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Beyond Classroom Walls:
Students’ Out-of-class Peer Experiences and
Implications for Teaching and Learning

Kerri-Lee Krause

—— <Abstract>
Students’ engagement with learning is closely connected to their
participation in learning communities within and beyond the class-
room. This paper examines the nature of students’ out-of-class peer
experiences. It reports on a study of Australian undergraduate stu-
dents across three year levels in a research-led university. The most
common reason for making contact with peers was to discuss as-
signments. There was a strong connection between satisfaction levels
and frequency of peer interaction. The study contributes to an un-
derstanding of the changing nature of the student experience beyond
formal classroom contexts. The paper concludes by considering im-
plications for teaching and learning in higher education.

1. Introduction

Students’ engagement with learning in higher education is an issue of
growing research interest internationally, and at the national and insti-
tutional levels in many countries. The United States has led the way in this
regard through the well established National Survey of Student En-
gagement (NSSE, 2005). However, other nations, including Australia (see
for example Krause et al, 2005) are now developing their own con-
text-specific approaches for investigating this important dimension of the
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undergraduate student experience.

Engagement with learning results from a combination of factors in-
cluding classroom experiences, coursework and curricular patterns, and
out-of-class experiences (Terenzini & Reason, 2005). While classroom
experiences and coursework patterns are relatively easy to observe and
document, students’ out-of-class experiences pose a greater challenge for
the higher education researcher. This paper reports on a study of com-
muter students’ out-of-class peer experiences across three year levels in
one academic department of a public research-led university in Australia.

2. Student engagement and learning communities

Kuh (2003) defines engagement as active participation in activities that
promote student learning, including time-on-task, collaborative learning
and interaction with faculty. However, as the character of the so-called ‘Y
Generation’ (Krause, 2005b) of the 215t century emerges, so our under-
standing of the changing nature of student engagement with university
must evolve to take account of the increasingly complex nature of student
commitments and priorities. Student engagement with higher learning
appears to be in a state of flux. In Australia, undergraduate students -
predominantly commuter students - are typically spending less time on
university campuses (Krause et al., 2005). Similar trends are evident in-
ternationally. Across the US, the average first year student reports
spending less time studying per week (HERI, 2002; see also NSSE, 2005;
Sax et al, 2002); while in the UK, students are spending less time on
campus and on their studies (see for example, Macdonald, 2001; Tangney &
Pugh, 2002).

The time and energy students devote to educationally purposeful ac-
tivities is the single best predictor of their learning and personal devel-
opment (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Learning communities
are pivotal to fostering such activities. In learning communities, students
build networks with peers which provide both academic and social support
(Tinto, Love & Russo, 1993). However, as King and Wooten (2003) note,
there are several obstacles to building community, particularly on com-
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muter campuses which are the norm in the Australian higher education,
and in many other countries, including the UK and Japan. These obstacles
include: the time required to build community; the increasing diversity and
fragmentation of the student population (Levine, 1998); the growing use of
information and communication technologies (ICTs) which can lead to
isolationism and individualism; student pragmatism and a career focus
which makes them question spending time on anything but the essentials
of study and assignments; and the apparent apathy of the Y Generation
which results in fewer students taking part in campus-based activities.

3. Out-of-class experiences in higher education

Traditionally, out-of-class experiences have been defined as taking place
within an institutional context, relating to students’ academic endeavours,
and contributing to student learning outcomes (Terenzini et al., 1995).

Out-of-class experiences span diverse contexts including formal and
informal interaction with peers and faculty, involvement in campus cul-
tural, sporting and social events and co-curricular activities such as ori-
entation events and programs. They include intangible elements such as
the culture of a campus or faculty and the hidden curriculum evident in
the values of an institution.

Positive out-of-class experiences promote student engagement and in-
tegration in higher education, enhancing satisfaction and retention (Light,
2001; Tinto, 1993). A significant determinant of the quality of the student
experience IS the extent and nature of peer interactions with the learning
community.

4. Peers in the university learning experience

Peer interaction is a key to the success and dynamic nature of learning
communities (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Social interaction
with peers is positively related to the quality of student effort and in turn,
satisfaction, learning and persistence (Krause, 2005a; Tinto, 1993). Students

who fail to find their niche in their university’s social and academic
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system tend to have low levels of institutional commitment and degree
completion (Astin, 1993). Involvement with peers is a significant factor in
perceived institutional and peer support and a positive predictor of in-
volvement with faculty (Milem & Berger, 1997). In the first year experi-
ence, particularly, friendship networks are a key to successful adjustment
(Krause & Duchesne, 2000).

There are many opportunities for peer interaction and collaboration in
university learning environments, yet it seems that a surprisingly large
proportion of students do not take advantage of them. A recent national
trend study of first year students in Australian universities found that
over two-thirds of students hardly ever, or never, work with other stu-
dents on areas of study where they have problems, while fewer than half
(40%) regularly spend time discussing subject-related issues with peers
(Krause et al., 2005).

5. ICTs and the changing nature of social interactions

A significant force shaping social interactions on university campuses is
that of ICTs. These include mobile technologies, such as mobile phones or
ipods, laptop computers, wireless internet access, and online discussion.
These forms of media and communication have the potential to transform
the face of teaching and learning in higher education, and in some cases,
this is already taking place (see for example, Krause, 2004a, 2004Db,
forthcoming; Kuh & Vesper, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998).

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) comes in several forms, the
most commonly used of which are email and, to a lesser extent, bulletin
boards or online discussion fora in educational settings (Krause et al., 2005).
While the benefits of ICTs and CMC are widely acknowledged (Chin &
Carroll, 2000), there appears to be a gulf between the possibilities and the
practical realities in terms of student usage of them. For example, Krause
et al. (2005) found that more than half of Australian first year under-
graduates (56%) had not participated in course-related online discussion
groups. Closer study of the types of technologies students use and their
impact on the quality of learning and interactions is warranted.
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Compelling evidence points to the changing nature of student en-
gagement (Yorke, 2003) and the student experience (Krause, 2005b). Given
the demonstrated increase in students’ off-campus commitments and the
importance of social interaction in fostering a sense of belonging to the
learning community, this study investigates the frequency and nature of
undergraduate students’ peer interactions in the changing higher edu-
cation context.

6. Method

6.1 Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study is drawn from the widely
acknowledged college impact research in the United States (e.g., Astin,
1993; Kuh & Vesper, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998, 2005), along with
extensive national research data on the university experience in Australia.
The framework for the study is based on the conceptual model of Ter-
enzini and Reason (2005) depicting the reciprocal relationships between
students’ classroom experiences, their coursework and curricular pat-
terns and out-of-class experiences in the institutional context. The model
also proposes that students’ pre-college/university traits have a direct
bearing on each of these variables, which in turn affect learning outcomes.

6.2 Participants

All undergraduate students in a single academic department of a large
Australian research-led public university were surveyed. The department
falls into the broad disciplinary category of humanities and social sciences.
In light of the importance Terenzini and Reason (2005) attach to
coursework and curriculum patterns, the sample was chosen on the
premise that it represents a relatively cohesive learning community in
which students move through a three-year degree in cohort groups within
a tightly structured coursework program. At the time of data collection,
coursework in this department was offered in traditional face-to-face mode,
with all students required to attend weekly on-campus lectures and tu-
torials. The online components of the coursework were either supple-
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mentary lecture materials available on the web, or communication facili-
ties such as discussion fora and email. No subjects were delivered solely
online.

The sample comprised a greater proportion of males (57%) than females
(43%) with ages ranging from 17 to 47 years (mean age 21 years). Only six
per cent were non-traditional age students (that is, older than 25 years).
The majority were enrolled full time (96%) and were commuter students
(94%). Approximately one third of the sample were international students
(predominantly south-east Asian), for whom English is a second language.
First year students comprised 38 per cent of the sample. One quarter
(25%) of students were in their second year of study, and third (final) year
students made up 37 per cent of the group. Further details of the sample
are presented in Table 1.

Table 1 Sample demographics

Gender Age
Male Female Traditional Non-
n (%) n (%) n (%) Traditional

n (%)

Total 279 209 461 27
Sample (57%) (43%) (94%) (6%)

Home Location Study Mode
International Local Full-time Part-time

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Total 160 328 468 20
Sample (33%) (67%) (96%) (4%)

6.3 Design, Procedure and Analysis

A paper survey was distributed to all students across three under-
graduate year levels (Years 1 to 3), attending lectures in the department
early in Semester 2 of the academic year. The survey comprised mainly
closed Likert-type items, with two open-ended questions at the end. It
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included items on: 1. demographic background; ii. part-time paid work
commitments; iil. attitudes to and perceptions of university experience;
and iv. the extent and nature of out-of-class peer interactions. Students
completed the survey in approximately 10 minutes during nominated
lectures and 488 were returned. Approximately two-thirds of all under-
graduate students in the department were present at the lectures and the
response rate among those in attendance was extremely high — 100 per
cent in some cases.

Quantitative data were analysed using SPSS software. After collating
descriptive statistics, cross-tabulations were undertaken. Independent
t-tests and chi-square tests were conducted to determine significance
levels of relationships between nominated variables. All significance levels
are reported at p<0.01. Qualitative data collected via the two open-ended

questions are not reported in this paper.

7. Results and Discussion

7.1 Interacting with peers in the learning community

Across the three year groups sampled, the most common form of peer
interaction was to discuss assignments with peers. A substantial majority
(81%) of all students had contact with peers for this purpose on a daily or
weekly basis. The majority of students (64%) met with peers socially at
least weekly. This included chatting over coffee or lunch, or meeting in an
extracurricular club setting. Such engagement with the learning com-
munity in both academic and social activities is much more apparent in
this sample of students than it is at the national level in Australian uni-
versities (see Krause et al., 2005). Reasons for this may include the strong
cohort effect and the nature of collaborative assignments within this
department, though there may be other explanations. Additional forms of
peer interaction are shown in Table 2, in order of frequency of occurrence.
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Table 2 Forms of peer interaction in order of frequency of occurrence

(expressed as a percentage of total sample)

Form of interaction Percentage of students Percentage of students
who who

interact daily or weekly never interact in this
way
Discussing an assignment 81% 2%
Meeting socially with peers in the course 64% 8%
Collaborating on a project 62% 5%
Working on a course area where I have 41% 12%
Borrowing course materials from friends 34% 15%
Studying for a test or exam 27% 16%
Emailing another student about the course 10% 50%
Using online discussion groups in the course 8% 72%

7.2 Peer interactions and student satisfaction

Several significant interrelationships emerged between students’ at-
titudes and perceptions and the extent and nature of their peer interac-
tions. There was a statistically significant relationship between the fre-
quency of out-of-class peer interactions and student satisfaction with their
university experience and enjoyment of their course overall. Students who
interacted with peers regularly were more likely to report positive per-
ceptions of their ability to cope with their study load and to balance study
with other aspects of their life, including paid work off campus.

Those students reporting the greatest level of satisfaction with their
academic progress were typically the ones interacting with peers most
frequently and for an array or reasons, including academic - studying for
a test or exam, discussing an assignment, collaborating on a project, and
meeting socially. Those least satisfied with their academic progress were
significantly more likely to restrict their peer interactions to borrowing
course materials from friends.

Students were asked to indicate how satisfied they felt with how they
were balancing study with other aspects of their lives, such as paid work,
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sport, and household commitments. Those indicating the highest levels of
satisfaction in this area reported engaging with peers, both socially and
academically, more frequently than their less satisfied classmates. In other
words, they met socially with peers in their course and discussed as-
signments significantly more often than their peers. Notably, the students
most satisfied with their ability to balance commitments were also the
ones who used email and online discussions more than other students in
the course.

On the other hand, students who felt under pressure in their course
most of the time typically socialised with peers in their course least often.
They also had a greater tendency to borrow course materials from friends.
These students’ peer interactions were limited to working on a course
area where they had problems, or studying for tests or exams with peers.

The data depict two patterns of interaction which are closely related to
students’ sense of coping and satisfaction with their study and the place it
occupies in their lives. Students who feel under pressure typically restrict
out-of-class peer interactions to task-focussed activities. They demonstrate
a “just-in-time” mentality which, while accomplishing short-term academic
goals, such as studying for a test or solving a course-related problem, does
not necessarily foster satisfying longer-term learning experiences. Stu-
dents indicating higher levels of satisfaction with their academic progress
and their ability to manage study and other dimensions of their lives,
typically interact with peers in a combination of social and academic
contexts. They demonstrate a “just-in-case” approach, building up social
networks beyond the short-term academic tasks. Such an approach is
positively associated with developing a greater sense of belonging in the

learning community.

7.3 Group differences in peer interactions

Year group differences

Year group cohorts are a feature of the degree structure in this aca-
demic department. First year students collaborated significantly more
with peers on projects, and consulted with peers about course-related
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problems significantly more than their second and third (final) year
counterparts. Second year students participated significantly less than did
other year groups in peer collaboration on projects, and they consulted
less frequently with peers when they encountered course difficulties.
Students in their second year of study also studied less with peers than
first and third years, and participated less in the use of computer-mediated
communication (CMC). Yet they met socially somewhat more than their
first and third year counterparts. A summary of year group differences in
peer interaction among this sample is presented in Figure 1. The “second
year slump” phenomenon is a noteworthy one, pointing to the unique
experiences and needs of students in their second year of university study
(see Schreiner & Pattengale, 2000).

Figure 1. Year level differences in peer interaction

Year Group Differences
100
90
80 +
70
60
OYear 1
50 T H |EYear2
40 | OYear3
30 + T — H
20 +
al Isl Invini=n i
0 - T T T T T T T =
study for collaborate  discuss work on email online borrow meet
test/exam on project* assignment problem  studentin discussion materials socially
area*® course

* indicates significant difference (p<0.01) between first years (significantly more) and

the rest of the sample, and between second years (significantly less) and the sample.

Gender differences
There were no significant gender differences in the ways students in-
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teracted with their peers, however some trends are evident. Males tended
to work with peers on task-specific areas such as studying for a test,
working on a project or discussing assignments. Females on the other
hand typically approached peers more frequently when they had
course-related problems or when they needed to borrow course materials.
Females also socialised slightly more than males. In terms of CMC, males
used email somewhat more than females, while the reverse was true in the
case of online discussion groups.

Achievement level differences

There was a significant statistical relationship between achievement
and the way students related to peers in their course. Those in the mid to
high achievement bands (i.e., with a course average of 71-80%), typically
collaborated with peers and discussed assignments and course-related
problems more frequently than did students with lower achievement
scores, regardless of year level. Conversely, those scoring below average
grades in the course tended to discuss assignment-related issues signifi-
cantly less than did their peers across all year levels.

Terenzini et al. (1995) commented on the need for closer investigation of
the kinds of social interactions which proved educationally beneficial for
learners in higher education. These findings go some way towards high-
lighting the value of time spent interacting with peers in course-related

discussions.

International and local student differences

International students made up just over one third of the total sample,
reflecting the national trend. The majority of these students were from
south-east Asian countries and English was not their native language.
Table 3 summarises key differences between the peer interactions of
international and domestic Australian students in the sample. In this
department, international students sought out peers, to discuss course
areas where they were encountering difficulties, significantly more than
local students, yet they met socially with classmates significantly less than
their peers. International students typically made greater use of CMC on a
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regular basis. They also tended to study with peers for tests and exams,
and borrowed course materials more than their local peers. This inves-
tigation did not examine whether these interactions were predominantly
with other international students, but this will be the subject of future
investigations. Broadly, the international students in this sample typically
engaged with peers in task-focussed academic activities, rather than in
social settings. These differences in demographic subgroup peer interac-
tions align with Tierney’s (1992) findings regarding the role of cultural
differences in students’ social interactions. Krause et al. (2005) expressed
concern at the apparently lower level of social integration of international
compared to local students in a national first year sample. The integration
of international students into university learning communities has become

a priority in many Australian institutions.

Table 3 International and local student differences in peer interaction

(expressed as a percentage of intermational (n=163) and local ("=325) sample respectively)

Form of interaction % of international students | % of local students who

who interact daily or weekly| interact daily or
weekly

Studying for a test or exam 29% 26%

Collaborating on a project 61% 62%

Discussing an assignment 77% 83%

Working on a course area where I have 54% 36%

Emailing another student about the course 12% 9%

Using online discussion groups in the course 9% 7%

Borrowing course materials from friends 39% 31%

Meeting socially 53% 69%"

*indicates significant difference (p<0.01) and ** (p<0.05) between international and local sample

7.4 Differences in use of computer-mediated communication (CMC)
Computer-mediated forms of communication did not feature strongly as
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a means of interaction among students in this sample. There was little
evidence of students interacting online for discussion purposes, or via
email. A large proportion (72%) of students surveyed had never engaged in
online discussion groups for academic purposes, while half had never
emailed another student about their course. First year students who were
19 years or younger (that is, recent school graduates) reported using online
discussion groups to collaborate significantly more than did students in
other age groups. This is consistent with the increasing familiarity with
and widespread use of ICTs in school learning contexts from which these
young people come (see Prensky, 2001).

A significant relationship was found between use of CMC and student
achievement. Those with university entrance scores in the lower
achievement bands used email to correspond with peers in their course
significantly more than did higher achievers. One reason for this includes
the anonymity afforded by electronic forms of communication. It is ac-
knowledged that CMCs provide a “safe” vehicle for communicating with
faculty and peers, particularly when students feel nervous or insecure
about asking questions or contributing in face-to-face group contexts
(Krause & Duchesne, 2000). In particular, students with lower achievement
levels may feel insecure and lack confidence in the presence of their peers
and/or teachers. CMC can provide an avenue of communication that may
build these students’ confidence and encourage them to contribute to and
participate more fully in the learning community (Gatz & Hirt, 2000).

Notably, students who felt most overwhelmed by their study workload
tended to use electronic forms of communication in the form of email and
online discussion more - and to meet socially with peers less frequently -
than peers who felt they were coping with the workload. Conversely, those
most satisfied with how they were coping with their subject load in the
course typically reported more frequent face-to-face socialising with
classmates, and less frequent email and online discussion activity with
peers than those who felt they were not coping well. While these patterns
need to be explored more fully, they contribute to the growing debate
regarding the limitations of CMC as a poor substitute for face-to-face in-
teractions (Krause, forthcoming). Those who feel they are coping best with
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their studies appear to capitalise on opportunities for face-to-face social
engagement. Students who report being overwhelmed with their study
workload may use online communication for a number of reasons, in-
cluding perceived lack of time or feelings of intellectual or social inade-
quacy within their peer group. While online communication serves an
important purpose, it should be seen as only one of a raft of communication
forms, rather than as a substitute for students engaging with peers
face-to-face.

8. Implications and Future Directions

Two key implications for teaching and learning are proposed as a result
of this study. First is the need to develop community through interactivity
in the classroom. This may be accomplished through active learning
techniques, group assignments, or teamwork, to name a few. Interactivity
must extend beyond the classroom walls to online environments. Faculty
may explore the possibilities of communication via online discussion,
podcasting, text messaging, blogs and the like. The technology promises
much, but is a useless tool unless faculty develop skills to harness its
power (Kirkwood & Price, 2005). Mann (2005) draws attention to the im-
portance of dialogue and communication in the learning environment,
between learner and learner, and between learner and teacher. She con-
tends that faculty need to be more aware of students’ desires, interests
and fears, as well as their current approaches to study and learning, and
their experience of learning as a whole. This requires a keen awareness of
how students live their lives beyond the classroom.

A second implication of this study pertains to the need to engage and
stimulate students intellectually within the learning community. The
importance of intellectual stimulation as part of the integration process is
well established (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). While peer interaction is
one vehicle towards this end, engagement with the broader research
community is another. We are yet to fully explore the avenues for con-
necting students with research and research communities from early in
their first year (Krause, 2005¢, see also Vest, 2005). Connecting students to
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the research community enriches their intellectual experience and pro-
vides them with a sense of belonging to an intellectual research commu-
nity including faculty, fellow students and a broader disciplinary com-
munity of researchers worldwide.

This study is limited by the fact that it represents the experiences of
undergraduate students in a single department of one Australian uni-
versity. Caution is also needed in interpreting results from the point of
view of frequency counts alone. The extent to which students engage in a
particular form of interaction does not necessarily equate with quality.
Nevertheless the results point to the value of investigating the variable
nature of students’ peer experiences across year levels and groups, and
beyond the classroom.
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