means that they are supposed to bring their
personalities, strengths, and probably also weaknesses into this educational space. Even
though being a condition for the emerging knowledge production, it nevertheless appears
to be a quite self-evident and simple task. It should also be noticed that a majority of the
students work in the course with an open mindset about how things might be different
here. This pre-disposition to explore, experiment with, and negotiate what appears to be
slightly different positions, at least compared to a more traditional student role, is an
important resource that the students bring into this space.
Creating an educational space where the students feel they can share their ideas,
assume different positions, and discuss their thoughts is a core element in the course. The
students focus keenly on how such forms of work embrace a permissive environment, and
how that could condition their project. While collaboration is initially described as
challenging, it is eventually found to be rewarding, at least when looking at it retrospectively
during the perspective dialogues:
Maria: So, I think maybe because we—we had so much time during the first four to
five project days. There was room for discussions like, “You can discuss your research
Wallin, P., & Aarsand, L. (2019). Challenging spaces: Liminal positions and knowledge relations in 74
dynamic research partnerships. International Journal for Students as Partners, 3(1).
https://doi.org/10.15173/ijsap.v3i1.3739

International Journal for Students as Partners

Vol. 3, Issue 1. May 2019

question a bit, but you do not need to come to any conclusion.” So, we continued to
do this throughout the project. Probably we have discussed everything and anything
to death. Because we had time for it at the start, it has become a bit of an approach
we have continued with.
Lisa: So, if everything would have been strict and hard from the start, then that
would have set the trend. But then I think this has been important too, because it’s
important to spend some time discussing—and to have a nice time. . . . So, in a way
we needed to just have that approach. At least occasionally, but we maybe could
have had a little less discussion sometimes.
Sven: The question is if it would have been the same good atmosphere within the
group if we had just started directly. Because there has always been a really nice
atmosphere.
Lisa: All the other group projects I've ever been in never have had a good
atmosphere. They were stressful, nagging, scolding, and full of conflicts—people
have hated each other. So from that point of view, it is refreshing to have a nice time
for once. And there is normally a lot of stress from time pressure that makes it so
difficult, because you don’t have time to make, to take care of each other, and to use
each other’s abilities and thoughts as resources. (Perspective dialogue, Group 3)
Maria describes how the collaborative work form, although sometimes both
challenging and exhausting, became the preference within the student group throughout
the entire process. With a hint of irony, she states that “probably we have discussed
everything and anything to death,” and in this way depicts how every detail seems to have
been characterised by co-creation. Two other members in her group, Lisa and Sven,
continue to elaborate on this by highlighting their experience of a friendly atmosphere
within the group. According to these students, this is not necessarily always the case when
working in groups in higher education. What they have experienced is depicted as an
exceptional case where it is “refreshing to have a nice time for once.”
What also emerges in the perspective dialogues is how the permissive culture in the
group is crucial for further exploring each other’s individual qualities. The excerpt shows
how Sven emphasises the “same good atmosphere” throughout the whole process, and he
also claims that the initial move into the project was decisive. This is further illustrated by
Lisa, who agrees and draws upon her extensive experience of group work in higher
education and how she usually finds it to be “stressful, nagging, scolding, and full of
conflicts,” and she even claims that “people have hated each other,” which is in sharp
contrast to what she feels now. The negative experiences from group work in general, Lisa
explains, are due to a lack of time, and she further describes the advantage of how a
friendly environment makes it possible to acknowledge the various understandings they all
bring into this context.
The perspective dialogues, then, demonstrate that individuality and diversity seem
to emerge as part of such collaborative dynamics. It appears possible, and probably even
necessary, for the students to position themselves and take responsibility as individuals
revealing their own opinions, experiences, and ideas, and to give voice to their values,
habits, and preferences. Or, as another student, Edwin, put it: “I feel that I have learnt a lot
about myself” (Perspective dialogue, Group 1), which could be argued demonstrates a
transcendence of a more traditional student subjectivity and also reveals how learning is
usually about other things than oneself.
Wallin, P., & Aarsand, L. (2019). Challenging spaces: Liminal positions and knowledge relations in 75
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Taken together, the educational space co-created by the student and the teacher
points to partnership and collaboration as being crucial to knowledge production. From the
perspective dialogues, it appears that it is challenging to revise and negotiate various
positions that are relevant in this context, which highlights the students’ relations to each
other and the emerging dynamics within the student work groups. By highlighting the group
and its members as fundamental to the work process, the students are tied together as
partners rather than having a strong focus on the teacher.
Creating space for interdisciplinary negotiations
The educational space created in and through the course enables dialogues on the
nature of knowledge and research, and these questions then play an important role in the
emerging work and shape the learning experiences. Cultivating the idea of inviting the
students to take part in research and knowledge production rather than knowledge
consumption means stimulating them to take their own decisions along the way, prompting
them from time to time with questions, and having perspective dialogues at the end.
Accordingly, this pedagogical design also accentuates questions on the nature of research
and what counts as valid knowledge. It could be argued that the partnership process allows
for interdisciplinary negotiations, which also illustrates the agency, knowledgeability, and
authority performed when making sense of and evaluating educational practices and
research in higher education.
In focusing the discussions on what may count as valid research and knowledge, an
interdisciplinary negotiation emerges among the students where they make particular
experiences available, and share and use them as resources to frame opinions and make
decisions. Looking into the perspective dialogues, there is no doubt that the students drew
upon the various academic traditions to which they belonged, as well as everyday
orientations, to claim what holds as “true.” Even though the students may lack an advanced
frame of reference, they nevertheless took clear stances, which positioned them as coproducers and knowledgeable actors. When invited to reflect upon what kind of work they
were engaged in, and if such processes may be considered as valid research, multiple
stances arose:
Daniel: I would say yes, we’ve done that.
Sven: Find out something new.
Lisa: No, we haven’t done anything like that. We’ve just talked to people and found
out what they’ve said. That’s, what it’s called, social science, no not social science,
humanities, maybe. (Perspective dialogue, Group 3)
As illustrated in the excerpt, Daniel claims that the student group has accomplished
something that may be conceptualised as research. Another student in his group, Sven,
agrees and elaborates on why this is the case by adding that “find[ing] out something new”
is a characteristic of research, which according to him is what the student group has been
involved in. On the other hand, Lisa takes an opposing stance and argues that research work
is in fact something else. Seemingly, Lisa’s frame of reference for what counts as valid
research prevents her from understanding that the knowledge production she and her peer
students have been engaged in is indeed research, which leads her to claim that the group
was merely able to capture people’s experiences and understandings. In eventually making
Wallin, P., & Aarsand, L. (2019). Challenging spaces: Liminal positions and knowledge relations in 76
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a slight shift, Lisa then claims that it may, however, be seen as research when located in
disciplines distinct from the one to which she belongs.
A key issue, then, in how the students talked about and examined their processes
and projects is to some extent ambiguity, where it becomes apparent that they are not
entirely sure how their work is to be considered, what research in fact is, and what counts
as valid knowledge. At the same time, the students also take clear stances in reviewing their
work by using particular words to explain what may be seen as characteristic for research.
For instance, this is expressed by Julia who argues that their work does not reach research
standards since it is not “rigorous or systematic enough to call it research” (Perspective
dialogue, Group 2). However, even though these words are recurrently used to put up
boundaries between research and other activities, when looking closer into this landscape it
becomes quite unclear what meanings and understandings the students in fact assign to
such concepts.
Furthermore, when the students discussed and try to clarify what it is that makes
research, they make various research methods and methodologies relevant and use them as
resources in negotiating what forms of knowledge can be acknowledged and validated:
Lisa: I feel it gets a bit diffuse, and I'm like “is this statistically representative”? Is this
anything at all?
Sven: Just that it’s not presented in tables.
Lisa: Or that it can’t be measured.
Maria: I think I felt your frustration about it a little bit throughout the project. That
you have a little number-focused way of thinking from time to time. And that I see, I
have an approach, where I see both aspects, because I have both qualitative and
quantitative methods in my studies. But yes, so it's been a bit like that. Perhaps a
little hard to convince you—no, it hasn’t been very hard to make you see that the
qualitative approach also works.
Lisa: It's been fun in a way. It's been nice to hear someone say something and not
just look at numbers. I think. But I'm a little bit confused about it. But the point is
that it doesn’t feel good enough.
Daniel: I feel, it’s just that I haven’t done it before. I don’t know if this is good
enough. It's just that I'm unsure. But I have very, of course I have confidence in it. It’s
just my own insecurity. (Perspective dialogue, Group 3)
As illustrated in the excerpt, Lisa’s rhetorical question—asking if the student groups’
work is “anything at all”—points out a struggle to fully know how to adequately examine
the quality of this work. In negotiating what counts as valid knowledge and research, many
of the students use terms taken from a science research genre by drawing on such language
as “representative,” “statistics,” “numbers,” and “tables.” Maria, who is familiar with the
social sciences, explains that she felt frustration among her engineering and science peer
students throughout the project. Separate from them, she positions herself as somebody
who has experience with quantitative as well as qualitative research approaches, which she
claims to be useful knowledge that makes it easier for her to acknowledge their work
process as quite close to research.
It can also be noticed that some of the students point out that their work has been
particularly interesting in the sense of trying out new ways to produce knowledge. In this
excerpt, for instance, Lisa, enthusiastically says, “it’s been fun in a way, it’s been nice to hear
Wallin, P., & Aarsand, L. (2019). Challenging spaces: Liminal positions and knowledge relations in 77
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someone say something and not just look at numbers” and further adds that she is
nevertheless slightly “confused” when confronted with various disciplines and knowledge
domains. Daniel agrees with Lisa and expresses how encountering something unfamiliar also
raises the question of insecurity: “I don’t know if this is good enough,” he says. As such, it
could be argued that the students are put in a position where they are encouraged to
(re)consider their frames of reference and their conceptual understandings of what
knowledge and research in fact may be.
Taken together, the educational space provided appears to allow students to relate
to their own work in multiple ways. There is no doubt that distinct experiences, approaches,
and stances on how to characterise and examine knowledge and research became part of
the discussions among the students in the work groups, and that discussion of these topics
was also triggered by the perspective dialogues. When working across and between
knowledge domains and classifications there is a risk of ending up with rather messy spaces.
The dialogues also illustrate that there is probably a need to draw and maintain some
boundaries and characteristics that distinguishes research from similar activities, which may
facilitate the development of quite “rough” definitions of research. Nevertheless,
encouraging such dialogues highlights the students as partners, co-producers, and
knowledgeable actors in these types of occasional communities addressing extensive
questions on knowledge and research, and such discussions may be seen as relevant for
higher education as well as for society in general. Hence, the space created for
interdisciplinary negotiations and the liminal positions emerging within this space may have
transformative potential.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS
In the discussion we would like to focus on how partnership can contribute to an
educational space where students and teachers assume liminal positions and begin to
challenge well-established divisions of roles and knowledge hierarchies
In contrast to a majority of efforts present in the partnership literature (Cook-Sather
et al., 2018; Barrineau & Anderson, 2018) and the Third Space literature (Han, McDougall,
Mott, & Sudbury, 2018; Pitts & Brooks, 2017), the educational space described here was
created amongst students from different disciplines within a particular course setting. We
argue that it is interesting to explore this type of setting, not least since courses remain the
dominant organisational format for the university’s formal learning activities.
Furthermore, distinct from extra-curricular activities, courses allow for more
inclusive and open forms of partnership by involving students who otherwise would not
participate in activities linked to higher education research and academic development. The
approach described here has the potential to create a space for transgressive negotiations
with a diverse group of students whose voices otherwise might not be heard and to mitigate
the risk of a commodification of partnership, where students become involved to improve
their formal qualification (Cates, Madigan, & Reitenauer, 2018; Potter & McDougall, 2017).
At the same time, there is still a risk that the authority of the teacher and the
epistemological hierarchy are maintained by framing this educational space within a course
(Potter & McDougall, 2017; Routledge, 1996). By building on principles from Freirean
pedagogy and emphasising dialogue as a central element both between students and
between students and teachers, we tried to counteract potential domesticating and
technocratic threats (Peters & Mathias, 2018). However, we acknowledge that the course
setting creates challenges that are connected to its structural and organisational boundary
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conditions, as well as the expectations that participants bring with them to the course and
the cultures that are situated within it (Bovill, Cook-Sather, Felten, Millard, & Moore-Cherry,
2016). In future research, our ambition is to take a closer look at the boundary conditions
created by the course and further explore how power relations are established, negotiated,
and played out within this space.
The educational space that this article describes demonstrates that partnership and
collaboration are crucial to knowledge production, which appears to allow students to
relate to their own work in multiple ways. The interdisciplinary nature of the course appears
to be an important condition for how it enabled the students to bring a large variety of
resources with them from their diverse study backgrounds. Furthermore, the students’
different experiences of group work and understandings of research provided contrasts that
they drew upon to discuss, negotiate, and (re)consider their frames of reference for how to
work together, as well as for understanding the nature of knowledge and research. Through
the porous exchange of expertise, the students could position themselves as knowledgeable
and take responsibility as individuals revealing their own opinions, experiences, and ideas
(Potter & McDougall, 2017). We further argue that by negotiating the nature of knowledge
production and the definition of research in their own work, the students started to
establish a common ground to reconnect the natural and social sciences. It is through these
interdisciplinary negotiations that students experience and contribute to the “creation of
one science” (Neary, 2012, p. 3).
We argue that students used their differing perspectives as a starting point to create
a strong partnership between each other and to establish their group as a primary social
space. The creation of this social partnership enabled them to create an environment which
affected and potentially dissolved the teacher’s position. It becomes apparent from the
perspective dialogues that the dialogues and negotiations that students had with each other
were a key part of their development. The role of the teacher in this type of partnership is
focused on creating opportunities and supporting students to re-consider their expectations
and understandings of higher education (Neary & Winn, 2009). One important aspect for
the teacher is to create and co-create an educational space that allows the students to take
more liminal positions as research partners by empowering them to work on projects and
research questions that are independently developed by the students. As such, this work
should be seen as research by students. Another important factor highlighted by the
students was that the teacher should create opportunities to interact with stakeholders
outside of the course, like academic developers and faculty administration, in order to
support them to produce something that is meaningful beyond the course itself.
In contrast to many of the examples described in the partnership literature that
focus on a faculty member inviting students into academic development collaboration
(Bovill et al., 2016), the approach described here helps students to assume positions as
researchers who exercise a high degree of control over their projects. Through students’
contribution to research, their voices are elevated in academic development processes that
are increasingly based on empirical evidence (Perry & Smart, 2007). The focus on research
creates a semi-permeable membrane that allows meaningful interactions and development
of expertise across students’ mediated cultures, the culture of the classroom, and academic
development. From this vantage point, it is probably also easier for the students to engage
in discussions and dialogue with the teacher as partners, not as students influenced by a
traditional division of roles.
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The dynamic and fluctuating nature of their own subjectivity and positioning within
the course created some confusion and frustration among the students, which has been
illustrated in the perspective dialogues. The ambiguity associated with this repositioning is a
key feature of partnerships that challenge traditional roles and predictable paths of
education (Bovill et al., 2016; Felder & Brent, 1996). By creating space for liminal positions
and for negotiations of research, the potential to transform relationships between teacher
and student as well as between student and student is heightened (Barrineau & Anderson,
2018). It is within this educational space that students can have experiences “with unique
potential to challenge deep-seated assumptions about how a community or society works”
(Cook-Sather & Alter, 2011, p. 37). The rejection of binaries, as suggested by the erosion of
the positions of student and researcher, and student and teacher, also creates the need to
re-consider the notion of Students as Partners (Cook-Sather et al., 2018) and goes beyond a
focus on student-staff partnerships. From our work, it is apparent that the student-student
dialogues are central for students’ experience and development and act as an important
pre-emptive strategy for facilitating Students-as-Partners relationships with academics.
All in all, challenging traditional spaces in course settings and designing opportunities
for students to engage in higher education research are important steps in creating
educational spaces that enable students to make contributions to the future of higher
education and society, as well as negotiate knowledge relations in interdisciplinary contexts.
All participants gave their informed consent to be part of this research study, and the project
was reviewed and approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD). All the data
was processed according to NTNU’s internal procedures for maintaining information
security.
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