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The paper addresses the way in which participants in a qualitative study drew upon accounts of rela-
tionships and emotions in sharing their perceptions of assessment. By first exploring ideas about
emotions and relationships in learning and assessment through the literature and subsequently
discussing an interpretation of participant narratives, the author suggests that emotions and
relationships surrounding past learning and assessment contexts can influence current perceptions
of assessment and learning in powerful ways. The study also reveals how students value opportuni-
ties to express their beliefs, feelings and emotions during the assessment process. They also expect
teachers to balance objectivity in assessment with empathy for those parts of themselves shared in
the process. The conclusion is drawn that there are important implications for learning in the
emotional response of students to assessment and in the nature of teaching and learning relation-
ships that are worthy of further investigation.
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Introduction

A recent qualitative research study indicated that assessment perceptions of training
teachers are influenced by a number of factors, including individual personal histories,
opportunities for personalisation and deep learning, notions of relevance and anxiety
issues (Crossman, 2004). Participant perceptions embedded throughout the rich
narrative data of this study were couched in descriptions, rationales and illustrations
that drew upon references to teaching and learning relationships and the emotions
surrounding them. Therefore, it became clear that relationships and emotional
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responses were extremely powerful in providing participants with a reference point
and framework for discussing learning and assessment and articulating participant
thought. Although the original theory emerging from the data therefore concerned
those factors influencing assessment perceptions, the way in which those perceptions
were illustrated deserves more detailed discussion and analysis. Therefore, the basis
of this paper builds upon an earlier study (Crossman, 2004) by taking a different
perspective in analysing the same data.

Relationships and emotions are both addressed in the paper as it is not possible to
consider relationships devoid of the emotions that characterise them. Although across
disciplines the literature may well reflect ‘an unparalleled burst of scientific studies of
emotion’ (Goleman, 1996, p. xii) writers within the specific field of Education are
nevertheless expressing dissatisfaction with the level of attention paid by researchers
to the role of relationships and emotions in teaching and learning (Chen, 2000). Even
less has been published about the role of relationships and emotions in the assessment
process and, therefore, this paper attempts to draw some attention to the issue and
begin to address perceived shortcomings.

Relationships, emotions, learning and assessment

Academic discussions have raged about what might be identified as an emotion and
how emotions might be classified (Harré, 1988, p. 6–7). Although Harré (1988)
explored how different emotions might be grouped, Wittegenstein (1982, p. 18c)
held the view that some emotional concepts at least, were so multifaceted that classi-
fying and pigeonholing them was ‘useless’. Identifying common understandings are
further complicated because emotion has been studied from diverse disciplinary
perspectives, including psychology, sociology, history, neuroscience, anthropology,
linguistics, philosophy and psychiatry (Shields, 2002, p. 5). Nevertheless, Shields’
(2002, p. 6) conclusion that emotion (as a general phenomenon) is about ‘taking
things personally’ appears appropriate and meaningful in the context of phenomeno-
logical research. According to Shields (2002), constructivist and phenomenological
approaches to emotions and relationships are relatively common in social science
research, including Education, and focuses on emotional experiences as cultural arte-
facts and the relationship between the individual and the context in which the
emotion occurs (Shields, 2002, p. 7). The constructivist perspective on emotions,
therefore, is concerned with the way individuals appraise and respond to social
contexts as a part of a meaning-making and interpersonal process, and assumes that
emotions are learned and culturally mediated (Antonacopoulou & Gabriel, 2001,
p. 437). These kinds of interests are directly traceable to Wittegenstein’s (1982) work
and contrast with the neurobiological and physiological interests of Lyons (1980)
and, more recently, LeDoux (1998).

The literature suggests that as teaching developed into a profession with state and
national strategies for training and employing teachers, emotional aspects of
relationships between teachers and learners were viewed as non-cognitive, impulsive,
primitive responses beyond definition and counter to notions of rationality and reason
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(Armon-Jones, 1988, p. 40; Parrot, 2001, p. 3–5). These prevailing responses to
emotional issues in learning were rooted in the work of ‘classical’ philosophers such
as Descartes (1965, p. 197), who purported that truth could never be found without
laying aside our passions and prejudices. Indeed, the view that reason should be sepa-
rated from passion, thinking from feeling and emotion from cognition has persisted
since the time of the ancient Greeks (LeDoux, 1998, p. 24). Emotions and rationality
were accepted so widely as polar conceptualisations that when Bertrand Russell
declared them to be entirely compatible (1930, p. 83) his viewpoint appears to have
been something of a departure from current thinking, and other writers since that time
have built upon the implications of emotions and relationships in learning.

Such writers include Antonacopoulou and Gabriel (2001), Boud et al. (1993), Lutz
and White (1986), Nash (1966) and Tight (1981). Nash (1966) suggested, for
example, that emotions were as much a part of education as the intellect, and a little
later, Tight (1981, p. 313), writing in the context of adult education, expressed the
view that learning involved meaning-making from emotional (as well as cognitive,
physical, social and spiritual) experiences. Boud and colleagues (1993, p. 1) clearly
cast learning as a human issue that ‘engages emotional feelings’, contributing to the
way individuals create their lives and explore who they are. More recently, Antona-
copoulou and Gabriel (2001, p. 435) argue that emotion and learning are ‘interre-
lated and interactive and interdependent’, and emphasise that far from being
irrational, emotions are often associated with practical, conscious judgements that are
designed to result in specific outcomes.

Lutz and White (1986) attributed the beginning of an apparent interest in learning
and emotions to a dissatisfaction with the mechanistic, cognitive approaches to learn-
ing and assessment and a rise in interpretivism. However, a more compelling ratio-
nale for investigating how teaching and learning relationships and the emotions
surrounding them relate to student assessment perceptions should stem from the
evidence that these perceptions of assessment influence the nature and quality of
learning (Ramsden, 1988; Entwistle et al., 1992; McDowell, 1996; Race, 1999). The
benefits of positive emotions and relationships in terms of learning outcomes are also
reasonably well documented (Frymier & Houser, 2000; Oyler & Becker, 1977, as
cited in Mishna & Rasmussen, 2001), and Goleman (1996, p. x–xii) also has main-
tained that emotional intelligence can be a more significant factor than intelligence in
student academic success.

There are, however, some apparent inconsistencies in the literature when reviewing
the role of emotions and relationships in teaching and learning when notions of
professionalism are discussed. For example, although Goldstein (2002, p. 1) declares
that ‘caring has become a buzzword in education’, DeLaine (2000) warns against
forming emotional attachments that can lead to conflicts of interest. It is this aspect
of professionalism that has reputedly led professionals to distance themselves from
their students (Labaree, 2000) at the risk of becoming ‘case-hardened stereotypes’
who ‘eventually burnout’ (Rogers, 1983, p. 25).

Wittegenstein (1982, p. 54e) noted how individuals described their feelings by
drawing upon particular cases within their own experience, and this observation is
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also reflected in the work of Bogdan and Taylor (1984), who indicated that it is not
uncommon for qualitative researchers to study people in the context of their pasts in
relation to the situations in which they subsequently find themselves. More pertinent
to this particular study, a number of writers have discussed the influence of student
histories on perceptions of assessment (Schmeck, 1988; Ramsden, 1992; Biggs &
Moore, 1993; Hughes, 1998), although in much of the literature cited there appears
to be little inclination to suggest more than the identification of some kind of connec-
tion between the present and the past, and the role of emotions and teaching and
learning relationships is rarely addressed in a focussed manner. This deficiency has
resulted in a state of affairs whereby, according to Antonacopoulou and Gabriel
(2001, p. 443), the understanding of how emotions contribute to the learning process
is very limited. It also represents the ‘gap’ in the literature that this paper hopes to
address.

Methodology

As stated in the introduction to this paper, the same data and methods of analysis
were used in this study as published previously in the original Crossman (2004) paper
but the research question subsequently sought to explore the role of relationships and
emotions in student perceptions of assessment. The original study found that the
assessment perceptions of training teachers who participated were influenced by a
number of factors, including individual personal histories, opportunities for person-
alisation and deep learning, notions of relevance and anxiety issues (Crossman,
2004). Obviously, the original core categories formed the basis of these factors.
However, as the analysis of the data developed in the identification of these catego-
ries, it became clear and was noted at the time that, in articulating those perceptions,
individuals called forth powerful descriptions of relationships and emotions in teach-
ing and learning contexts. Thus, whereas the original analysis focused upon what
participants had to say about the way they perceived assessment, a subsequent anal-
ysis of the data focused upon the manner in which those perceptions were expressed.
Following the publication of the original results, the research question was modified
to address the way in which relationships and emotions informed perceptions of
assessment.

This new reframing of the research question resulted in refocusing the analysis by
creating new categories relating to the perceived emotions involved in the sharing of
participant stories. Such categories related to anxiety, hurt, frustration, stress, loath-
ing and hatred, for example. The designation of most categories came about through
the emotional descriptors used by the participants themselves or by interpreting the
described incidents. Other categories that emerged from the data included the linking
of past experiences of assessment with current perceptions; relationships with
teachers and their influence upon perceptions of assessment; and the importance
participants placed on expressing beliefs, feelings and emotions in assessment.

The study was qualitative in nature and employed grounded theory to discover how
individuals perceived different kinds of assessment in one Australian university. The
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interpretive research methodology (Denzin, 1994) involved an inductive process
whereby theory is derived from analysing the data rather than being collected to test
a prescribed hypothesis (Locke et al., 1987). The methodological aspects of the study
were also informed by phenomenographical approaches that are increasingly
common in qualitative research, concerned as they are with the way individuals
experience their worlds from their own perspective (Åkerlind, 2005, p. 321).

Eleven Bachelor of Education students participated in the study, nine of whom
were female and two were male. Five participants were aged between 18 and
25 years, five were aged between 26 and 35 years, and one participant was aged in
the range 40–50 years. Volunteer BEd. students were sought out in three ways.
First, a senior academic introduced the research and the researcher by email to the
students in such a way that those students who were interested in participating
could email the researcher directly and those who were not simply did not act on
the introduction they had received. This method was not particularly successful
and only attracted three participants, so an adapted snowball approach (Cohen
et al., 2000) was used whereby each of the three interviewees recommended partici-
pation to others they knew. This approach enabled access to student networks from
within their own ranks (Biernacki, 1981). Finally, visits were made to Bed. lectures
during which a brief outline of the research was presented to students, including
ethical guidelines approved by the appropriate university social and behavioural
ethics committee.

The data were collected in three ways. First, participants were interviewed using
semi-structured questions. As is typical in phenomenographic interviews, they were
audiotaped and transcribed verbatim for analysis (Åkerlind, 2005, p. 323). Data
collected through a ‘think aloud’ card sorting activity eliciting assessment preferences
were also taped and transcribed, and immediately followed the interviews. The
activity was designed to elicit assessment preferences and involved presenting a set of
24 assessment cards to the participant. Each participant was told that the cards repre-
sented a number of possible assessments for an imaginary BEd. course, entitled
‘Assessment and Learning’. The name of an assessment was written on one side of
the card and a detailed description of requirements was written on the back. Partici-
pants could ask for any clarification they needed. If the student decided they would
like to be assessed in the way described, they placed a card in a box marked ‘Yes’; if
not, then the card would be placed in the ‘No’ box, and if they were unsure, the card
would be placed in the ‘Don’t know’ box. During the process, participants were asked
to articulate their thoughts, explaining reasons for their decisions. Finally, partici-
pants were asked to write for approximately 15 minutes about the kinds of issues they
would keep in mind when designing assessments as future teachers (Crossman,
2004). None of the data collection formats referred to a research interest in partici-
pant emotions or a description of relationships experienced as part of the assessment
process. The thrust of the research was simply to establish how participants perceived
the assessment process. These data collection methods were consistent with qualita-
tive and grounded theory practices, and encouraged participant perspectives on their
assessment experiences.
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Methodological triangulation (Patton, 1990) was achieved by collecting the data
from these three different sources and allowed for cross-referencing in the analysis in
the interests of trustworthiness. The data from all three collection methods were
analysed in the same way. As there was a high level of integrity in the nature of
categories generated from across all data sources, the data were subsequently treated
and will be discussed as a single data source.

Consistent with grounded theory and phenomenography, the constant compara-
tive method was adopted as a means of analysing the data by grouping and coding
units of meaning (Strauss & Corbin, 1994) according to their perceived similarities
and differences and suggesting tentative descriptions for categories (Åkerlind, 2005,
p. 324). Early on in the analysis a number of possible interpretations were enter-
tained in the data, although subsequent readings of the transcripts enabled a more
focused identification of themes or categories so the process became, as Åkerlind
(2005, p. 321–4) describes it, an iterative and comparative one involving the
continual re-categorisation of ideas that simultaneously attracted subcategories or
properties of their own. Volunteer research assistants were used to check the coding
of the principal researcher in order to strengthen reliability and avoid the potential
for bias. A high level of inter-reliability was noted in the identified categories
between the research assistants and the principal researcher.

Discussion of findings

Embedded throughout much of the data were constant references to emotions and
teaching and learning relationships often couched in anecdotes or ‘stories’ that
reflected upon past experiences of assessment and provided an experiential reference
point for reflecting upon and articulating the issues around student–teacher relation-
ships and their connection with assessment perceptions. Student references to
emotions and relationships were particularly rich when they linked past experiences
of assessment with current perceptions, when they drew upon descriptions of their
relationships with teachers to explain more fully their perceptions of assessment and,
finally, when affirming the importance of being provided with opportunities to
express their beliefs, feelings and emotions in assessment.

Linking past experiences with current perceptions of assessment

In keeping with the findings of Connelly and Clandinin (1988), who observed
connections between the recovery of past experiences and emotions in participant
narratives, participants in the study frequently drew upon previous experiences;
mining them for illustrations that provided rationales for current perceptions of
assessments. Participant stories evoked the emotions of disappointment, a sense of
failure, anxiety and suspiciousness about the fairness of grading practices and, remi-
niscent of the work of Nisbett and Ross (1980), these negative experiences sometimes
appeared to be linked to instances of avoidance behaviour with regard to particular
kinds of assessment (Crossman, 2004). One participant commented, ‘I definitely
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wouldn’t want to be assessed on that’, remembering a project that was assessed in her
school days when she was angry about being awarded a lower grade than other
members of the project group. Another individual pronounced in the context of
explaining his embarrassment in a viva, ‘If you have had some bad experiences and
you get embarrassed, next time you don’t want to do it’. In describing her experiences
as a student teacher in a school, one participant remarked upon how her memories of
dreading maths tests as a child flooded back so that when she saw children in the same
situation she wanted to cry, ‘Oh no. Get away from it! Don’t put them near it. Don’t
expose them to that.’ Thus, not only do current teacher–student relationships influ-
ence learning (Frymier & Houser, 2000) but so do all those memories of previous
relationships experienced by students. In this way, Lewin’s thesis, which basically
maintains that behaviour is a function of the person and the environment, needs
further development to take into account the influence of life and learning experiences
leading up to the present environment.

According to the neuroscientist LeDoux (as cited in Goleman 1996), even where
specific memories cannot be located, the emotions surrounding them may arise
unconsciously at a later date. LeDoux’s theory could account for the reflection of one
individual who had particularly awful ‘feelings’ of ‘dread’ and ‘terror’ that she could
not connect with any specific memories that would explain them. Where participants
had no experience of a particular kind of assessment, their current perceptions of
assessment appeared to be influenced by anxieties relating to the unknown. As Nancy
remarked, ‘[I]…stick with things I know and things I do well at.’ These findings evoke
Brookhart’s theory of preconditioning, as cited in Adams et al. (2000), suggesting that
students are more likely to prefer assessments with which they are familiar.

References to anxiety, stress and ‘pressure’ were repeatedly described throughout
the data with cogent connections drawn between original experiences and current
perceptions. Kisumu, a participant, reflected that the stress, anxiety and pressure
students experience in high school was particularly unfortunate given that ‘a lot of
people don’t have the emotional maturity to cope’ and do not understand that ‘the
world doesn’t end based on an assessment or exam result’. Participants had a
variety of strategies for coping with feelings of stress surrounding assessment. Tom,
for example, drew upon techniques he used as a musician when nervous prior to
performances. The use of metaphors was particularly evident in anecdotes about
anxiety associated with previous assessment experiences. Lina described, for
instance, the way in which viva type assessments provoked ‘images of being beaten
down with the light shining on you’. As Piantanida and Garman (1999) noted, such
metaphors and images are powerful in communicating the participant’s perspective
and provide the research with a sense of vitality that motivates one to explore the
data more deeply. They appear to serve as dramatisations of emotional experience
so that the listener is drawn to understand, engage in and empathise with the
particular emotion described.

Lingering feelings surrounding past experiences not only influence current
perceptions of learning and assessment but also reside alongside more objective
analyses of assessments made by participants that seem to support LeDoux’s (1988,
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p. 25) theory that emotion is simply another kind of cognition. For example, Lina’s
antipathy towards weekly quick quizzes are linked to negative feelings from her school
days but are also concerned with her view that they are ineffective in contributing to
deeper learning experiences. She added, ‘…So what I believe now is a big blend of
what’s inside me, so yes, my previous experiences have had some influence but I
wouldn’t say, “yes, I feel this way because of that”’. Similarly, Katrina rejected
multiple-choice assessment not only because she had experienced all the emotions
that come with failure in multiple-choice assessments in the past but also because, in
her opinion, multiple-choice questions did not measure learning well. The rational
and emotional, therefore, work in a complex symbiosis in the decision-making
process. The same participant, when discussing another form of assessment,
commented, ‘Yes, if I see the value, I just swallow my dislike and just get into it’. She
added, ‘I see the value in them; I just absolutely hate doing them.’

As Strawson (1979) has indicated, it would be unwise to suggest that all these rich,
past emotional experiences and events were the only reason for individual perceptions
because a number of factors are likely to be involved in the formation of current
perceptions. In addition, as Bedford (1988, p. 29) points out, ‘…to know the feeling
that may have preceded an action is not to understand it, or to understand it only very
imperfectly’. The past is not precisely reconstructed through the process of remem-
bering and may be influenced by the current state of the brain at the time of recall.
Furthermore, the more distressing the original emotion the least likely it is to be
recreated reliably (LeDoux, 1998, p. 210–11). Although the data collected proved
very rich in anecdotes that appeared to explain current perceptions of assessment, the
research is also undoubtedly limited in that participants probably only revealed those
thoughts they wanted to share, leaving other pertinent perceptions hidden from the
researcher (Nisbett & Ross, 1980). Also, the process of identifying past experiences
as a rationale for current perceptions does not suggest that participants always know
why they behave or feel in certain ways whether in the past or the present (Foddy,
1999).

Relationships with teachers and their influence on assessment perceptions

The study uncovered the way relationships with teachers were so powerful that they
persisted in the memories of individuals for many years—even going as far back as
kindergarten. One participant’s account draws upon a personally distressing narrative
of ‘personality clashes’, grudges, lack of trust and feelings of victimisation. Feedback
was considered useful for finding out ‘…what [teachers] think of you’, revealing a
focus upon the influence of teaching and learning relationships rather than providing
an opportunity for critically reflecting upon performance (Crossman, 2004).

Positive relationships with teachers were described in ways that appeared to influ-
ence an individual’s sense of self, self-worth and personal confidence. In describing
the encouragement of one of her childhood teachers, Jane commented, ‘When you
are shy and unsure of yourself, vulnerable…getting some really good encouragement
from teachers was the best way to build “self-esteem”’. Similarly, Solly remarked,
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‘Yeah – its just how much you believe in yourself, really – getting good marks’.
Positive experiences were often clearly motivating. ‘Well, I remember when I was in
Grade 5 and got A++ in all my projects as well and all the positive comments and
feedback I got just made me want to work harder’ (Nancy). On the other hand, Nancy
recalled an ‘awful teacher’ who left her feeling she never wanted to learn. Similarly,
Lina commented, ‘She was just nice…the only teacher I liked in high school and
probably, like, the reason why I passed…I just understood her’. Lina’s favourite
teacher purportedly communicated genuine happiness in student success and is
contrasted with other teachers, who Lina imagined took pleasure in failing students.
Lina added, how encouraging it was ‘…that someone wanted you to pass and was
happy if you passed and stuff and probably motivating you to, like, do better and
study more’.

Solly also described his teenage experiences at school. His grades rose dramatically
when he was taught by a teacher with whom he ‘clicked’. Grades then fell when he
experienced a poor relationship that damaged his confidence with the arrival of a
temporary teacher. Finally, when the preferred teacher returned, Solly maintained his
grades improved again. Solly clearly associated the ‘good’ relationship with ‘good’
teaching, ‘prefacing his comments with ‘I had a good teacher…’. In reviewing
descriptions of ‘good relationships’ with teachers throughout the data they are also
largely linked to statements about perceived teacher expertise. The personal and the
professional, therefore, become intertwined in the perceptions of participants. Both
Solly and Maria, for example, remark upon the way that perceived successful teachers
show a greater personal interest in their students. Somewhat simplistically, the data
suggest that good relationships with students contribute to positive perceptions of
teacher abilities and also motivate students towards success. Both LeDoux (1998,
p. 19) and Lyons (1980, p. 169), from a scientific perspective, concur that emotions
can become powerful motivators of future action.

It should also be noted, however, that participants did not link negative emotions
surrounding teaching and learning relationships with teacher competence in the way
they did with positive emotions about such relationships; that is, teachers with whom
participants did not enjoy good relationships were not necessarily described explicitly
as poor teachers. Nevertheless, the significance of this kind of analysis is less a question
of how emotions (e.g. anxiety) play a ‘determining role in learning’ (Antonacopoulou
and Gabriel 2001, p. 440) but more an exploration and promotion of the role of ‘love’
in the emotions and relationships that surround teaching, learning and assessment.

Although participants did describe many assessments and teacher relationships in
a positive manner, an analysis of language-expressing emotions revealed that negative
descriptions were more common in the text of the data. The predominant emotions
described were anxiety, worry, hate, embarrassment, stress, terror, panic, humiliation,
a sense of being under threat, horror, feeling overwhelmed, a sense of pointlessness,
being upset, dread, hurt, frustration, boredom, resentment, being under pressure,
loathing, fear, nervousness, emotional scarring and anger. It should be noted that, occa-
sionally, where participants used synonyms in the text for the emotions described above
they were incorporated so that ‘being scared’, for example, was interpreted as ‘fear’.
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Although a systematic identification of emotions described in the data reveal that
negative comments were more common, in the original analysis of the text the overall
impression after many readings did not indicate that participants were more negative
than positive in their perceptions of assessment. One reason for this apparent incon-
sistency is that the process of counting the incidences of texts referring to negative and
positive emotions, respectively, as a quantitative approach to analysis is quite different
from a qualitative approach involving reading and re-reading through the data and
gaining an overall impression of all participants’ perceptions.

Objectivity and empathy

Participants expected teachers to be objective and fair in matters of assessment. Such
objectivity would necessarily require some depersonalisation and distancing in rela-
tionships with students in order to be less influenced by the emotions that surround
close, personal relationships. Although participants sometimes saw benefits in peer
assessment (e.g. where assessment was summative and counted towards the final
grade), only teachers were considered to have the required professional detachment
for the objective assessment of student work. However, although detachment was
applauded in some contexts, providing feedback was viewed as an opportunity for
teachers to adopt greater personalisation and intimacy with students so that individ-
uals would feel less like ‘a number’ (Lina). As Ann put it, teachers need to ‘understand
things from the students’ perspective’—an approach that, according to Rogers (1983,
p. 125), improves the quality of learning. Participants perceived the assessment
process as deeply personal and their work submitted for assessment as an extension
of themselves. They wished teachers to appreciate this perspective and demonstrate
sensitivity in the process. Nevertheless, there is therefore a sense of constant shifting
in the perceptions and expectations of what students expect of their teachers with
respect to the dynamic between objectivity and empathy.

‘Authoritarian’ approaches to providing feedback, in Lina’s view, were described
as simply ‘wrong’. Ann was also critical of the ‘condescension’ that came with teacher
authority that led one teacher at least to treat ‘people like kids’. Research literature
also indicates that successful relationships are apparently more likely to be character-
ised by situations in which both parties achieve their respective goals by, amongst other
things, the sharing of authority between teachers and students (Frymier & Houser,
2000; Oyler & Becker, 1977, as cited in Mishna & Rasmussen, 2001), and this kind
of discussion supports an examination of power in teaching and learning relationships,
as many critical pedagogists have already established. Rogers (1983) paints a picture
of what greater equality in teaching and learning could look like: 

If I were willing to admit that some students surpass me in knowledge, some in insight,
some in perceptiveness in human relationships, then I could step off the ‘teacher pedestal’
and become a facilitative learner amongst learners. (p. 139)

Thus, expectations concerning relationships with teachers appeared to be some-
what complex when professional objectivity was required alongside empathy and
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understanding what assessed work meant in relation to the student’s life, feelings and
beliefs. As Dall’Alba (2005, p. 369) pointed out ‘…our knowing is not simply a cogni-
tive acquisition, but who we are’ and this perspective has implications for educators
in interacting with learners.

Opportunities to express personal beliefs feelings and emotions

Dall’Alba’s (2005, p. 371) perspective that learning, like teaching, is about individu-
als and their sense of self rather than simply being about cognition, to some extent
accounts for the way that participants favoured assessments such as journals that
provided opportunities to express personal beliefs, feelings and emotions. The
difficulties involved in creating valid criteria for graded assessment of ‘arbitrary’
personal beliefs, however, was not overlooked by participants.

Consistent with other research (Laurillard, 1984; Ramsden, 1992), some
participants expressed doubts about the advisability of expressing personal beliefs in
assessments when confronted with tensions between personal and academically
sanctioned responses. Tom’s commentary illustrates the kinds of dilemmas
expressed: 

[I]t’s just a matter…of trying to work out what people want…and then mixed with that, is
that [it] might be against what I actually believe [and] people are saying to me, you should
be saying [such and such] because this is what they want to hear and I think, well, it’s
selling yourself short…

Tom appears to be inferring that assessment involves compromising personal
beliefs in the interests of expediency. If learning is intricately linked to identity then,
from this standpoint, assessment under certain circumstances can submerge aspects
of self, necessary in forming authentic relationships between students and teachers
that are less influenced by the power differential. Tom’s narrative puts in mind Carl
Rogers’ (1983, p. 24) observation that, like teachers, students are reluctant to risk
becoming a ‘whole person’ by revealing their true feelings. Given research suggesting
the importance of expressing personal beliefs in teaching and learning contexts
(Stegman, 2001), the possibility of the assessment process and teaching and learning
relationships working counter to encouraging the expression of personal beliefs is a
concern.

Emotional discourse

According to Antonacopoulou and Gabriel (2001, p. 437) emotions are ‘constituted
in the act of description through language’ and it is, therefore, pertinent to comment
upon the nature of the narrative discourse of participants in discussing assessment
with regard to the expression of emotions. The expression of emotion when
describing assessment is frequent, potent and deeply embedded in the data. Within a
few paragraphs of the data, apparent emotions, such as annoyance, anger, shame,
suspiciousness and insecurity, were identified in the following statements: 
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‘This person is annoying. He’d get up in arms and get really angry.’

‘When I got a bad mark I felt like a failure to everyone.’

‘People don’t like you to pass. People don’t like you and they just write zero.’

‘I had a teacher and she was very opinionated and I wasn’t allowed to have an opinion.’

‘I don’t like it when teachers criticise you. I had a lot of that in reception. I hope I learned
to stand up for myself.’

‘[W]hen you ask for help the teachers sort of look down on you and put you down – even
now.’

The discussion of the data has focused less on how the emotions in these excerpts
are labelled and more on their capacity to illustrate that emotions and relationships
have a central role in the learning and assessment experience. It is acknowledged that
other researchers may choose to categorise the nature of emotions in the research data
in slightly different ways.

The systematic noting of repeated references to emotions in the transcripts is,
however, surprising given Shields’ (2002, p. 176–7) view that although strong
emotions occur frequently and are given a great deal of attention in terms of trying to
understand the emotions of others and managing our own, emotional language forms
a very small proportion of spoken language. Thus, further research needs to confirm
that assessment discourse in relation to the expression of emotion is different in
nature to other forms of spoken discourse and, if so, to ask why it is that the assess-
ment environment may tend to cultivate uncommon discourses in the matter of
expressing emotion. Shields (2002) also suggests that where emotional discourse is
used, it makes for powerful statements of value and are therefore intrinsically far from
being neutral because a judgement is being expressed about the context in which the
event occurs. Assessment is clearly not a neutral context, although educational
professionalism has cultivated the myth that it is.

Conclusion

Harré (1988, p. 4) rightly warned researchers away from the reification of emotions
like ‘love’ or ‘hate’ as though they were ‘things’ in themselves that can be studied.
Certainly, a focus upon the implications of emotions within the contexts that they
occur rather than becoming fixated upon definitions of each emotion per se has
characterised the study and this paper. Given that the outcomes of the study indicate
that relationships between students and teachers have far-reaching effects, possibly
influencing learning experiences many years ahead of an original interaction, it is
surely incumbent upon educators to discuss and explore the implications of these
findings in some depth.

In accepting the evidence that relationships and emotions have some kind of influ-
ence in learning and assessment, identifying the ingredients of a successful teaching
and learning relationship and somehow bringing one about ‘to order’ would seem
an unlikely approach to take quite simply because human interaction is far more
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complex than the thinking behind this strategy assumes. Notwithstanding this
viewpoint, if there are good reasons why children should be taught how to develop
empathy, people skills and managing emotions and relationships as Gardener (as
cited in Goleman, 1996, p. 39) suggests, there is certainly an argument for addressing
these issues in teacher training programs. Higher education institutions would do well
to consider further how teaching and learning occurs in a particular human context
in which individuals interact, conduct relationships and experience feelings about
those relationships.

The question is not how notions of professional behaviour may have led to an
expectation that teachers ‘anaesthetise’ themselves to some extent from these human
aspects of their interaction with students in order to remain objective, but how they
come to view the significance of emotions and relationships in making professional
and ethical decisions. Professional integrity and ethical behaviour involve acknowl-
edging and ‘living’ relationships and emotions in our professional contexts, although
the successful assimilation of the two presents a number of challenges that need to be
explored. One outcome of this paper and others that emphasise the influence of
relationships upon cognitive learning (Frymier & Houser, 2000; Pyler & Becker,
1977, as cited in Mishna and Rasmussen, 2001) should be a deeper, strategic look at
the implications for practice. In order for this to happen, teachers will need to take
some personal risks in giving thought to who they are and the way they do what they
do when interacting with learners in the classroom.

Developing interpersonal relationships in the workplace is at least as important for
teachers as it is for other professions in which individuals need to communicate well
with one another. Effective communication requires openness, empathy, supportive-
ness, positiveness and equality (Dwyer, 2002, p. 51). All these features resonate with
the data collected from participants concerning their relationships with teachers.
Understanding how to communicate with students and form relationships with them
is, therefore, a crucial aspect of the teacher’s role. The research outcomes should
suggest the need for creating spaces for reflection and rethinking teaching and learn-
ing practices as a basis for further scholarship. There are also clear implications for
training and professional development planning.
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