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An exploratory study of Hong Kong Chinese students’ conceptions and experiences of
academics’ care within a higher education context

By Lai La TANG

Abstract

This research investigated Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students’ conceptions and
experiences of academics’ care and examined its pedagogical implications within a higher
education context. Three purposes framed this study: 1) To explore the conceptions of
academics’ care amongst Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students; 2) To investigate
Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students’ perceived attributes of academics’ care and
the perceived effects of academics’ care on learning and development in Hong Kong; and
3) To draw the implications of caring pedagogy for Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate
students’ learning and academic development in Hong Kong.

The empirical data were collected from final-year students in the naturalistic setting of a
Hong Kong university. By applying a qualitative research design, purposive sampling was
used to select students who had experienced academics’ care during their university
study. Data sources included in-depth interviews, write-up accounts and researcher’s
notes. Thematic analysis was used to identify the themes emerged from the informants’
narrative accounts of academics’ care. Data quality procedures, included triangulation,
member checks and audit trail, were followed to ensure research rigour.

Results indicated that academics’ care was conceptualized as a continuum of care, moving
along the continuum from “Pedagogical Care” to “Holistic Care” and then to “Sustainable
Care”. This continuum featured a deepening of mutuality, responsiveness and reciprocity.
A dual overarching theme of “Safety Net” and “Sustainable Bonding” were identified in
conceptualizing academics’ care in a university context. This thesis thus proposed a
model of caring in higher education rested on three overlapping domains of the relational
zone, attachment behaviour and the socio-cultural context.

This thesis has contributed to an under-researched area of caring pedagogy in a university
context. The significant role of academics’ care in students’ learning, development and
well-being has been discerned as a key construct of the socio-culture of care within the
Chinese context. Implications were thus offered for future research on caring pedagogy,
and for policymakers, university administrators and teachers in further exploring the
opportunities presented by integrating care into teaching practices.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1. Rationale for the Thesis

Care is an integral part of teaching and learning (Cochran-Smith, 2003). As Rogers and
Webb (1991, p.174) explain, “good teachers care, and good teaching is inextricably linked
to specific acts of caring”. Despite the claim on the primacy of care as a form of
therapeutic discourse (Ecclestone, 2004; Ecclestone, Hayes and Furedi, 2005), studies
have found that teacher care has numerous benefits, including profound positive effects
on students’ academic motivation, endeavours, performance and achievements (Phelan,
Locke Davidson and Cao, 1992; Wentzel, 1997; Larson, 2006); the stimulation of
transformative changes in and growth among students (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996;
Fjortoft, 2004; Larson, 2006; Foster, 2008); and increased well-being (Phelan et al., 1992).
However, the literature is not extensive, and the significant majority of the studies have
focused on the effects of care within compulsory education at the elementary and high
school levels. Furthermore, there has been no examination whether academics’ care
should be thought to contribute to enhancing students’ outcomes in educational contexts
in which the students are adult independent learners. Though one could argue that
institutions cannot depend on teachers to care as a way to improve outcomes (if they
actually do, given the scant research evidence), studies have shown that particular types
of relationships are valued by students and serve to create an ethos of academic
involvement and engagement. As such, even by default, studies on pedagogic care are
vital in understanding the fullest extent of how pedagogic ecologies are created and

linked to student achievement and progress.

All this said, care is not the panacea for solving all educational problems, or the sole
ingredient for good teaching practices. Teachingis an art comprising a variety of qualities

and exemplifiers, such as instructional qualities, showing empathy, and giving students
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appropriate feedback and praise (Rossiter, 1999; Hattie, 2003; Walker-Gleaves, 2009;
Walker and Gleaves, 2016). Nevertheless, care has been found to form students’
conception of the best teachers (Dempsey, 1994; Weinstein, 1989; Larson, 2006). A
common thread connecting the discussions on expert, excellent and effective teachers is
high-quality teacher-student relationships as constructed by teacher care. The literature
on these successful teachers has shown that they use an array of attitudes, practices and
behaviour to create learning experiences underpinned by high-quality teacher-student
relationships, and a core element of this relational approach is teacher care (Rogers and
Webb, 1991; Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Hattie, 2003; Fjortoft, 2004; Larson, 2006;
Lee and Ravizza, 2008; Sawatzky, Ennis, Ashcroft, Davis and Harder, 2009; Walker-Gleaves,
2009; O’Brien, 2010; Walker and Gleaves, 2016). Studies have found that teacher care
help to reduce students’ negative emotions such as feelings of loneliness and alienation,
which is particularly valuable in cases involving at-risk students® such as those suffering
from depression (Phelan et al., 1992). This may be explained by the fact that students
learn most effectively and strive harder academically when their emotional needs are

addressed, especially through teacher care (Phelan et al., 1992; Larson, 2006).

Teacher care is also a central element in helping each student develop as a whole person
(Neill, 1960; Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996). As Hyland (2010) points out that the ends
of university education are promoting self-esteem, creativity, job and life satisfaction,
trust and social justice rather than parochially focusing on vocational skills or achievement,
it is advocated that a university education is responsible for developing students
holistically (Tompkins, 1996; Hyland, 2010). And, students are more likely to become
caring people after experiencing teacher care (Fjortoft, 2004; Larson, 2006). It is the
powerful effects of caring on peoples’ lives that prompt transformative changes, rather
than the intellectual effects of an education (Fjortoft, 2004). The far-reaching effects of

teacher care are reflected in the frequency with which students remember caring

1 At-risk individuals are those who are vulnerable and thus are underachieved in an academic, social and
personal sense (Lewis and McCann, 2009).
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teachers (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Fjortoft, 2004), and the fondness with which
such teachers are recalled suggest that students do appreciate the benefits of teacher
care (Phelan et al., 1992; Rossiter, 1999; Lee and Ravizza, 2008; Mariskind, 2014). As such,

teaching should be initiated with care rather than pedagogy (Noddings, 1984).

Despite that care has been emphasized as a critical component of education (Kohl, 1984;
Noddings, 1984; Lee and Ravizza, 2008; Walker-Gleaves, 2009; Mariskind, 2014), teacher
care remains an under-researched and under-theorized area in educational studies,
especially in the context of higher education (Walker and Gleaves, 2016). In the studies
on teacher care, much of the discussions are related to pre-school and school settings
(Lee and Ravizza, 2008; Mariskind, 2014; Walker and Gleaves, 2016). This has been
attributed to the fact that care is often conceptualized using feminist or maternal
constructs (Gilligan, 1982; Tronto, 1993; Fine, 2007; Mariskind, 2014). Such
conceptualizations are in congruent with the higher education context, which emphasizes
autonomous and self-directed learning, a focus on scholarly rigour, arduous intellectual
work, logical reasoning, critical thinking and objectivity (Rossiter, 1999; Mariskind, 2014).
Hence, care seems to be incongruous in a university setting (Rossiter, 1999). However,
some educational systems privilege care as a central cultural starting point, for example
Chinese education systems. Chinese society is characterized as relational- and social-
oriented, with special emphasis on relationships and communal regard (Bond, 1991; Fei,
1992), the cultivation of teacher-student relationships based on academics’ care may be
even more significant in mediating a caring and supportive environment that facilitates
students’ learning and holistic development while promoting their well-being in the
Chinese context. Nevertheless, there has been a dearth of research involving university
students’ perceptions of academics’ care in the Chinese context. The conception and
meanings of academics’ care have not been examined empirically or made explicit within

Chinese society.
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Thus, the central aim of this thesis is to explore Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate
students” conceptions and experiences of academics’ care and its pedagogical

implications in higher education context. Three purposes have framed this research.

1) To explore the conceptions of academics’ care amongst Hong Kong Chinese

undergraduate students;

2) To investigate Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students’ perceived
attributes of academics’ care and the perceived effects of academics’ care on

learning and development in Hong Kong;

3) To draw the implications of caring pedagogy for Hong Kong Chinese

undergraduate students’ learning and academic development in Hong Kong.

1.2. Background of the Thesis

Care is considered as a quintessential quality of education (Kohl, 1984; Noddings, 1984;
Lee and Ravizza, 2008; Walker-Gleaves, 2009; Mariskind, 2014), thus teaching should
begin with care rather than pedagogy (Noddings, 1984). Teacher care, as a key construct
in high-quality teacher-student relationships, is characterized by affection. As such, it can
help students transform by changing their learning behaviour, facilitating their academic
and holistic development and promoting their well-being (Phelan et al., 1992; Haidet and
Stein, 2006; Beard, Clegg and Smith, 2007; Foster, 2008; Hawk and Lyons, 2008;
McLaughlin, 2008; Hyland, 2010). Teacher care also plays a crucial role in cultivating high-
quality teacher-student relationships by encouraging students to learn, connecting the
affective and cognitive dimensions in facilitating learning and creating a secure base from
which to thrive during exploration and development. Such is also thought to reduce

students’ negative emotions, such as feelings of loneliness and isolation (Phelan et al.,

Page 13



1992). These profound effects are noteworthy, especially among at-risk students or those
who are prone to mental health? problems. Both of which are hidden issues in the
university context, but which respond to an educational system that values the

development of the whole person.

A student’s mental health is one of the key factors affecting his/her ability to learn
effectively (Warwick et al., 2008). Research has shown that feelings of desperation or
depression, or lacking a sense of belongings, are some of the factors contributing to
students’ academic failure (Phelan et al., 1992; Beck and Malley, 1998). Struggling with
emotional problems or poor mental health can negatively affect students’ cognitive and
psycho-social functions, exerting adverse effects on their educational attainment, quality
of life and outlook (Stewart-Brown et al., 2000; Suen, Ellis Hon and Tam, 2008; Sing and
Wong 2010; Kwok, Wong and Lee, 2014). Chronic suffering from mental health issues
also affects long-term physical health (Stewart-Brown et al., 2000; Suen et al., 2008). Thus,

mental health issues among university students should not be overlooked.

The well-being of Hong Kong university students deserves attention. Since the start of
the academic year 2015/2016, there has been 22 students who committed suicide; of
which ten were tertiary students (South China Morning Post, 2016). This was an alarming
increase from an average of two to three university student suicides from 2010 to 2014
(ibid.). In their study conducted in a private tertiary institute in Hong Kong, Kwok et al.’s
(2014) found that about 86.8% of the students reported suffering from a higher than
average level of perceived stress. The presence of insomnia, which can be an expression
of mental health problems, has also reflected hidden issues among Hong Kong university
students (Suen et al., 2008; Sing and Wong, 2010). Sing and Wong’s (2010) study of
undergraduate students in Hong Kong found that 68.8% suffered from insomnia.

Compared with the 2008 study conducted by Suen et al. in which only 57.5% of the Hong

2 Mental health is defined as “a state of well-being in which every individual realizes his or her own potential,
can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a
contribution to his or his community” (World Health Organization, 2015).
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Kong university students examined were classified as poor sleepers, there appears to be
a trend of deteriorating sleep quality. The study conducted by Song et al. (2008) on
college freshmen in Hong Kong found that 43.9% had significant depressive symptoms,
and it was estimated that 14.5% of them suffered from major depression. Mental health
problems tend to get worse as undergraduates progress into their senior years of study,
as reflected in higher depression, anxiety and stress scores (Hong Kong Tertiary
Institutions Health Care Working Group, 2007). This indicates that Hong Kong university

students are susceptible to psychological morbidity (ibid.).

The mental health issues among Hong Kong university students are alerting when
compared to their counterparts. The prevalent rates of Hong Kong freshmen suffered
from depression, anxiety and stress were significantly higher than their counterparts in
Beijing, young American adults, international population or local general population
(Wong et al., 2006; Song et al., 2008). Hong Kong undergraduates’ sleep duration was
shorter than their counterparts in mainland China (Sing and Wong, 2010). Moreover, 32.5%
of young people aged below 25 in Hong Kong showed symptoms of depression, almost
four times as higher than that of adult population (Hong Kong Government, 2011). Worse
still, more than half of them were prone to suicide or self-harm (ibid.). Thus, Hong Kong

university students’ susceptibility to mental health issues cannot be overestimated.

Mental health issues among Hong Kong university students must be considered;
especially given the increasing number of hidden sufferers. It is estimated that one in ten
children and young people in the United Kingdom has a clinically-recognizable mental
disorder (Warwick et al., 2008). For each adult who dies of suicide, there may be more
than 20 attempted suicides (World Health Organization, 2015). The stigma that
surrounds mental illness may prevent college students in the United Kingdom from
seeking help (Warwick et al., 2008). Severe mental illness-based stigma and
discrimination are found in Hong Kong and China (Tsang, Chan and Cheung, 2003).

Cultural issues explain some of the serious stigma in Chinese society, and the associated
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feelings of shame and inferiority. Both the individual and his/her entire family are
shunned due to collectivism (Hsu, 1995 cited in Tsang et al., 2003). The inherited,
collective stigma towards mental illness in Chinese culture partially explains why mental
health problems in Hong Kong are usually described as somatic problems, such as loss of
appetite or fatigue, unlike in the United States (Stewart et al., 2002; Tsang et al., 2003;
Sing and Wong, 2010). The tendency to somaticizing mental health problems may lead
sufferers to ignore the issues, such that they fail to receive proper treatment (Stewart et
al, 2002). University students may just normalize the difficulties encountered as a matter
of course during their university study, rather than seeing them as mental health
problems (Clegg, Bradley and Smith, 2006). Mental health problems are usually
associated with adults, and those that occur among university students are often reduced
to behavioural problems, such as truancy (Warwick et al., 2008). All of these reasons may
explain why only 17.5% of Hong Kong tertiary students claimed to be dissatisfied with
their general health (Kwok et al., 2014), a reality may lead to an under-estimation of the

seriousness of Hong Kong students’ mental health issues (Stewart et al., 2002).

The importance of supporting university students’ mental health has been recognized
(Warwick et al., 2008). According to the claim of therapeutic discourse, acknowledging
university students’ struggles infantilized them by trivializing their experiences, which
damaged their growth and development (Ecclestone, 2004; Ecclestone et al., 2005).
However, empirical findings have rebutted these allegations in the university setting
(Clegg et al., 2006; Beard et al., 2007). It has been found that university students in the
United Kingdom regard seeking help or admitting an inability to cope with difficulties as
a failure or loss of face, which is incongruent with university students’ identities as
independent and autonomous young adults (Clegg et al., 2006). They tend to draw on
their own individual and social resources, rather than using formal support (Clegg et al.,
2006; Beard et al., 2007). These findings have shown that undergraduate students are
active, independent and autonomous social agents in appropriating the resources needed

to cope with problems by themselves, rather than being objectified and becoming overly

Page 16



dependent on therapeutic counselling. Nevertheless, this does not refute therapeutic
discourse completely (Clegg et al.,, 2006). It has been acknowledged that caring for
students may be conflated with emotional commitment and remedial orientation
activities in universities (Walker, Gleaves and Grey, 2006). Yet holding such a view of
caring work can be detrimental to students, given their susceptibility to mental health
issues. Itis thus necessary to address students’ difficulties and help them develop positive
coping strategies (Beard et al., 2007) while remaining free of the trap of therapeutic
discourse. As such, the importance of cultivating an overall university ethos of being non-
stigmatizing, inclusive, positive, nurturing and caring in supporting students’ holistic

development and well-being has been acknowledged (Warwick et al., 2008; Hyland, 2010).

In addition, cultivating a caring culture is regarded as necessary to counter-balance the
growing predominant trends of economic rationalism and managerialism, given the
pervasive emphasis on employability and job-related marketable skills in higher
education (Tompkins, 1996; Mok, 2003; 2005; 2008; Hyland, 2010). There is a renewed
interest in the value of whole person development, thus universities are increasingly
being expected to cultivate students’ holistic growth (Tompkins, 1996; Hyland, 2010). This
holistic focus should be linked to overarching humanitarian ends, such as human
happiness and the promotion of a just community (Hyland, 2010). An education should
be perceived as an introduction to life rather than as training for a career (Tompkins, 1996;
Hyland, 2010). As such, teaching involves caring deeply about students as human beings
and providing them with ample learning opportunities to enrich their life chances
(Cochran-Smith, 2003). However, teacher care remains a largely disregarded aspect of

academics’ work (Walker et al., 2006; Mariskind, 2014).

Given all of the mentioned issues, the importance of cultivating an ethos of non-
stigmatizing, inclusive, positive, nurturing and caring in the university context to support
students’ holistic development and well-being is clear (Warwick et al., 2008; Hyland,

2010). Support programmes cannot stand alone or be the sole purview of counsellors’
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(Warwick et al., 2008). Undergraduates with positive personal tutoring experiences have
noted the importance of having a good tutor-tutee relationship in providing a balanced
mix of personal and academic support (Stephen, O’Connell and Hall, 2008). It has been
suggested that academics take responsibilities for students’ holistic development
(McLaughlin, 2008; Shek, 2010). This is not to refute the part played by special
programmes in supporting students’ mental health, but rather to recognize the
importance of teachers’ roles and behaviour in contributing to students’ well-being

(McLaughlin, 2008; Warwick et al., 2008).

Many are quick to point out that academics’ pedagogical role is teaching, not therapeutic
counselling (Clegg et al., 2006). It has been argued that academics should therefore
address learning and teaching issues, such as implementing good pedagogical practices
and taking the initiative in providing educational support, rather than focusing only on
students’ therapeutic needs (ibid.). However, because teaching and learning are social
and relational processes (Noddings, 1984; Cochran-Smith, 2003; Kim, 2007), academics’
care is thought to play a central role in facilitating students’ holistic growth and promoting
their well-being. Such academics’ care is thought to contribute to cultivating high-quality
teacher-student relationships by connecting the affective and cognitive dimensions of
learning to create a caring and supportive environment in which to learn. This provides a
secure base from which to thrive during exploration and development. The
transformative influences of teacher care on students have been shown to transcend a

variety of learning contexts, from pre-schools to universities (Foster, 2008).

Learning is a relational construct and process supported by care, rather than just a
pedagogical concern (Noddings, 1984; Kim, 2007). Teacher-student relationships
determine classroom and school climates (Ruus et al., 2007). Positive teacher-student
relationships have been found to contribute to students’ learning interests, study
motivations, academic performances and achievements, behavioural adjustment,

adaptation to schools, social skills, emotional regulation, well-being and long-term holistic
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development, especially among at-risk students (Pianta, Steinberg and Rollins, 1995; Beck
and Malley, 1998; Wentzel, 1998; Urdan and Schoenfelder, 2006; McLaughlin, 2008).
Likewise, in the university setting, positive faculty-student relationships are known to
have positive effects on medical care students to achieve favourable learning outcomes
(Haidet and Stein, 2006). In contrast, negative teacher-student relationships are one of
the factors contributing to students being categorized as at-risk (Lewis and McCann, 2009).
This reflects the important role of teacher-student relationships in cultivating an overall
ethos of non-stigmatizing, inclusive, positive, nurturing and caring in the university

context to students’ learning and well-being, creating a virtuous cycle.

The effects of teacher-student relationships on students’ learning are noteworthy in the
Chinese context, where Chinese society is characterized as relational- and social-oriented,
with special emphasis on relationships (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992). It has been argued that
there are no individuals in Chinese society because everyone is connected through a
relational and collective web of relationships (ibid.). The Confucian® concept of Wu Lun
(five cardinal relations*), which is deeply embedded in Chinese society, has long governed
social actors’ roles, obligations and acceptable behaviour when interacting with one
another. When applied to the pedagogical context, Confucian teaching underlines
teachers’ practising good conduct in their relationships with students to groom the
latter’s holistic growth (Shim, 2008). When the Confucian concept of teaching is
synthesized with Vygotsky’s emphasis on socially-mediated context, the centrality of
teachers and learners’ continuous interactions and the importance of establishing high-
quality relationships in creating an effective learning context becomes even more
profound (Vygotsky, 1978; John-Steiner and Mahn, 1996; Shim, 2008). Teachers’

expressions of care and their cultivation of relationships built on it have become crucial

3 Confucianism is the predominant philosophical school of thought among Chinese societies.

4 Wu Lun refers to the five cardinal relations, which include that between emperor and minister, father and
son, husband and wife, elder brother and younger brother, and friend and friend (Bond, 1991; Goodwin
and Tang, 1996).
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in mediating a caring and supportive learning environment that helps students learn and

achieve holistic growth in the Chinese context.

A high-quality, positive and effective teacher-student relationship, rather than any
general relationship, is required to favourably influence students’ studies, coping
strategies and long-term holistic development (Pianta et al., 1995; Haidet and Stein, 2006;
Stephen et al., 2008; Wimpenny and Savin-Baden, 2013). In the university setting,
medical care students have been found to be more willing to disclose their lack of
understanding rather than hiding it from their teachers, more attentive and actively
engaged and more likely to ask questions when they experienced positive teacher-
student relationships (Haidet and Stein, 2006). These relationships have had profound
effects on students’ identity formation, prospective career choices and professional
development (Haidet and Stein, 2006; Wimpenny and Savin-Baden, 2013). High-quality
teacher-student relationships have been characterized as learner-centred in that they
positively influence students’ engagement, learning motivation, self-esteem and well-
being, along with their cognitive, social and holistic development (Cornelius-White, 2007;
Wimpenny and Savin-Baden, 2013). Confucian beliefs also emphasize the importance of
learner-centred teaching in facilitating students’ motivation to learn and holistic growth
(Shim, 2008). Confucian teaching stresses that teachers should identify the unique
characteristics of each of their students, and then individualize their teaching methods to
help their students learn and grow holistically (ibid.). This underlines the importance of
high-quality, learner-centred teacher-student relationships in facilitating students’

learning and holistic growth while promoting their well-being.

A common denominator in these discussions on high-quality, learner-centred teacher-
student relationships has been the pervasiveness of teacher care in nurturing caring
relationships (O’Brien, 2010; Walker and Gleaves, 2016). A key construct of teacher care
is teachers’ personalized responsiveness to individual student’s needs, rather than

treating them as a homogenized mass (Noddings, 1984). As such, acknowledging and
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understanding students’ needs, difficulties, struggles, insecurities and pains to provide
customized support and showing genuine empathy are central to high-quality teacher-
student relationships in the university context (Wimpenny and Savin-Baden, 2013). This
implies the central role of academics’ care in creating caring teacher-student relationships

that support students’ learning, holistic growth and well-being.

The significant role played by academics’ care in high-quality, learner-centred teacher
relationships may be attributable to the affective, emotional and secure bonds between
teachers and students fostered by such care. Affect and emotion are important
relationship components (Haidet and Stein, 2006) and outcomes (Cornelius-White, 2007).
Learner-centred teacher-student relationships are characterized by individualized
attention paid to students through customized responses. This gradually establishes a
bond and a secure base from which students thrive during the exploration process. The
learner-centred relationships also help reducing students’ feelings of alienation and
isolation by increasing their agency (Wimpenny and Savin-Baden, 2013), which enhances
their emotional well-being and their chances of succeeding academically. This
perspective assumes that students’ failure in schools is usually due to feelings of
loneliness and alienation, rather than inadequate cognitive skills (Phelan et al., 1992; Beck
and Malley, 1998). In contrast, an unusually high correlation has been found among
learner-centered relationships, and students’ critical and creative thinking and their
affective and behavioural outcomes (Cornelius-White, 2007). A high-quality teacher-
student relationship, characterized by emotional security, emotional warmth, open
personal communication and an absence of conflicts, has noteworthy effects on students’
learning, motivation and behavioural adjustment in pre-school settings (Pianta et al.,
1995). These findings corroborate the theoretical framework suggesting that the
affective and cognitive dimensions are inseparable in the learning process (Vygotsky,
1978; Goldstein, 1999). The results also align with attachment theory, which emphasizes
the importance of students having emotionally-involved and -secure relationships with

significant others (including teachers) to thrive in their holistic development. Teachers
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play a key role as co-investigator of knowledge by connecting the affective and cognitive
aspects of learning and fostering emotionally-secure teacher-student relationships, and

teacher care is a key element of such relationships (Noddings, 1984; Goldstein, 1999).

The interdependency of the affective and cognitive dimensions has been reflected in the
emphasis that Vygotskian approach places on the relational zone in learning (Vygotsky,
1978; Goldstein, 1999). However, conventional thought indicates that affect and
emotions are considered incongruous in higher education. Given that universities are
considered to be places where intellectual development occurs, the emphases are
scholarly rigour, arduous intellectual work, rationality, logical reasoning, critical thinking
and objectivity, with the focus on autonomous and self-directed learning (Rossiter, 1999;
Clegg et al., 2006; Beard et al., 2007; Hyland, 2010; Mariskind, 2014). Thus, in the
university context, there is a gross deficiency in affective domains in the learning process
that has disengaged learners from their emotions, values and wider interests (Hyland,
2010). Education based exclusive on cognition at the expense of affect, or vice versa, has
been shown to be detrimental to students’ holistic development (Hyland, 2010), assuming
that human beings have an innate need for affection (Ruus et al., 2007). There is a clear
and distinct connection between the affective and emotional aspects, and the
information processing, knowledge development and learning motivation (Turner, Meyer
and Schweinle, 2003; Haidet and Stein, 2006; Hyland, 2010). The affective aspects of
learning also contribute to social integration, which facilitates student success in
university settings (Beard et al., 2007). This has reflected the importance of connecting
the affective and cognitive dimensions in the learning process in the university context as
a way of contributing to students’ holistic development (Vygotsky, 1978; Goldstein, 1999;
Turner et al., 2003; Beard et al., 2007; Hyland, 2010).

Academics’ care may be the method by which the affective and cognitive dimensions in
the learning process can be connected in a university context. Studies of medical care

education have shown that relationships are a core criterion for achieving favourable
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learning outcomes among trainee doctors and nurses, underlining the central role of
relationship-centred care in constructing caring relationships (Haidet and Stein, 2006).
Care is relational, and thus it reciprocally influences the construction of high-quality
teacher-student relationships (Dempsey, 1994). Confucian teaching also exemplifies the
means of caring for others by engaging students in friendly dialogues and interactions
(Shim, 2008). Establishing good relationships with students is viewed by teachers as a key
construct of care (Weinstein, 1998), and the affective disposition is a cardinal element of
genuine care (Tronto, 1993). Building high-quality teacher-student relationships that deal
explicitly with the affective and intellectual dimensions of learning is an important part of
strengthening students’ learning experiences (Goldstein, 1999; Beard et al., 2007; Hyland,
2010). Caring teachers play a role in strengthening the relational and affective aspects of
learning, and because affective aspects are not separated from their cognitive
counterparts, teacher care also stimulates intellectual growth, creativity generation and
independent problem-solving while closing the gap in the Zone of Proximal Development
(zDP) (Vygotsky, 1978; Diaz, Neal and Amaya-Williams, 1990; John-Steiner and Mahn,
1996; Goldstein, 1999). Teacher care as expressed in the affective and emotional
relations with students has played a primary role in students’ holistic development (Ruus
et al., 2007; Mclaughlin, 2008), identifying care as a central thread connecting high-

quality teacher-student relationships and their effects on intellectual development.

The transformative influence that teacher care has on students transcends a variety of
learning contexts from pre-schools to universities (Foster, 2008). In the higher education
context, teacher care has had positive effects on students’ learning, class participation,
academic engagement, motivation to perform, retention, self-esteem and well-being
(Weinstein, 1989; Haidet and Stein, 2006; Hawk and Lyons, 2008). Care also informs
students’ conceptions of the qualities held by an ideal teacher, in addition to the teacher’s
ability to provide clear explanations (Weinstein, 1989). In the primary and secondary
school contexts, students’ perceptions of teacher care have had transformative and

positive effects on their attitudes, attendance, learning interest, engagement, motivation,
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commitment to study, academic efforts, academic achievement, retention rate, pursuit
of social goals and well-being (Phelan et al.,, 1992; Wentzel, 1997; 2002; Urdan and
Schoenfelder, 2006; Foster, 2008). A decline in perceived teacher care among middle
school students has led to a corresponding decline in academic motivation and
achievement (Wentzel, 2002; Urdan and Schoenfelder, 2006). The effects of teacher care
on students’ well-being are especially significant. A study of high school students in the
United States has revealed that students’ descriptions of their academic challenges reflect
optimism grounded in realistic assessments of their academic challenges when they
experience their teachers as genuinely caring (Foster, 2008). Teachers are often seen by
students as key non-familial role models, thus caring, supportive and positive
relationships with teachers help students model their emotional well-being (McLaughlin,
2008). These findings have corroborated the positive effects of teacher care on students,

but the implications for at-risk students are even more noteworthy.

Discussions about at-risk students have led us to appraise the pivotal roles played by
academics’ care in addressing students’ emotional needs. Teacher care helps students
cope with and reduce their negative emotions, such as feelings of loneliness and
alienation, which are detrimental to their studies (Phelan et al., 1992). The at-risk
students who are most likely be affected by emotional problems change their study
attitudes and habits in remarkably constructive ways, adopting positive coping strategies,
after having met teachers who really cared about them, despite untenable circumstances
(Phelan et al., 1992; Cochran-Smith, 2003; Hawk and Lyons, 2008; Garza, 2009; Ladson-
Billings, 2009). A caring learning ethos cultivated by a caring teacher who is responsive
to at-risk students’ personal needs and struggles has been shown to have positive and
transformative effects on at-risk students’ engagement, motivation, retention and overall
academic success (Garza, 2009). This, in turn, has substantiated the even more profound
effects of academics’ care on at-risk students’ learning attitudes, habits, and ways of

coping with mental health problems.
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The significant role played by academics’ care is founded on its contribution to the
interrelated aspects of learning, development and well-being. According to Noddings’
(1984) discussions on the caring construct in the ethics of care, the dynamics include
motivational displacement, responsiveness, reciprocity and confirmation. Being
engrossed in the motivational displacement for students (Noddings, 1984), teacher care
helps cultivate high-quality, learner-centred teacher-student relationships that then
improve university students’ learning outcomes and increase their academic engagement
(Haidet and Stein, 2006; Hawk and Lyons, 2008). A caring teacher who is concerned about
and responsive to students, caters to their individualized needs, struggles and emotions,
and customizes the learning support to help them achieve their goals, positively cope with
learning difficulties and address mental health issues (Noddings, 1984; Phelan et al., 1992;
Garza, 2009). Academics’ care not only contributes to cultivating caring, learner-centred

teacher-student relationships, but also establishing a beneficial caring learning context.

The importance of a caring and supportive learning environment is reflected in the fact
that a caring, emotionally-secure classroom context can facilitate students’ scaffolding.
Too much or improper scaffolding is detrimental to learning and motivation, thus it must
be tailored to students’ skill levels, learning capabilities and willingness to participate
(Urdan and Schoenfelder, 2006). When teachers are motivated by their care for students,
they become more responsive to individuals’ needs, providing customized learning
guidance that facilitate appropriate scaffolding to support their learning. These aspects
have facilitated the conception of academics’ care as playing a central role by being

responsive to students and customizing support for facilitating their scaffolding.

Caring, learner-centred teacher-student relationships established through academics’
care have contributed to the creation of valuable bonds between teachers and students,
and an emotionally-secure base that allows students to thrive during exploration and
development. Discussions on classroom discourse have found that teachers who convey

caring qualities in the learning context positively influence students’ engagement,
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motivation and willingness to take risks when acquiring knowledge (Urdan and
Schoenfelder, 2006). This confirms the importance of providing students with a secure
base, but more importantly, it implies that academics’ care is the thread in connecting
the affective and cognitive aspects of learning to close the gap in ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978;
Diaz et al., 1990; John-Steiner and Mahn, 1996; Goldstein, 1999), and the means by which

secure bonds can be established to improve students’ holistic development.

All of the aspects interact and contribute to students’ learning, holistic development and
well-being. Thus, academics’ care plays a central role in students’ educational and
personal well-being, in addition to having profound implications for helping at-risk
students and those who are susceptible to mental health issues. This will result in
facilitating students to achieve their aspirations and promoting their well-being in

universities and carried on to the future.

However, teacher care remains an under-researched and under-theorized area in
educational studies, especially in the higher education context (Walker et al., 2006;
Walker and Gleaves, 2016). Although there have been studies on teacher care, the
majority focused on the pre-school and school settings (Lee and Ravizza, 2008; Mariskind,
2014; Walker and Gleaves, 2016). Care is regarded as a central purpose of teaching,
rather than as a trivial component (Walker et al., 2006). Despite the desire for care being
a universal need (Graham, 1983), conception and expectations of care can be subject to
individual students’ experiences (Garza, 2009). For example, differences have been
observed between Latino and Caucasian high school students’ perceptions of teacher
behaviour in conveying care (ibid.). Moreover, teachers’ perceptions of their caring
actions and disposition may be perceived very differently by students (ibid.). Yet, there
is a dearth of literature on university students’ conception of academics’ care in the
Chinese context, despite the fact that culturally-responsive care has been recognized as
important in pedagogical practices (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Given that Chinese society is

characterized as relational- and social-oriented, with special emphasis on relationships
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(Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992), the cultivation of teacher-student relationships underpinned by
academics’ care may be even more significant in mediating a caring and supportive
environment that improves students’ learning, holistic development and well-being in the
Chinese context. This argument is germane to the central theme of this thesis, which is
to explore undergraduate students’ conceptions and experiences of academics’ care and
its pedagogical implications in Hong Kong universities. According to statistics from the
Education Bureau (2016b), the majority of the undergraduate students in Hong Kong are
local students. Thus, Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students are the focus of this
research, which explores academics’ care in the areas of research and pedagogy in the

Hong Kong university context.

1.3. Conceptual Framework of the Thesis

The literature has revealed the role played by teacher care in facilitating students’
learning and holistic growth, and enhancing their well-being. Each aspect has been
discussed in its own discrete unit, but they are dialectically related to each other through
the thread of care in learning and development. Thus, a synthesis of ethics of care,
Vygotsky’s affective aspect of learning and adult attachment theory (Figure 1) is proposed
in this thesis to explore students’ conceptions and experiences of academics’ care, and in
relation to establishing caring teacher-student relationships, fostering a positive and
caring social ethos, and serving as safe haven and secure base supporting learning, holistic

development and well-being in the university context.
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Figure 1. Schematic Diagram for Theoretical Framework in this Thesis

Ethics of Care

Vygotsky's
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~ Learning

_ Adult
'Attachment
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The ethics of care is the main conceptual foundation used in this thesis to explore care in
a pedagogical context. Pastoral care, which plays a substantial part in the discussions on
care in Western settings, may not be applicable to the Chinese context. Pastoral care,
with its roots in Christian philosophy (Carroll, 2010), is not a very popular concept in
Chinese culture due to Christianity not being the prevalent local religion. Paternalistic
care may be more relevant, given the deeply-embedded Confucian teachings on the five
cardinal relations in Chinese societies. Both teachers and students in Chinese societies
are more likely to have conceptions and expectations of teacher care that are modelled
on paternalistic relationships rather than pastoral care. Nevertheless, due to
globalization and the internationalized context in the university setting, the faculty

members come from diverse cultural backgrounds, and therefore hold different beliefs

Page 28



about teacher-student relations in educational settings. Thus, paternalistic care may not

be the only influence on students.

Care in the pedagogical context as represented in paternalistic care or pastoral care is
distinct from the quintessential natural caring as in motherly love or the sacrificial love as
commanded in GOD’s agape (Noddings, 1984). Pedagogical care is not a command to
care as in self-sacrificing and other-regarding form of love determined by the absolute
relation to GOD, and as such teacher care is not a form of agape (ibid.). Moreover,
academics’ care in the higher educational context should not be blurred with natural
caring (ibid.). This is in view that university education emphasizes scholarly rigour,
arduous intellectual work, rational and logical reasoning, critical thinking and
autonomous and self-directed learning (Rossiter, 1999; Clegg et al., 2006; Beard et al.,
2007; Hyland, 2010; Mariskind, 2014), it is necessary to caution against turning teacher
care as a form of vicarious parental love. On the other hand, the arguments for practising
paternalistic care and pastoral care in the pedagogical context have strong undertones of
morality and underpinnings of ethical basis. As such, teacher care has been advocated to
be constructed on an ethical framework (Noddings, 1984). Thus, care practised in the
pedagogical context with its moral dimension and ethical underpinnings can be expressed

in and understood through ethics of care.

Ethics of care is generated by a twin sentiment of natural caring and ethical caring
(Noddings, 1984). It is driven by our pursuit of being moral, and hence our striving for
remaining in the caring relations and enhancing our moral ideal self as one-caring (ibid.).
Featuring the relational quality as its essential attribute, it can be understood as a sense
of responsibility for the well-being of others and a concern for specific human relations
instead of abstract principles (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984; Fine, 2007). It is then
advocated as a set of principles guiding moral actions (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984;
Fine, 2007). This premise has laid a sound foundation for looking into the one-caring’s

assumed responsibilities for the other people’s well-being beyond natural care (Gilligan,
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1982; Noddings, 1984). Considering teacher care is not parental love but originated from
the sentiment of natural caring (Noddings, 1984), academics’ care has also inherited the
moral obligations as shaped by the particular socio-cultural context. This perspective
facilitates our understanding and exploration of the roles of academics’ care in promoting
students’ well-being and their learning and development under the specific context, and
hence our contemplation of integrating academics’ care into pedagogy to create caring
experiences conducive to their holistic growth. Ethics of care, which is predicated on

moral responsibilities, is thus used in this research.

Ethical care lays the moral ground work for academics to cultivate close, caring teacher-
student relationships based on moral responsibility (Walker et al., 2006). The ethics of
care has levered the intimacy of teacher-student relationships with the view that having
and sustaining them will make students “better”; through retention, course success,
career progress and reflection on teachers’ abilities to help them to achieve more and at
a higher level (ibid.). The action-oriented nature of ethical care, which has implications
for motivating students to become better, more caring people, is in alignment with this
thesis’ objectives, which also concern students’ holistic development. Students’ ability to
become more caring people is both an educational aim and a concern in this thesis.
Noddings’ (1984) ethical care provides conceptual discussions on care premised on moral
obligations and in the pedagogical context, unlike the discussions in Mayeroff (1971) and
Gilligan (1982) on care. Mayeroff’s (1971) discussions in “On Caring” were more
prescriptive and general while Gilligan’s (1982) discussions on ethical care had feminist
undertones concerning more about women’s development, resulting in very general
discussions on care in the pedagogical context. In contrast, Noddings’ (1984) discussions
on ethical care have been framed in the pedagogical context include the key constructs
of ethical care applicable to educational settings. Responsiveness is considered one of
the key constructs in Noddings’ (1984) conception of ethical care, thus using ethics of care
in the conceptual framework of this thesis acknowledges the significance of being

responsive and culturally-responsive, as discussed by Ladson-Billings (2009) in addressing
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individual students’ needs during the learning process. Hence, ethics of care are used to

frame the discussions in this research.

Vygotsky’s discussions on the affective aspects of learning and adult attachment theory
are also used to substantiate the conceptual framework of this thesis. Vygotsky’s
emphasis on the affective aspects of learning informs the conceptual foundation herein
by focusing attention on exploring the importance of the relational zone as constructed
by caring academics in the socially-mediated context to help students learn in the
university context. To complement Vygotsky’s discussions on the affective dimensions,
ethics of care are also used to examine caring contact in the socially-mediated context.
However, studies have not yet clearly addressed the subtlety and importance of
emotional ties and attachments between academics and students in facilitating the
latter’s development. Considering this, adult attachment theory is used, as it provides a
sound conceptual framework for exploring how having safe haven and secure base
established in one’s academic setting can allow one to thrive in independent learning and
knowledge exploration. Despite that studies of adult attachment in educational context
have examined the interpersonal dynamics between three interrelated aspects of human
nature: attachment, academic empowerment and care-giving (Feeney, 2004), the extant
literature did not clearly explore the attachment behaviour between teachers and adult
learners. There is a dearth of literature looking into what kinds of caring behaviour will
cultivate the felt-secure and attached feelings, and as such establish a safe haven and
secure base for facilitating adult learners’ exploration of knowledge and the world. In
particular, what are the roles of academics’ care in fostering the feelings of attachment
in the interpersonal relationships between teachers and students, as well as engendering
the feelings of affection among the students in the socially-mediated university context?
This research is premised on conceptualizing academics’ care as the thread
interconnecting the feelings of affection and attachment in facilitating students’ learning

and exploration. Thus, the framework of this thesis comprises synthesized views of
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ethical care, Vygotsky’s affective aspect of learning and adult attachment in exploring

students’ conceptions and experiences of academics’ care and its implications.

1.4. Nature of the Thesis

Given the exploratory nature of this thesis, a qualitative research approach was used to
achieve its purposes of gaining insights into undergraduate students’ conceptions and
experiences while drawing implications for the caring pedagogy in the higher education
context. It addresses the dearth of research on academics’ care and its pedagogical
implications in the university setting in Hong Kong. In-depth interviews were the principal
data collection method and thematic analysis was the main data analysis method. The
students’ experiences of academics’ care through their daily contact with academics
formed the empirical data informing this research. A thematic analysis then facilitated
the identification of the overarching themes and sub-themes to gain insights into students’
self-constructed meanings of academics’ care, and their self-interpreted caring
experiences in the university context. The pedagogical implications of academics’ care
were then drawn. Proceeding from the thesis’ three main purposes, as discussed in the

section “Rationale for the Thesis”, the research explores six main research questions.

1) How was academics’ care conceptualized by Hong Kong Chinese

undergraduate students in Hong Kong?

2) How did the students experience academics’ care through their daily contact

with the academics and as shaped by their conceptions of academics’ care?

3) What were the qualities of academics’ care as perceived by the students?
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4) What were the perceived effects of academics’ care on students’ learning and

development?

5) What were the meanings of academics’ care in students’ learning and

development?

6) What were the implications of caring pedagogy for students in Hong Kong?

The data were collected from three main sources: in-depth interviews with students
concerning their conceptions and experiences of academics’ care in university, student
write-ups of an exemplary case in which they experienced academic’s care during their
university study and the researcher’s notes. The dialogues between myself and the final-
year students were the major source of data. The intention was to provide the students
who had experienced academics’ care, with opportunities to voice their feelings and
opinions. Their responses shaped the thematic analysis. Given that the literature is not
very well-informed, the students’ free expression of their views led me to expose an
untapped terrain in relation to the students’ perspectives of academics’ care. The
students’ oral and written accounts provided information, opinions and concrete
examples of how the students’ constructed meanings and interpreted academics’ care
through daily interactions. The researcher’s notes were kept to stimulate self-reflection
on the dynamic interactions between myself and the students as a way of revealing the
potential impacts on this research. Thus, a triangulation of methods was used to assess

the qualitative data collected and ensure research vigour.

1.5. Contributions of the Thesis

This thesis is expected to fill the gaps in the literature regarding conception of academics’

care in the higher education context (Walker et al., 2006). A caring pedagogy is expected
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to improve students’ learning, holistic development and well-being. According to Neill’s
(1960, p.24) vision, “the aim of life is to find happiness, which means to find interest.
Education should be a preparation for life”. The discussions within and critiques of the
literature prompt thought on how each framework informs conception of academics’ care
and its pedagogical implications, including each framework’s shortcomings. In this thesis,
three conceptual frameworks are examined: ethics of care in the pedagogical context,
Vygotsky’s affective dimension in learning, and adult attachment theory in the
pedagogical context. This exploration of the literature in these disciplinary areas not
only synthesizes conceptual assessments to explore and gain insights into students’
conceptions and experiences of academics’ care and its pedagogical implications, but also
revealed the limitations of each discipline and hence the significance of transcending the
traditional boundaries dividing different disciplinary areas. Given that Hong Kong is
culturally different from the Western context in which most of the existing theories
originated and developed, this thesis explores whether new insights into the proposed
topic may be gained by synthesizing ethics of care, Vygotsky’s discussions on the affective
aspects of learning and adult attachment theory. As such, it is considered significant to
enrich the knowledge involved in understanding academics’ care in the growing

internationalized tertiary education context.

There is a growing trend of internationally mobile students® in higher education context
(UNESCO, 2016). The number of students pursuing tertiary education abroad has
increased almost twofold to reach over 4.1 million students in 2013 from the 2 million
university students studying abroad in 2000 (ibid.). This implies having two international
students for every 100 students (ibid.). Six destination countries in particular hosted
nearly one-half of total mobile students: the United States (hosting 19% of those

students), the United Kingdom (10%), Australia (6%), Germany (5%) and Russian

5 “Internationally mobile students” refers to students who have physically crossed an international border
between two countries with the objective to participate in educational activities in the country of
destination, where the country of destination of a given student is different from their country of origin
(UNESCO, 2016).
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Federation (3%) in 2013 (ibid.). Despite that the traditional destination countries (namely
the United States and the United Kingdom) remain strong pull for students, new
destinations and regional hubs are competing for a share of internationally mobile
students (ibid.). It also witnesses a trend that well-respected Western universities
established international branch campuses in regional hubs, such as Singapore and Hong
Kong (Wilkins and Huisman, 2011). This suggests a growing diversity of students in

universities worldwide.

The growing diversity of students has posed new challenges to university educators. The
academics may face new relational dynamics in their daily interactions with international
students of diverse cultural backgrounds, which may be different from that with the
Caucasian students in the traditional Western settings and as such affect teaching and
learning. In view that teaching and learning are social and relational processes (Noddings,
1984; Cochran-Smith, 2003; Kim, 2007), this may imply the importance of implementing
culturally-relevant teaching for achieving academic success and holistic development
(Ladson-Billings, 2009). Researches on successful teachers have shown that they use an
array of attitudes, practices and behaviour to create learning experiences underpinned
by high-quality, learner-centred teacher-student relationships, and a core element of this
relational approach is culturally-relevant teacher care (Rogers and Webb, 1991; Thayer-
Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Hattie, 2003; Fjortoft, 2004; Larson, 2006; Lee and Ravizza, 2008;
Ladson-Billings, 2009; Sawatzky et al., 2009; Walker-Gleaves, 2009; O’Brien, 2010; Walker
and Gleaves, 2016). This is in the light that conceptions and expectations of care are
subject to individual students’ experiences (Garza, 2009). This may lead the academics to
ponder on pedagogical concerns, like what the most appropriate pedagogies are and
what kinds of academics’ care are expected, in order to facilitate teaching and learning
for the benefits of the students of culturally-diverse backgrounds. Thus, the growing
diversity of students in university setting has called for the attention to the importance of

culturally-relevant teaching and care so as to accommodate students’ needs and
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expectations for enhancing their learning and holistic growth (Ladson-Billings, 2009). This

has been germane to our study of Chinese students in the higher education context.

Studying Chinese students in the globalized higher education context is important for the
researchers, educators, policy-makers and administrators to gain a deeper understanding
of the Chinese students’ perceptions of care, and its implications for integrating care into
pedagogy. This is in view that China tops the country of origin of internationally mobile
students and recorded a total of 712,157 students studying abroad in 2013 (UNESCO,
2016). By understanding the Chinese students’ expectations of academics’ care, this will
facilitate the academics and the parties concerned to think of how to integrate care into
a culturally-relevant pedagogy and create a caring, warm, positive and inclusive
atmosphere conducive to learning, in order to facilitate students’ holistic growth and
benefit their well-being. This deserves serious attention because Chinese educational
systems privilege care as a central cultural starting point. Chinese society is relational-
and social-oriented with special emphasis on relationships and communal regard (Bond,
1991; Fei, 1992), the establishment of teacher-student relationships based on academics’
care may be even more significant in mediating a caring and supportive environment that
facilitates students’ learning and holistic development while promoting their well-being
in the Chinese context. This has thus underlined the significance of studying Chinese
students’ conceptions and experiences of academics’ care within a higher education

context and its pedagogical implications, which is the focus of this thesis.

This research adopted an exploratory approach to better understanding academics’ care
and its pedagogical implications. Hong Kong Chinese undergraduates furnished the
empirical data on how students’ conceptions of academics’ care are informed by their
shared daily contact. These data were also used in examining its implications for caring
pedagogy in the university setting, and its role in enhancing students’ learning,
development and well-being. This not only provide insights into the actual practices of

academics’ care in the daily teacher-student interactions, but also help clarify any
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misconceptions or misunderstandings about academics’ care stemming from students’
perspectives. Pedagogically, the results of this research contributed to revealing the roles

and implications of caring teaching practices in higher education settings.

By clarifying students’ conceptions and experiences of academics’ care, this thesis informs
present and future research on academics’ care and the development of caring pedagogy
in the higher education context. It is expected to catalyze the prospective research on
academics’ care and contribute to promoting caring pedagogy. More attention is also
paid to the centrality of academics’ care in the university context, which will in turn
stimulate fresh dialogues among researchers and practitioners. Increased discussions

and exploration will ultimately benefit the students.

1.6. Research Setting

There are 20 degree-awarding higher education institutions in Hong Kong, eight of which
are funded by the public through the University Grants Committee (UGC) (Education
Bureau, 2016a). My home university, one of the 20 degree-awarding institutes in Hong
Kong, was selected as the research setting. It has been recognized for research,

scholarship and for students’ holistic development.

1.7. Organization of the Thesis

This thesis is organized into six chapters. “Chapter 1 Introduction” presents the research
and its background, then discusses the conceptual framework, nature, purpose and
contributions of the research, and lists the research questions. “Chapter 2 Literature
Review” examines three bodies of literature: ethics of care in the pedagogical context,

Vygotsky's affective dimension of learning, and adult attachment in the pedagogical
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context. These studies are discussed and critiqued to gain insights into academics’ care
and its pedagogical implications with the aim of constructing an original conceptual
framework that synthesizes the mentioned areas of study. “Chapter 3 Methodology”
discusses and justifies the qualitative research undertaken, with substantiated grounds
for adopting a qualitative research design, purposive sampling as the means for selecting
the interviewees, in-depth interviews as the main data collection method, thematic
analysis as the main data analysis method and the measures taken to ensure research
ethics and vigour. “Chapter 4 Findings” discusses the findings and identifies the salient
threads and key themes connecting the different facets of students’ conceptions and
experiences of academics’ care. This serves as the foundation for the in-depth analysis of
academics’ care and its pedagogical implications in the next chapter. “Chapter 5
Discussion” provides a conceptual analysis of the findings to decipher academics’ care
and construct a conceptual framework of caring pedagogy and its implications for
everyday teaching practices in the higher education context. “Chapter 6 Conclusion”
discusses the theoretical and pedagogical implications of the research in relation to its
original purposes. Prospective research is suggested to gain further insights into the vast

and meaningful field of academics’ care and its pedagogical practices.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review

2.1. An Overview of Literature

The theoretical framework for this research encompasses ethics of care, Vygotsky’s
affective aspect of learning and adult attachment theory. It is predicated upon the
premise that care is personally experienced and full of individual feelings conditional on
the interactions between the one-caring and the cared-for (Noddings, 1984; Thayer-
Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Garza, 2009). It is an interpersonal experience of human
nurturance, connectedness, warmth and love (Weinstein, 1998), and a way of making
connections for maintaining well-being through a web of relations (Tronto, 1993; Daly,
2002). Our proposed framework conceptualizes academics’ care as a multifaceted and
subtle construct that dialectically interrelates the affect and attachment base, influencing
students’ learning and development and promoting their well-being. It allows us to
explore the phenomenon of academics’ care from the students’ viewpoints as informed

by their daily contact with academics, and determine its pedagogical implications.

Discussions of caring work in the educational setting has historically reflected a feminine
model (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984; Tronto, 1993; Fine, 2007; Walker-Gleaves, 2009;
Velasquez et al., 2013; Mariskind, 2014). Caring work in a pedagogical context has been
framed in the literature by a binary gender opposition (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984;
Mariskind, 2014). An over-emphasis on a feminine model of pedagogical care undermines
our understanding of academics’ care from students’ perspectives (Walker-Gleaves,
2009). The question central to this thesis is how students conceptualize academics’ care,
as informed by their daily contact with academics and its pedagogical implications. Basing
our framework on a feminist construct would over-emphasize the gender binary in our
views of caring work, limiting our understanding of academics’ care from students’

viewpoints. Students’ narrative accounts are central to our understanding of their
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conceptions of academics’ care, independent of our pre-conceived ideas. As such, a
constructive paradigm would pre-determine our approach to the phenomenon of
academics’ care in this thesis. Care is personally experienced at the individual level as a
result of interactions between the one-caring and the cared-for (Noddings, 1984; Thayer-
Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Garza, 2009). Academics’ care comprises multiple realities as
constructed by students’ conceptions, which are informed by their lived experiences with
caring academics. Thus, discussion of the feminine model of care is not included in the
literature review. This research approaches academics’ care from students’ experiences

as located in care, affect and attachment.

Thus, | present a dialectical framework that synthesizes ethics of care, Vygotsky’s affective
aspect of learning and adult attachment theory in the pedagogical context. Vygotsky’s
(1978) discussion underlines the inseparability of the affective and cognitive aspects of
students’ learning and development. It recognizes the significance of integrating ethical
care and affect in facilitating students’ development (Goldstein, 1999; Walker-Gleaves,
2009). However, this approach has not yet addressed the importance of creating a secure
base for students to return to in their exploration and development, as a result of the
dialectical influences of care and affect on students. The missing piece is proposed in this
research by introducing adult attachment theory into the discussion. This provides us
with a framework to explore how the affective aspect of learning and an attachment base
are interconnected through the thread of care and exert dialectical influences on students’
learning, development and well-being. Considering the Vygotskian emphasis on the
importance of the socially-mediated context for students’ development, teacher-student
relationships cannot be reduced to a pedagogical matter but should be treated as a socio-
cultural construct embedded in a specific context (Li and Du, 2013). Thus, a synthesized

discussion of ethics of care, Vygotsky’s affective aspect of learning and adult attachment

contextualized within the Chinese context frames the literature review that follows.
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2.2. Definitions of Care and Pedagogy

Being a value-laden concept concerning human experiences, care® implies deeper layers
of meanings in contemporary discourses (Fine, 2007). Care in the modern English
language has numerous connotations, including “worry”, “concern” and “responsibility”
on the one hand, and “love” and “charity” on the other (ibid.). According to the Oxford
Learner’s Dictionary (2016), care as a verb means 1) “to feel that something is important
and worth worrying about”; and 2) “to like or love somebody and worry about what
happens to them”. As such, “to care” expresses the act of being concerned, worrying or
loving (Fine, 2007). Care as a noun is defined as: 1) “the process of caring for
somebody/something and providing what they need for their health or protection”; and
2) “attention or thought that you give to something that you are doing so that you will do
it well and avoid mistakes or damage” (Oxford Learner’s Dictionary, 2016). Care also
implies a state of intense attention and support, indicates anxiety and concern, and is
referred to as specialized support (Fine, 2007). Apart from the linguistic discourses, care
can be analyzed from a dispositional (Tronto, 1993; Daly, 2002; Fine, 2007), relational
(Noddings, 1984; Tronto, 1993; Daly, 2002; Fine, 2007; Kim, 2007), moral (Gilligan, 1982;
Noddings, 1984), feminist (Tronto, 1993; Fine, 2007) and socio-political perspectives
(ibid.). Care emerges not as a discrete or self-contained aspect of social life, but as
ubiquitous acts pervasive in every facet of life (Fisher and Tronto, 1990; Tronto, 1993;
Fine, 2007). Thus, the definition of care is inevitably equivocal subject to the political,

social, cultural and feminist contest (Fine, 2007).

Pioneering research on caring work has concerned unpaid, informal family care (Finch and
Groves, 1983; Daly and Lewis, 2000) while the feminist studies of care have laid the
foundation for its study by addressing the deeply-entrenched gendered divide in care-

giving and its devalued social role in patriarchal societies (Gilligan, 1982). However,

6 The Latin word for care is “Cura”, from the mythical Greco-Roman deity “Cura”, indicating opposing
characters: both a burdensome responsibility that drags people down and the power by which humans
achieve their true potential (Reich, 1985 cited in Fine, 2007).
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feminism is not the main conceptual framework adopted in this thesis, as the gendered
perspective on care falls short of addressing the intricate issues encountered in the
pedagogical context. The feminist stance is focused on the oppression of women in the
male-dominated world, and the relegation of caring work to a domestic context for which
women are held responsible, rather than a public sphere run by men in a patriarchal
society. This parochial focus on binary confrontation between females and males in
feminist studies has reinforced the entrenched but single-faceted gendered association
of women with caring work. The result has been an over-simplification of reality into a
dichotomy between females and males. This, in turn, has overlooked the elaborate
constructs of care and the multifaceted challenges faced in providing it in contemporary
societies where it is contested on different politico-cultural fronts due to power
imbalances between vested parties and weaker parties (Tronto, 1993; Fine, 2007). The

power struggle between males and females is only one of those fronts (ibid.).

In addition, discussions on care in social policy studies have been politicized through the
politico-cultural system. The definitions of care givers in national statistics, research
documentation or government policies have reflected the political struggles when care
went public, and as such are inevitably resulted in serving certain groups of carers and
legitimizing certain meanings while obscuring and repressing the others (Fine, 2007). The
politico-cultural views have focused on devalued and marginalized care-giving inherited
from traditionally-institutionalized care-givers’ roles in the domestic and private realms
of modern societies (Tronto, 1993; Fine, 2007). The gradual shift of caring work from the
private sphere to the public sphere, and this boundary-crossing has interfered with neat
compartmentalization, so that the dominant and vested parties feel threatened and no
longer in control (Tronto, 1993). Caring work has then been degraded as sub-stratum for
“normalizing” and fortifying the dominance of the powerful (ibid.). Such politico-cultural
contest has led to the under-valuation of care and caring profession in public domains
such as in the higher educational context. Nevertheless, the social policy studies of caring

work have its shortcomings, specifically in relation to pedagogy. It politicizes issues of
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caring by dichotomizing the confrontation between dominant and weak parties, which
shapes the institutional forces involved in the provision of care. In view of the strong
political undertones in politico-cultural argument which may distract our attention from
students’ everyday caring experiences in the pedagogical context, this argument will not

form the main theoretical framework in this thesis.

Care is related to the mental disposition of concern for and taking charge of the well-
being of others (Graham, 1983; Fine, 2007). It involves the cognitive and emotional
aspects of human experiences, such as being aware of and acting on others’ concerns and
needs (Graham, 1983; Tronto, 1993; Fine, 2007). On the dispositional plane, it
encompasses two sets of meanings: a positive concern for another and the resultant
performance of tender acts of kindness (Fine, 2007) and a negative sense involving worry,
control, self-sacrifice and acceptance of burdens (Tronto, 1993; Fine, 2007). Nonetheless,
considering care from this dispositional perspective alone fails to grasp the rich tapestry

of practices and sentiments (Tronto, 1993).

Care also involves ongoing concerns, connection and protection in thought and action, all
of which are interrelated and directed towards some ends (Tronto, 1993). This suggests
that care can be conceptualized as two cognitive sequences moving from thought to
action, rather than two distinct domains (Tronto 1993; Fine, 2007). The expression “to
care for” is action-oriented, and refers to the physical activity of helping someone or
something (Fine, 2007). Care, however, is neither disposition nor action, but a fusion of
the two (Tronto, 1993; Fine, 2007). It is a mutual engagement that is completed when
the cared-for recognizes and expresses reciprocity (Noddings, 1984; Tronto, 1993). This
is at odds with the conventional literature, which has largely described care as an attitude
or disposition. Regarding its pedagogical significance, if caring is a merely an attitude or

personal trait, then it cannot be developed as a pedagogical practice.

Page 43



Care, moreover, indicates an ideal while depicting a reality (Fine, 2007). Being a vision of
what can be achieved, care is normative and contested (ibid.). It functions as a social
value transcending its narrow focus on giving care to another person to promoting a
broader societal concern, serving as the ethical basis of care for guiding our life (Tronto,
1993; Fine 2007). However, Tronto’s (1993) discussion of ethics in her caring framework
is rather implicit, and not as explicitly advocated as in the ethics of care proposed by
Gilligan’s (1982) and Noddings’ (1984). On the other hand, the normative discussion of
care implies that social actors will construct their own views and expectations of care as
shaped by the particular socio-cultural context, and this will in turn influence their psycho-
social experiences of care. This has led us to adopt a constructive paradigm in exploring

the university students’ conceptions and experiences of academics’ care.

On the other hand, Finch and Groves’ (1983) portrayal of care as labour of love implies
personal commitment and identification as expressed in the core argument for caring
work as a calling and construct of identity, and this is in contrast to Graham’s (1983)
discussion of depersonalized care (Fine, 2007). Graham’s (1983) depersonalized care
addresses the social phenomenon when caring work has shifted from private domain to
public sector in the politico-cultural system, and hence the separation between “caring
about” and “caring for” on emotional plane. However, Graham’s (1983) argument is not
without faults. Graham’s (1983) notion appears to be predicated on binary opposition in
delineating “caring about” and “caring for” in an absolute sense. In reality, “caring about”
ranges from a degree of intensity, rather than just “caring about” or not at all. Toillustrate,
two persons can be both “caring about” and undertake the duties of “caring for”, but one
person can be really “caring about” the cared-for, but another one can be only slightly
“caring about” the care recipient. Likewise, care has been identified as an essential
quality that distinguishes outstanding teachers from good ones (Noddings, 1984;
Weinstein, 1989; Goldstein, 1999; Hattie, 2003; Kim, 2007; Bauml, 2009). Good teachers
are those equipped with rich subject knowledge, strong communication skills and

excellent teaching competences (Weinstein, 1989; Wentzel, 1997; Cortazzi and Jin, 2001;
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Hattie; 2003). However, it does not mean that good teachers do not care about the
students at all. They do care about them, otherwise they will not strive for teaching well
and be considered good teachers. Considering this, Graham’s (1983) binary delineation
of “caring about” and “caring for” derived from the discussion of menial caring work may
not fully address the complexity and subtlety of academics’ care in the university context.
This has led us to transcend our parochial views of looking into teacher care as an either-
or approach to exploring academics’ care from a broadened view of being a degree of
intensity inherited in psycho-social dynamics of caring experiences as influenced by the

teacher-student relationships under the particular socio-cultural context.

In this regard, definitions of care have been underpinned by the relational construct
(Kittay, 1999; Fine, 2007). Care is considered an expression of social relationship between
one-caring and cared-for (Daly and Lewis, 2000; Daly, 2002; Fine, 2007). As such, it is
necessary to recognize the nuanced but significant differences in seeing and experiencing
care in each of the caring encounters as influenced by the particular social interactions
and relationships, and hence the different ethical judgments passed on care as shaped by
the specific social contexts (Bowden, 1997; Fine, 2007). This suggests that the caring
experiences and emotions generated are subject to the customized interactions and
individualized relationships contextualized to the particular social contexts (Fine, 2007).
This also implies that the psycho-social state involving in the specific caring encounters,
and the meanings and boundary of care, are subject to the continuous mutual construct,
negotiation and re-construct between one-caring and cared-for (ibid.). These views have
shed light on the significance of taking the psycho-social dynamics and socio-cultural
context into account when exploring how teachers and students construct and negotiate

academics’ care, and its meanings and boundaries.
The premise of care being an expression of social relationships with an emphasis on its
relational quality lies in that care is not a material thing and the cared-for is not a passive

object (Fine, 2007). The cared-for are active social agents who have their disposition and
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volition in choosing to establish and sustain the social relationships, and in acting to
respond to the attention and care received during the process of relationship building
(ibid.). This is in contrast to the feminist and Tronto’s (1993) portrayal of care recipients,
who are generalized as the needy and the minor, as the passive and dependent objects
involving only one-way transaction (Fine, 2007). Care is a social phenomenon that is
constructed and re-constructed by the actions and interactions between the one-caring
and the cared-for, so that its meanings are dynamic (ibid.). This implies that the caring
experiences, and as such the construct and negotiation of care and its meanings and
boundaries, are subject to the specific relational dynamics and psycho-social disposition
contextualized to the particular socio-cultural environment. This has made the definition
of care and the construct of boundaries in caring encounters inherently fluid, blurred and

ambiguous as influenced by the relational dynamics in that particular situational context.

Nevertheless, there is a dearth of literature on teacher care examining the agency role of
students in establishing and sustaining the relationships with teachers, or in constructing
and negotiating the caring experiences and its boundaries. Noddings’ (1984) discussion
of the cared-for’s part in acknowledging the receipt of care in completing the caring cycle
may be an exception. However, Noddings’ (1984) view on motivational displacement in
ethics of care is still focused more on the one-caring’s perspective, rather than looking
into the dynamic agency relationships or the active construct and negotiation of care
between the one-caring and the cared-for. Thus, this has been germane to a research
gap for exploring the agency roles of university students, who are autonomous and self-
directed adult learners (Knowles, Holton Il and Swanson, 2005; Noe, 2010), in actively
constructing, negotiating and re-constructing the academics’ care, and its meanings and
boundaries, with the academics as influenced by the particular teacher-student

relationships under the specific socio-cultural context.

Care is an action-generative process (Mayeroff, 1971). Mayeroff (1971) envisaged care

as a generative process in which the essence of genuine care facilitates growth. This
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premise has laid a sound foundation for conceptualizing academics’ care as a means of
facilitating students’ holistic growth in the pedagogical context. This is aligned with
Maclnytre’s (2002) vision of education, in which students are shaped into good people
who enjoy the quest for knowledge, use their creativity to improve society, appreciate
people’s contributions to humankind and critique dominant contemporary institutional
and moral systems. Teaching should be considered in relation to a broader perspective
that nurtures students’ holistic development and well-being, rather than remaining
confined by the parochial transmission of subject knowledge. This has far-reaching
implications for academics’ roles and responsibilities in helping students grow and self-
actualize themselves, far beyond rote learning (Noddings, 1984). However, teacher care
remains an under-researched and under-theorized area in educational studies, especially

in higher education settings (Walker and Gleaves, 2016).

In this thesis, care is explored in the pedagogical context primarily by means of Noddings’
(1984) ethics of care. This is driven by the fact that the feminist and politico-cultural
perspectives may lead to overlooking the caring work occurred during day-to-day
teacher-student interactions that facilitate students’ learning. Both approaches run the
risk of creating a reductionist trap in which everything is explained by feminist oppression
or politicized institutional systems. This narrow focus is inadequate to address the
pedagogical concerns of academics’ care, or capture its complexity and subtlety. On the
other hand, ethics of care, with its moral underpinnings and obligations for the well-being
of the others and hence its serving as guidelines for moral actions (Gilligan, 1982;
Noddings, 1984; Fine, 2007), is considered appropriate for exploring academics’ care in
the pedagogical context. Noddings (1984) was the first advocate for integrating ethics of
care into formal curricula to address moral issues. As Noddings (1984, p.70) states, “when
we look at ‘pedagogical caring’ we shall begin not with pedagogy but with caring”. Thus,
Noddings’ (1984) ethics of care is used in this research as one of the main conceptual

frameworks for exploring care in the pedagogical context.
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Regarding pedagogy, we adopt Giroux and Simon’s (1989) broad definition that it is both
a socio-cultural experience and a relational process. According to Giroux and Simon (1989,

p.239), pedagogy is:

“A deliberate attempt to influence how and what knowledge and identities
are produced within and among particular sets of social relations. It can
be understood as a practice through which people are incited to acquire a
particular ‘moral character’. As both a political and practical activity, it
attempts to influence the occurrence and qualities of experiences. When
one practices pedagogy, one acts with the intent of creating experiences
that will organize and disorganize a variety of understandings of our
natural and social world in particular ways. What we are emphasizing here
is that pedagogy is a concept which draws attention to the processes
through which knowledge is produced”.

This definition is predicated on the premise that teachers are engaged in pedagogy, even
when they represent themselves in a particular way or appear to engage in non-
instructional behaviour, such as smiling at or showing appreciation for a student (Ladson-
Billings, 2009). This broad definition supports reflection on why certain acts of teacher
care help students become more academically successful (ibid.). It also facilitates the
exploration of the action-oriented, long-term implications of teacher care for supporting
and encouraging students to use their knowledge to make sense of the world and improve
it (ibid.). This premise is aligned with the core belief of this thesis that caring pedagogy
contributes to exerting an influence on students’ becoming caring individuals and passing
on care to the others. Thus, Giroux and Simon’s (1989) broad definition of pedagogy is

used in this research.
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2.3. Care in the Pedagogical Context

2.3.1. Care and its Pedagogical Implications

Teacher care is not the panacea of good teaching. Good teachers are identified as those
equipped with deep subject knowledge, excellent teaching techniques and strong
communication skills (Weinstein, 1989; Wentzel, 1997; Cortazzi and Jin, 2001; Hattie;
2003). Technical competence nevertheless is not sufficient to qualify them to become
excellent teachers (Weinstein, 1989; Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Sander et al., 2000;
Hattie, 2003). Care is an essential quality that defines outstanding teachers and enhances
meaningful learning, beyond the foundation of technical competence (Noddings, 1984;
Weinstein, 1989; Goldstein, 1999; Hattie, 2003; Kim, 2007; Bauml, 2009). Good teaching
in higher education cannot be reduced to techniques or knowledge transmission (Sander
et al., 2000; Fitzmaurice, 2008; Walker-Gleaves, 2009). Caring teachers are motivated to
do their best to facilitate students to reach their full potential and maximize their chances
of success (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Fjortoft, 2004; Kim, 2007; Walker-Gleaves,
2009). Facilitating students to see and develop their own strengths, goodness and
desirable qualities is a highly-regarded caring practice (Rossiter, 1999). As Rogers and
Webb (1991, p.174) put it, “good teachers care, and good teaching is inextricably linked

to specific acts of teaching”. The centrality of academics’ care has thus been recognized.

Care is an action-oriented process that facilitates the holistic growth of the cared-for
(Mayeroff, 1971). Studies of teacher care across different learning contexts from pre-
schools to universities have consistently found that the influence of teachers’ caring work
on students is transcending and far-reaching (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Fjortoft,
2004; Foster, 2008; Walker-Gleaves, 2009). Teacher care contributes to cultivating a
caring, close, learner-centred teacher-student relationship, which exerts positive effects
on university students’ learning outcomes, academic performances and achievement,

class participation, study engagement and motivation and retention rates (Lopez and
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Gormley, 2002; Haidet and Stein, 2006; Jacklin and Robinson, 2007; Hawk and Lyons, 2008;
Warwick et al., 2008; Mervis, 2013; Velasquez et al., 2013). Caring teacher-student
relationships also exert positive influence on university students’ emotional state and
resilience for coping with stress, challenges and frustrations, and hence promote their
self-efficacy, self-esteem and well-being (Kenny and Rice, 1995; Lopez, 1997; Franklin et
al., 2002; Lopez and Gormley, 2002; Edwards and D’Arcy, 2004; Haidet and Stein, 2006;
Brady and Allingham, 2007; Hawk and Lyons, 2008; Velasquez et al., 2013). This reflects

the pedagogical centrality of care in a university context.

Studies of at-risk students have led us to further appraise the significance of academics’
care in transforming students’ learning and promoting their well-being. Studies
conducted in different cultural contexts and school settings have attested that at-risk
students experience positive, transformative changes in their study attitudes, habits and
coping strategies after experiencing teacher care, despite difficult circumstances (Phelan
et al., 1992; Rossiter, 1999; Barber, 2002; Hawk and Lyons, 2008; Garza, 2009; Ladson-
Billings, 2009; Walker-Gleaves, 2009). Caring teachers’ responsiveness to individual
needs and struggles has exerted profound effects on at-risk students’ engagement,
motivation, retention and school success (Garza, 2009), especially those who have
experienced high levels of deprivation (Barber, 2002). Likewise, postgraduate students
consider professors’ care helpful and comforting in problematic, conflictual or stressful
situations (Rossiter, 1999). Caring teachers are responsive and cater to students’ learning
needs, struggles and emotions, customizing their support to help students achieve their
goals and cope with difficulties and mental health issues (Noddings, 1984; Phelan et al.,
1992; Garza, 2009). These studies substantiate the central role of academics’ care in

facilitating students’ learning, holistic development and well-being in a university context.
More importantly, teacher care has been recognized as having far-reaching effects on
university students’ lives. Caring teachers have been found to effect transformative

changes on students and inspire in them a greater sense of purpose than the mere pursuit
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of career-oriented competences and skills (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Tompkins,
1996; Fjortoft, 2004; Larson, 2006; Walker-Gleaves, 2009; Hyland, 2010). Students are
more likely to become a caring person and care about other people after experiencing
teacher care (Fjortoft, 2004; Larson, 2006). Care thus creates a virtuous cycle of caring
about one another. This research rebuts the claim that care was just a therapeutic
discourse (Ecclestone, 2004; Ecclestone et al., 2005). Noddings (1984, p.70) states that
“the teacher, | shall argue, is necessarily one-caring if she is to be a teacher and not simply
a textbook-like source from which the student may or may not learn. Hence, when we
look at ‘pedagogical caring’ we shall begin not with pedagogy but with caring”. The
importance of teacher care has been recognized as a critical component of education
(Kohn, 1984; Noddings, 1984; Lee and Ravizza, 2008; Walker-Gleaves, 2009). However,
an over-emphasis on either the affective or the cognitive aspect of education is
detrimental to university students’ learning and holistic development (Hyland, 2010). For
this reason, this research proposes that academics’ care should be a synthesis of affect,

attachment and cognition. Hence, ethics of care is discussed below.

2.3.2. Ethics of Care and its Pedagogical Practices

Ethics of care serves as a prototype for care-giving in a professional context (Noddings,
1984), and has been proposed as a pedagogical concern (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984;
Weinstein, 1998). In this regard, Noddings’ (1984) advocacy for applying ethics of care to
the pedagogical context is noteworthy. Ethics of care is generated by a twin sentiment of
natural caring and ethical caring (Noddings, 1984). Ethical responsibilities and
relationships are intrinsic to teacher care, and central to what a caring teacher is (Kim,
2007). Ethics of care is thus adopted in this thesis as the prototypical framework for

exploring academics’ care in a university context.
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Ethics of care is a caring attitude, a sense of moral obligation and volitional acts
committed to caring practices for the good of the cared-for (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings,
1984; Tronto, 1987; Goldstein, 1999; Kim, 2007). It is non-judgemental and originates
from the pursuit of moral goodness based on equity for enhancing the moral ideal of self,
rather than on rigid moral principles or universal moral laws (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings,
1984; Goldstein, 1999; Rossiter, 1999; Kim, 2007). Though it is not itself natural care or
an ethical principle (Noddings, 1984), it engenders compassionate and responsive
behaviour which results in moral behaviour (Walker-Gleaves, 2009). It is a long-term,
reciprocal and inclusive commitment, reaching out to others and expecting their growth
and enhancement (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984; Friedman, 1993; Larrabee, 1993;
Goldstein, 1999; Kim, 2007).

Ethics of care is motivated by a desire for relating to and receiving others, and remaining
in caring relationships of receptivity, responsiveness through engrossment, motivational
displacement and reciprocity (Noddings, 1984; Goldstein, 1999; Kim, 2007). Receptivity
refers to the one-caring’s feeling with the cared-for and being open to the resulting
pleasure or pain (Kim, 2007). The one-caring accepts the other not as an object but as
another himself/herself; and this generates strong responsibility for the cared-for (ibid.).
Engrossment is defined as the distinctive state of receptivity (ibid.). It concerns the one-
caring’s total attention to the cared-for during the caring encounter (Kim, 2007; Hawk and
Lyons, 2008), which Buber (1965) describes as the firmament enclosing teacher and
student. Such a total absorption facilitates motivational displacement. Motivational
displacement refers to the one-caring’s willingness to give primacy to the cared-for’s
needs and motivation to internalize the cared-for’s goals as his/her own realities; this
results in an action-oriented drive to act on behalf of the cared-for (Tappan, 1998; Kim,
2007; Velasquez et al., 2013). Reciprocity is reflected in the cared-for’s acknowledgement
of the one-caring’s care (Tappan, 1998; Kim, 2007; Velasquez et al., 2013). It indicates
the completion of the full caring cycle (Noddings, 1984; Tappan, 1998; Kim, 2007). It also
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plays a key role in determining whether the caring act is considered meaningful or not

(Kim, 2007). It then serves as the impetus for maintaining the caring work (ibid.).

Ethical care calls for stepping out of one’s own frame of reference, engrossing oneself in
others’ feelings and being motivated to act ethically and morally (Noddings, 1984).
Empathy as generated by care provides perceptiveness in discerning individual learners’
unique needs (Goodman and Goodman, 1990). However, Noddings (1984) sees empathy
as inadequate, because it objectified an individual by analyzing one with objective
detachment. This subtle nuance reveals Noddings’ (1984) over-emphasis on a gendered
dichotomy between feminine and masculine views predicated on feminist constructs.

This may complicate and mislead our study of students’ conceptions of care and empathy.

Moreover, Noddings indicates the completion of care by the acknowledgement of care
by the cared-for, which serves as the stimulus for the one-caring to maintain the caring
work (Noddings, 1984; Kim, 2007). This argument is fallacious. Affect is a cardinal
construct in genuine caring work; and together with the intrinsic commitment to care, it
transforms a depersonalized job into genuine caring work (Graham, 1983; Tronto, 1993;
Fine, 2007). However, students may not comprehend or appreciate that teachers’
toughness is in fact for their good, and hence may not immediately appreciate teachers’
caring work. Consequently, this study questions that the one-caring will not be motivated
to continuously care about the cared-for if the former does not receive acknowledgement
from the latter. As discussed, genuine caring work transforms work tasks into a true
commitment to care. This thesis thus proposes that a genuine caring academic
continuously cares about students, even if students do not acknowledge the care.

Genuine academics’ care is unrequited.
The practice of ethical care in a pedagogical context is encouraged by teachers’ concerns
for students, as driven by the pursuit of moral goodness and ideal moral image (Gilligan,

1982; Noddings, 1984). It guides teachers to make ethical decisions about instructions,
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curriculum and relevant pedagogical concerns, and act ethically to facilitate students’
holistic growth and promote their welfare (Noddings, 1984; Rogers and Webb, 1991).
Moreover, driven by the responsiveness and motivational displacement intrinsic to
ethical care, teachers are responsive to individual students’ learning needs and difficulties
and customize their teaching accordingly. As with other agency relationships in caring
work (Daly 2002), students actively negotiate and re-construct care with academics,
rather than remained a passive social agent. Students bring their own conception and
past experiences of care to the classroom, and this shapes their expectations of teacher
care (Noddings, 1984). This contrasts with Tronto’s (1993) claim that the cared-for is a
passive recipient of care without active co-construct of relationships or negotiation of
actual caring work. Admittedly, Tronto’s (1993) argument focuses more on care in the
public sector and concern about marginalized groups such as minors and the needy.
Fine’s (2007) emphasis on agency roles, in contrast, helps us grasp students’ active role

in negotiating and re-constructing academics’ care.

2.3.3. Limitations of an Ethics of Care in the Chinese Context

Despite Noddings’ (1984) ethics of care being extensively applied to studies of care in a
pedagogical context, there are still limitations to Noddings (1984) and Gilligan’s (1982)
frameworks. Both Gilligan’s (1982) and Noddings’ (1984) arguments have a feministic
perspective, concerning women’s marginalized role in a society dominated by masculine
moral discourses. Addressing academics’ care only from a feminist viewpoint fails to
envisage the complexity of caring work in pedagogical context, which goes beyond the
dichotomy between masculine and feminine constructs of moral ethics. In addition,
applying ethics of care to the Chinese cultural context must take distinctive cultural

constructs into consideration to gain insight into academics’ care in a Chinese setting.

Ethics of care is founded on inclusiveness; the Chinese conception of care involves

exclusiveness. Both Noddings (1984) and Tronto (1993) conceptualize care as circles of
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caring relationships that move out from the central ring to the outer ones in decreasing
order of closeness. Noddings’ (1984) conception of relational chains may seem akin to
that of Chinese social relationships, which have also been conceptualized by Fei (1992) as
a web of concentric social circles, in which he calls a, “Differential mode of association”’.
However, there are fundamental differences between the two. Ethics of care is inclusive,
aiming to sustain a web of social connections in which no one is left alone (Gilligan, 1982;
Noddings, 1984; Fine, 2007). This is in contrast to Fei’s (1992) account of the differential
concentric circles of relationships in the Chinese context, which are exclusive. Individuals
have a strong attachment to in-group members (namely family, kin and close friends)
while showing an absolute indifference to out-group members (such as strangers or
acquaintances) (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992). Thus, care is not for constructing
undifferentiated social relationships that benefit the entire relational web. Care, in the
Chinese conception, is the privileges and preferential treatment reserved for in-group
members to consolidate the relationships among in-group members while discriminating
against out-group members. This has profound implications for developing close teacher-
student relationships through academics’ care in order to let students consider academics
as in-group members. Once academics are seen as in-group members, students will
develop attachment bonding with them, and they will be made privy to students’ personal
needs and difficulties. Thus, this research proposes that academics’ care is central to
building teacher-student relationships and attachment bonds to facilitate students’

learning and development and promote their well-being.

Both the ethics of care and the Chinese conception of care emphasize the limitations of
universal moral laws in caring work; yet their philosophical underpinnings are

fundamentally different. Care in Western societies is predicated on universal moral laws

7 Fei (1992) put forward the concept of “chaxugeju”, a differential mode of association with the ego at the
centre, in which every person is connected with one another in a network of elastic, extendable rings of
concentric circles, spreading out from close kin to acquaintances; this egoistic construct of the social
relationship network results in interconnected rings of personal connections, in which one’s own network
of concentric circles overlaps with another person’s self-constructed egoistic social network; every
individual in connection with other persons in Chinese society.
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and equality (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984). Ethical care proposes an ideal of care
premised on the feminine model of equity, and is driven by the pursuit of moral goodness
and the moral ideal of the self (ibid.). In contrast, care in the Chinese context is not driven
by universal moral laws or equity. A person’s social roles determine one’s moral
obligations and responsibilities, as there is no universal moral law, value or standard in
Chinese society (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992). The Confucian ideal of moral obligations and
rules are discriminatory and emphasize givers’ and receivers’ socially-structured,
hierarchical roles, along with their relations as governed by Wu Lun (ibid.). Each of the
particular relations in Wu Lun is subject to specific sets of moral standards in each situated
and relational context (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992; Yan, 2009). Fulfilment of one’s relational
obligations addresses one’s psycho-social needs, which leads to developing positive self-
identity (Wang and Song, 2010). According to Wu Lun, the senior assumes role obligations
and responsibilities for giving care and protection to the junior, who will, in turn, show
respect for and obedience to authority (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992; Goodwin and Tang, 1996).
Caring for others and especially for the junior beyond natural care in the Chinese context
is “institutionalized” by the social obligations stipulated by Wu Lun (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992).
Resources are not allocated based on fairness, but on the degree of closeness in the web
of interconnected social relationships (ibid.). Thus, giving and expectations of care and
protection are shaped by people’s social roles and obligations, and the socially-
constructed ideal self-image in the Chinese context, in contrast to the Western
conception of universal moral principles or equity. This may shape university students’

conceptions of academics’ care in a Chinese setting.

Hierarchical and differential social relationships in a Chinese context do not mean that
there is lack of care, in contrast to the conventional Western conception of care
predicated on equality. According to Wu Lun, the prototypical teacher-student
relationships are modelled on the hierarchical father-son dyad in the Chinese context
(Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992; Goodwin and Tang, 1996; Yan, 2009). Teachers are expected to

assume the surrogate role of father, and teacher care is akin to paternalistic care in
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Chinese society (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992; Goodwin and Tang, 1996; Biggs and Watkins,
2001). Teachers are seen as supportive fathers, in addition to having a stern fatherly
image (Bond, 1991; Biggs and Watkins, 2001). The patriarchal image of the father figure
is kind, respectful and authoritative, though somewhat strict, distant and self-restrained
(Bond, 1991). Teacher-student relationships are imbued with responsibility, respect,
acceptance, warmth and affect (Biggs and Watkins, 1996), despite being hierarchical. In
view of the distinctive cultural construct, hierarchical relationships in Chinese society
have connected teachers and students together and contributed to developing close
teacher-student relations conducive to learning (Li and Du, 2013). Hierarchical teacher-
student relationships are not considered morally-problematic in Chinese society; yet, it is
problematic when the senior fails to live up to the high moral standards and obligations
expected of the social roles (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992). Thus, Gilligan’s (1982) arguments
that hierarchical relations are morally-problematic and inherently-unstable may not apply

to the Chinese context.

Despite divergent ideological constructs, ethics of care is compatible with the Chinese
conception of care in a pedagogical context. Moral character cultivation is central to
Chinese teaching (Bond, 1991; Biggs and Watkins, 2001). Teachers are expected to act as
moral exemplars, showing how to become a whole person with character and integrity
through good conduct, self-cultivation and acting on moral principles and obligations for
the collective good (Biggs and Watkins, 2001; Gao and Watkins, 2001; Shim, 2008). They
are expected to assume facilitator roles, mentoring students in exploring and co-
constructing knowledge, individualizing teaching methods according to students’
characters and needs, coaching them in coping with learning challenges and engaging in
friendly dialogue with them in long-term reciprocal learning relationships (Shim, 2008).
In contrast to the compartmentalized Western view of teaching, Chinese teachers
conceptualize their roles as extending beyond the classroom to include students’ personal
and familial affairs, and see each context as requiring different individualized

responsibilities and responses (Biggs and Watkins, 1996; Biggs and Watkins, 2001). These
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aspects of Confucian teaching overlap with ethical care in the pedagogical context. Thus,
the integration of ethical care in pedagogical practices in the Chinese context, in which
students have been instilled with Confucian thought, appears to be compatible. The
strong emphasis on relational-oriented, hierarchical social relationships with clear in- and
out-group delineation in the Chinese context has also led us to consider the importance
of cultivating close teacher-student relationships through academics’ care and its

pedagogical implications for students’ learning and holistic development.

The pedagogical implications of ethical care in the Chinese context have not yet been fully
explored. This is a research gap this thesis aims to fill. Considering that ethical care is the
prototype for care-giving in a professional context (Noddings, 1984), it is adopted here as
a conceptual construct for synthesizing two other frameworks, Vygotsky’s affective

aspect of learning and adult attachment theory, for exploring academics’ care.

2.3.4. Care and its Pedagogical Qualities

Despite the significance of care, theories of the qualities of teacher care are ambiguous.
In general, a collaborative learning environment characterized by a caring ethos of
warmth, pleasantness, friendliness, trustworthiness and responsiveness has been
recognized as contributing to facilitating students’ learning and development in different
cultural settings (Noddings, 1984; Chan and Watkins, 1994; Goldstein, 1999; Lee, 2004).
The literature has described teacher care in the essential aspects of teachers’ disposition,
relationships and pedagogical practices in a university context (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon,
1996; Rossiter, 1999; Fjortoft, 2004; Lee and Ravizza, 2008; Walker-Gleaves, 2009). These
qualities are not exclusive to each other, but overlap with and reinforce one another in

constructing teacher care.
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Respect and recognition have been identified as significant dispositional attributes in
teacher care in a university context (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Rossiter, 1999;
Fjortoft, 2004; Lee and Ravizza, 2008). Recognition is more than just noticing students
(Rossiter, 1999). It involves showing active concern for students and their personal lives,
paying full and meticulous attention to them, understanding and validating their feelings
and concerns and prioritizing their needs as one’s own (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996;
Rossiter, 1999; Fjortoft, 2004; Hawk and Lyons, 2008). Caring teachers care about each
student, value him/her as a distinctive and whole person worthy of caring, and are
concerned about cultivating individual development (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996,
Zhang, 2007). For example, Lee’s (2004) study of post-secondary vocational students in
Hong Kong shows that effective teachers care about students as individuals, understand
their difficulties and guide them in their learning and personal development. Moreover,
expressing encouragement and praising students’ achievements are important aspects of
care (Zhang, 2007; Lee and Ravizza, 2008). This underlines the significance of feeling
affirmed in constructing meaningful care among university students (Rossiter, 1999).
Empathy, fairness and an approachable, welcoming and reassuring attitude are also
important dispositional qualities in teacher care (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Fjortoft,

2004; Lee and Ravizza, 2008; Walker-Gleaves, 2009).

In addition, relational quality is a key construct of teacher care in a university setting.
Biggs and Watkins (2001) have found that Hong Kong Chinese students appreciate
teachers who teach with heart and desire a closer and caring teacher relationship. Trust
is pivotal to a relationship (Buber, 1965) and central to teacher care (Goodman and
Goodman, 1990). Attitudes of trust, acceptance, inclusion and openness are important
for establishing caring teacher-student relationships (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996;
Rossiter, 1999; Lee and Ravizza, 2008). Thus, relational qualities, as constructed by

teachers’ passion and establishment of trust, are vital in teacher care.

Page 59



Further important pedagogical qualities include accountability, responsiveness, learner-
centred pedagogy and developing a caring ethos for learning to take place.
Accountability is being responsible for students’ learning and attending to the whole
instructional process (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Hawk and Lyons, 2008; Lee and
Ravizza, 2008). Moreover, listening to students, being sensitive and responsive to their
learning needs and difficulties, providing customized accommodations, giving
constructive and encouraging feedback and following up are important pedagogical
attributes (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Fjortoft, 2004; Hawk and Lyons, 2008; Lee and
Ravizza, 2008; Walker-Gleaves, 2009). Creating an inclusive, safe, supportive and caring
learning ethos featuring accountability, responsiveness, accommodation and feedback is
also important (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Lee and Ravizza, 2008). In contrast to the
conventional view that care is related only to the emotional domain, pedagogical
concerns and instructional qualities are salient features of teacher care in a university

context (Lee and Ravizza, 2008).

Teacher care is especially subtle, sophisticated and complex in a university context (Kim,
2007; Mariskind, 2014). University students are adult learners, who are autonomous and
self-directed (Knowles et al., 2005; Noe, 2010). In view of their developmental level,
university education focuses on developing students’ scholarly rigour, arduous
intellectual work, logical reasoning, critical thinking and rational objectivity (Rossiter,
1999; Mariskind, 2014). Teacher care in university is thus more than showing compassion
to students, monitoring them or solving problems for them. It is a delicate balance of
affect, support, critical curriculum design, assessment and pedagogy, in addition to
toughness and control for the good of the students in the university context (Thayer-
Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Mariskind, 2014). For example, caring professors design learner-
centred curricula and teaching methods in response to students’ backgrounds,
experiences and needs through understanding them (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996;
Walker-Gleaves, 2009). Hermeneutic and meaningful dialogues between teachers and

students are essential to get to know one another through relational knowing; this is
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achieved through teacher care (Hollingsworth, Dybdahl and Minarik, 1993; Kim, 2007).
Buber (1965) emphasizes that teacher-student dialogues are not limited to literal
conversations, but extend to the dialogical lives in which the two parties interact. Assuch,
care is required of teachers in terms of the time and effort entailed in caring for students
(Mariskind, 2014), knowing them through establishing caring relationships (Kim, 2007),
and the subsequent cognitive process of thinking, reasoning and problem solving
(Noddings, 1984; Tappan, 1998; Walker-Gleaves, 2009). From such a perspective, teacher
care involves knowing students in-depth as distinctive individuals; the epistemological
aspect of teaching is achieved through caring relationships established with students via

teacher care (Kim, 2007).

Teacher care in a university context is thus not just an affective or emotional concern, but
a synthesis of relational, epistemological and pedagogical engagement with students
through caring relationships (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Kim, 2007). This not only
calls for attention to the affective and emotional domains among students through
teacher care, but perceptive discernment, analytical contemplation, sound judgment,
rational reasoning and critical thinking (Mariskind, 2014), through genuine caring about
students as driven by engrossment and motivational displacement in ethical care
(Noddings, 1984). Academics’ care is an interplay of academics’ caring disposition, affect
and cognition in discerning students’ needs, difficulties and concerns, and customizing
pedagogical strategies and support to cater to them. This challenges the parochial
gendered construct of care and contests the marginalization of care in universities
(Mariskind, 2014). Teacher care in the university context involves a critical cognitive
process, decisions and acts, and cannot be reduced to emotionally reflexive behaviour or
infantilizing students, which is a risk of therapeutic discourse. The apparently divergent
realms of the affective and cognitive aspects of care are connected through the
consciousness and critical thinking intrinsic to pedagogical care. This demonstrates that
teacher care is rational and legitimizes pedagogical practices in the university context

(Walker-Gleaves, 2009).
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Pedagogical qualities of care are thus aligned with Goodman and Goodman’s (1990)
discussion of caring teachers’ facilitator roles predicated on Vygotskian theory.
Conceptually, this shows that teacher care is compatible with the Vygotskian emphasis
on the inseparability of affect and cognition. Pedagogical care in a university context from
this perspective is best approached from a socio-relational perspective (ibid.). Thus,

Vygotsky’s affective aspect of learning is discussed below.

2.4. Vygotsky’s Affective Aspect of Learning

2.4.1. An Overview of Vygotsky’s Affective Aspect of Learning

The nature of interpersonal transactions and their effects on intrapersonal learning and
developmental processes are central to Vygotskian theory (John-Steiner and Souberman,
1978; Vygotsky, 1978; John-Steiner and Mahn, 1996). Learning is a socially-mediated
process facilitated by the dialectical interactions between social agents (namely teachers
and students) in a situated socio-cultural environment, where intellectual and social lives
interfaced (Vygotsky, 1978). As such, development is a continuous process of qualitative
transformation and internalization of knowledge resulting from the dialectical and
intertwined influences of cognition and affect in a mediated social context (John-Steiner
and Souberman, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978; John-Steiner and Mahn, 1996). Vygotsky (1978)
coined the term, Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), to describe children’s potential
development in a mediated social context to recognize the important role of experienced
adults in the transformation process (John-Steiner and Souberman, 1978). ZPD is “the
distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem
solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving

under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.86).
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In view that this thesis aims to explore the pedagogical implications of academics’ care,

our discussion focuses on the role of teachers rather than that of peers.

Vygotskian theory of social transactions sheds light on the interconnection of affect and
cognition in students’ learning and developmental processes (Vygotsky, 1978; Goldstein,
1999). Teacher-student interactions tap into the affective domain. This serves as an
emotional-motivational drive to stimulate guided participation® and scaffolding®, leading
to cognitive development, intellectual stimulation, co-construction of knowledge and
meaning, and application of internalized knowledge to subsequent independent
problem-solving, and hence closing the ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978; Diaz et al., 1990; Goodman
and Goodman, 1990; Hedegaard, 1990; McNamee, 1990; Moll, 1990; Tudge, 1990; John-
Steiner and Mahn, 1996; Tappan, 1998, Goldstein, 1999). The inseparability of cognition
and affect under the mediation of experienced adults is underlined (Vygotsky, 1978;
Goldstein, 1999). This shows that teacher care and its influence on affect are central to

students’ cognitive development (Walker-Gleaves, 2009).

2.4.2. Vygotsky’s Affective Aspect of Learning and Care in the Pedagogical Context

Caring teaching is predicated on a socio-relational view of pedagogy (Thayer-Bacon and
Bacon, 1996; Tappan, 1998; Edwards and D’Arcy, 2004; Walker-Gleaves, 2009). Tompkins
(1996) indicates that students release their initiatives, creativity, energy and dedication
when they know they can express themselves freely, in sharp contrast to learning within
a restrictive environment. Care plays a pivotal role in creating such a caring and congenial
context for students to thrive in learning and development. Tappan (1998, p.32) states

that “Vygotsky’s sociocultural psychology advocates, at its core, a caring, relational,

8 Guided participation includes modeling, instructing, discussion, questioning and feedback (Hawk and
Lyons, 2008).

9 Scaffolding focuses on how teachers link students’ previous contributions to new knowledge, request
students to elaborate on their ideas, restore direction to discussion, and rework students’ contributions
(Kim, 2007).

Page 63



dialogical process as the key to good learning”. Relational qualities are central to care,
generating affect which acts in dialectically with cognition to stimulate students’ guided
participation and scaffolding, resulting in intellectual growth, co-construction of
meanings, creativity generation and independent problem-solving, and hence closing the
ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978; Noddings, 1984; Diaz et al., 1990; Goodman and Goodman, 1990;
John-Steiner and Mahn, 1996; Tappan, 1998; Goldstein, 1999; Kim, 2007; Hawk and Lyons,
2008). It is not the subjects themselves that induce critical thinking during the learning
process, but how the subject knowledge is taught, and how students are encouraged to
learn (Goldstein, 1999; Noddings, 2003). As such, Noddings (1984, p.178) advocates that
“the one-caring as teacher, then, has two major tasks: to stretch the student’s world by
presenting an effective selection of that world with which she is in contact, and to work
cooperatively with the student in his struggle toward competence in that world”.
Teachers must attend to and promote an affective climate while teaching, to enhance
students’ learning and transform them through the developmental process. Care thus
exerts dual effects on interconnecting the affective and cognitive domains in facilitating

students’ learning, in addition to mediating a caring learning ethos for them to learn.

Goldstein (1999) discusses the integration of ethical care into a Vygotskian framework.
Teacher-student encounters during the learning process are comparable to caring
encounters in ethical care (Goldstein, 1999; Kim, 2007). Caring teachers are sensitive,
receptive and responsive to individual students’ needs, feelings, interests, capabilities and
goals, engaging them in relevant experiences to stretch their capabilities, providing
customized and appropriate feedback, and guiding and keeping track of their
development (Noddings, 1984; Goodman and Goodman, 1990; Rogers and Webb, 1991;
Kim, 2007; Hawk and Lyons, 2008). These acts, driven by engrossment and motivational
displacement in ethical care, are considered essential to stimulate learners’ scaffolding in
ZPD (Kim, 2007). This reflects the centrality of care in interconnecting the affective and
cognitive aspects of learning, and hence closing the ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978; Diaz et al., 1990;
John-Steiner and Mahn, 1996; Goldstein, 1999; Hawk and Lyons, 2008). This is not just
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limited to a school setting; it is also applicable to university context. Teacher care has
been found to exert positive influence on university students’ cognitive and holistic
development through effecting affective and emotional drives in teacher-student
relationships (Haidet and Stein, 2006; Ruus et al., 2007; Hyland, 2010). Attending to the
dialectical influences of ethical care and the affective aspect of learning is thus important

for facilitating students’ learning (Beard et al., 2007; Hyland, 2010).

2.4.3. Limitations of Vygotsky’s Affective Aspect of Learning

Nevertheless, Vygotskian framework has not yet fully applied to studying the integrated,
dialectical roles of care and affect on students’ learning and development in different
cultural settings. Likewise, the extant studies on Vygotskian approach and care mainly
involve a school setting. They have not yet clearly addressed adult learners’ needs or
characteristics in relation to the effects of care and affect on learning in a university
context. This research gap is one we seek to fill in exploring academics’ care in the
university context by applying Vygotskian framework. This thesis proposes that care is
the central thread in interconnecting relational and affective constructs and influencing

university students’ learning and development.

Vygotsky’s (1978) discussion of the affective aspect of learning provides us with a
framework for exploring the part played by academics’ care in cultivating caring
relationships with students, and creating a caring socially-mediated context for facilitating
their learning and developmental processes. Vygotskian approach has so far been mainly
applied to studies of children’s learning and development, rather than addressing adult
learners’ needs contextualized to their developmental stage. This thesis proposes the
importance of interconnecting affective and cognitive domains in students’ learning and
developmental processes in addressing their unique learning needs during university

study. Having approachable faculty members and establishing positive relationships with
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them have been found to contribute to an effective learning context for university
students (Donahue, 2004; Yazedjian et al., 2007). This is corroborated by a study that
medical students are more effectively engaged in the learning process when their
emotional and affective domains are tapped into (Johnson-Farmer and Frenn, 2009).
Likewise, Walker-Gleaves (2009) has stressed that a dual Confucian-Vygotskian
framework supports a set of coherent actions legitimizing caring relationships. This
implies that the affective domain in the relational zone as mediated by teachers is
significant in facilitating university students’ learning and developmental processes.
Nevertheless, most of these discussions focus on the integration of affective and cognitive
domains in pre-school and school settings, rather than in a university context. We thus
explore the effects of affect as constructed by academics’ care on university students’
learning and development, taking into consideration their unique needs and the

difficulties they encounter in university study.

Likewise, Vygotskian framework has rarely been applied to non-Western societies, such
as Hong Kong and China. Research in non-Western settings has indicated the significance
of the teacher’s roles in arousing learners’ interest and engaging them in the learning and
developmental processes through tapping into their affective domains. According to
Wong and Tang’s (2012) study of the use of games as teaching aids in a postgraduate
hotel and tourism management class in Hong Kong, the subject lecturer plays a crucial
role in facilitating students’ learning and mastering of the practical application of
theoretical concepts. The enthusiastic lecturer plays a vital role in personally
demonstrating the games, guiding the students to play the games, creating an
encouraging atmosphere, and providing detailed debriefing after the games (Wong and
Tang, 2012). This aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) emphasis on the importance of adults’
role in stimulating learners’ affective domain and cultivating a positive social context for
them to learn in. In addition, teachers in the traditional Chinese context are seen as
surrogate father. Students are expected to show respect for and submit to them (Bond,

1991; Li and Du, 2013); and teachers are expected to provide protection and care to their
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students (Bond, 1991). Students may expect teachers to extend care and protection to
them. This may place the affective aspect of learning even more centrally, and affect may

play an even more important role in facilitating students’ learning in a Chinese context.

Confucian teachers are more receptive to students’ needs and characters, and hence act
mindfully, individualize their teaching methods and contemplate critically the continual
effects of their teaching in response to students, to make their teaching relevant to each
learner for character cultivation (Shim, 2008). Confucian teaching also exemplifies the
means of caring by engaging students in friendly dialogues and interactions (ibid.). This
has led to the argument that Confucian teaching is compatible with the relational

epistemologies intrinsic to pedagogical care.

However, arguments for applying Confucian teaching to the Hong Kong university context
must be treated with caution. The universities in Hong Kong are international; and the
faculty in Hong Kong universities come from different countries and are of diverse cultural
backgrounds. The faculty members’ paradigmatic thoughts may not be shaped only by
Confucianism. The application of Confucian arguments to academics’ teaching paradigms
and practices needs to be performed with caution. As such, Confucian teachingis referred
to, but not adopted as the principal conceptual framework in this research. Nonetheless,
the majority of undergraduate students in Hong Kong are Hong Kong Chinese. Their
conceptions and expectations of academics’ care are probably shaped by Confucian
thoughts. Thus, Confucian influences on students’ notions and expectations of academic
care should be taken into consideration in the analysis of findings and discussions in this
thesis. For this reason, we seek to fill the research gap concerning Hong Kong university

students’ conceptions of academics’ care by exploring the topic from their points of views.
Within a university context, the focus of Vygotskian theory on social learning in a specific
mediated context may limit our understanding of students’ multifaceted ways of learning.

Vygotskian framework’s emphasis on adult mediation in a specific context may be
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because the original study concerned children’s learning, seeking to develop them into
cultured persons with a culturally-approved social demeanour (Vygotsky, 1978; Moll,
1990; Tudge, 1990). Considering this, it has implied that the socialization process is
intertwined with their learning and developmental processes, even though socialization
is not discussed separately by Vygotsky. Thus, Vygotsky’s theory appears reductionist,
reducing learning to guided participation and scaffolding in adult mediation and social
learning. This has obscured the multifaceted aspects of affect and care in facilitating
learning and development among university students, who are adult learners.
Consequently, adult learners’ characteristics must be taken into account to fully

appreciate the centrality of academics’ care in facilitating university students’ growth.

University students construct their identities as independent and autonomous young
adults (Clegg et al.,, 2006). Adult learners are autonomous, self-directed and goal-
oriented; they must understand the reasons for learning before engaging in it, adopt a
problem-centred approach to learning, and are both intrinsically and extrinsically
motivated (Knowles et al., 2005; Noe, 2010). The autonomous characters of adult
learners are substantiated by Vygotskian theory that learners are not passive recipients
of knowledge moulded by teachers; they actively negotiate, co-construct and re-
construct knowledge and meanings with teachers during the learning and developmental
processes (Goodman and Goodman, 1990). Considering these distinctive characteristics
of adult learners, this suggests that teachers’ “Physical” presence in the contextual
environment may not always be required to stimulate university students’ learning and
development. This does not mean that the affective and relational aspects of teacher-
student interactions are not important in facilitating university students’ learning, but
that university students may engage in self-exploration in their learning and
developmental path. Vygotskian theory has shown that teachers play an important role
in establishing social relations outside classrooms to effect changes among students and
facilitate their application of classroom knowledge to comprehending social reality (Moll

and Greenberg, 1990). However, Moll and Greenberg’s (1990) study was conducted in a
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school context and within the framework of social connections between teachers and
students, rather than addressing students’ own exploration and self-development. As
such, Vygotskian theory may not be able to fully capture the multifaceted and subtle roles
of care in contributing to university students’ independent pursuit of knowledge and
exploration. Thus, this thesis uses adult attachment theory to address the complex and
subtle roles of academics’ care in influencing the affective domain, in addition to serving
as a safe haven and secure base for university students to return to whenever they are in

need of help during their exploration and development.

Bringing forward the discussions on adult attachment theory leads us to address the two
shortfalls of the Vygotskian framework. First, Vygotsky’s (1978) theory falls short of
addressing the differences between children’s and adults’ learning. University students
as adult learners are expected to be autonomous and goal-oriented, so as to direct their
own learning (Knowles et al., 2005; Noe, 2010) and engage in exploration and
development on their own. Hence, social learning may not be the sole catalyst in
university students’ developmental process. This is not to refute the important role of
teachers in mediating learning in a specific social context, but simply to acknowledge that
adult learners’ learning and development are different from children’s. The “Physical”
presence of teachers in a mediated social context may not be indispensable in university
students’ learning and developmental processes. This has led us to explore university

students’ learning, exploration and development beyond the classroom context.

Secondly, Vygotsky’s (1978) theory does not clearly outline the influence of affect on
students’ well-being during the learning and developmental processes. The effects of
the dialectical influences of care and affect on students’ social and emotional growth have
been described (Goldstein, 1999; Bauml, 2009). Nonetheless, Vygotskian theory has not
clearly addressed the effects of teachers’ mediating roles on influencing the affective
aspect of learning and cultivating a relational zone for students’ well-being during the

learning and developmental processes. Teachers’ interactions with students, and the
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ensuing effects on their sentiments and psychological states, can promote or dampen
students’ well-being. The importance of relating accounts of students’ affective aspect of
learning to their well-being is reflected in the proposition that learning in a university
context is a holistic experience closely entwined with physical and emotional states and
social relations (Beard et al., 2007). This implies the dialectical influence of cognition,
affect and emotional state on students’ learning and developmental processes, and hence
on their well-being. This also indicates the significant pedagogical implications of the
affective aspect of learning through caring work for promoting students’ well-being,

which is crucial to their holistic growth.

This research proposes that academics’ care is the thread interconnecting the affective
and cognitive domains in positively affecting students’ academic success, development
and well-being. Adult attachment theory has thus provided us a basis for addressing the
important multifaceted and subtle roles of academics’ care in serving as an attachment
base in facilitating students’ learning and development beyond the classroom context and
without the “Physical” presence of caring academics. As a result, adult attachment theory

is discussed below.

2.5. Adult Attachment Theory

2.5.1. An Overview of Adult Attachment Theory

While Vygotskian approach focuses on teachers’ role in the affective aspect of students’
learning within a socially-mediated context, adult attachment theory (Riley, 2009)
addresses teachers’ role as a safe haven and secure base for students to explore
knowledge and to return to whenever they face adversity. Bowlby (1977, p.201) defines
attachment theory as “a way of conceptualizing the propensity of human beings to make

strong affectional bonds to particular others and of explaining the many forms of
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emotional distress and personality disturbance, including anxiety, anger, depression and
emotional detachment, to which unwilling separation and loss give rise”. Children form
attachment bonds with significant adults (Riley, 2009). Apart from familial members,
teachers, being older and wiser and charged with legal and ethical responsibilities for
their students, are considered important care-givers and significant adults in attachment

bonding (ibid.).

In an educational context, attachment theory concerns the interpersonal dynamics
between three interrelated aspects of human nature: attachment, exploration and care-
giving (Feeney, 2004). The attachment system is activated most strongly when facing
adversity and distress (ibid.); while exploration occurs when attachment needs have been
satisfied (Feeney and Collins, 2004). Attachment and exploration alternate in healthy
individuals (Bowlby, 1977). When individuals are confident that an attachment figure will
be available and responsive when needed and called upon, they feel secure enough to
explore the environment, take on challenges and make discoveries (Feeney, 2004). A
highly-secure person will explore and move away from the attached base for ever-
increasing distances and durations, yet always maintain contact and return (Bowlby,
1977). The importance of care-giving thus lies in providing a safe haven to meet the
attached person’s needs for security, feelings of comfort and alleviation of stress, and a
secure base to support one’s autonomy and exploration (Bowlby, 1988; Feeney, 2004;
Feeney and Collins, 2004). As such, caring teachers who act as safe haven facilitate
students to resolve problems so as to effectively restore their felt security when needed
(Feeney, 2004; Feeney and Collins, 2004). Serving as a secure base means caring teachers
are always available and respond to students when needed, in addition to discerning how
to intervene appropriately to facilitate and support students’ exploration and holistic

growth (Bowlby, 1988). Bowlby (1988) elaborates on the concept of a secure base:

“In essence this role is one of being available, ready to respond when called
upon to encourage and perhaps assist, but to intervene actively only when
clearly necessary. In these respects it is a role similar to that of the officer

Page 71



commanding a military base from which an expeditionary force sets out
and to which it can retreat, should it meet with a setback. Much of the
time the role of the base is waiting one but it is nonetheless vital for that.
For it is only when the officer commanding the expeditionary force is
confident his base is secure that he dare press forward and take risks”
(Bowlby, 1988, p.11)

The attachment figure thus plays a primary role in providing a safe haven and secure base
for individuals to return to in search of support and guidance when they face adversity
and are in need, and as a result promotes exploration (Bowlby, 1977; Kenny and Rice,

1995; Feeney, 2004; Feeney and Collins, 2004; Riley, 2009).

One distinctive feature of adult attachment is adults’ ability to derive comfort from
security, and the knowledge that their attachment figures can be contacted if needed
(Hazan and Shaver, 1994). This has major implications for university students who are
adult learners. Considering adult learners are autonomous and self-directed (Knowles et
al., 2005; Noe, 2010), independent learning and exploration are an integral part of their
learning and developmental processes. This implies that cultivating felt security among
students is important so that they may freely, independently and confidently explore
knowledge and the world (Buber, 1965). As such, adult attachment theory underlines the
role of caring professors in cultivating feelings of comfort, and establishing a safe, secure
and congenial context for building a trusting, respectful and open teacher-student
relationship; and hence facilitating students’ exploration of new ideas, ability to learn
from mistakes and holistic development (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Rossiter, 1999).
By synthesizing ethics of care with Buber’s (1965) emphasis on the centrality of trust in
caring teacher-student relationships, the importance of care-giving in adult attachment is

further revealed (Feeney, 2004; Feeney and Collins; 2004).

Ethics of care is a total encounter and commitment. As Buber’s (1965) word “firmament”
implies: the firmament is non-selectively present to all students whenever they seek out

teachers, transcending the limits of time (Noddings, 1984; Weinstein, 1998). This reflects
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the alignment of ethical care and the provision of a secure base in adult attachment.
Academics as good care-givers are not supposed to resolve problems for students, or
interfere in their growth by depriving them of opportunities for trial and errors. Thus, the
importance of having a caring academic is not limited to creating congenial teacher-
student relationships for facilitating students’ guided participation and stimulating
scaffolding within a mediated social context. It also involves serving as a safe haven and
secure base for students to move away from in the process of exploring, making mistakes
and learning from them, and to return to whenever they are in need, so as to achieve
holistic growth. This underlines the importance of synthesizing ethics of care with adult

attachment in facilitating students’ exploration and holistic growth.

The significance of teacher care in serving as a safe haven and secure base and its
profound effect on students’ learning, development and well-being cannot be
overestimated. Secure teacher-student relationships contribute positively to university
students’ academic performances, willingness to take on academic challenges,
intellectual exploration, risk-taking, academic resilience, positive coping strategies, stress
and emotional coping, social integration and institutional attachment, and are negatively
related to stress, academic-related anxieties and early dropout (Kenny and Rice, 1995;
Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Lopez, 1997; Franklin et al., 2002; Brady and Allingham,
2007; Lopez and Gormley, 2002). When university students feel a lack of teacher care,
they suffer from feelings of vulnerability, frustrations, insecurity and uncertainty, hold
defeatist attitudes and are more likely to give up (Rossiter, 1999; Hawk and Lyons, 2009).
These negative emotions divert their energy away from learning to self-focus (Rossiter,
1999). As such, it is especially important to address at-risk students’ destructive emotions
and defeatist attitudes by establishing feelings of comfort through teacher care (Rossiter,
1999; Hawk and Lyons, 2009). A caring, warm, nurturing, benevolent and empathetic
teacher establishes affective and felt-secure relationships with students, and hence acts
as an attachment figure and safe haven for students’ emotional needs (Pistole, 1999).

This is corroborated by the finding that quality teacher-student relationships may not
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protect children from academic failure, but still serve as strong encouragement and
contribute to building resilience among students, who learn that academic failure is part
of a more profound learning journey (Pianta et al., 1995). Teacher care is the key element
in such relationships (Noddings, 1984; Goldstein, 1999). This substantiates this research’s
proposition that academics’ care serves as a safe haven and secure base for supporting

and facilitating university students’ autonomy, exploration and well-being.

2.5.2. Limitations of Adult Attachment Theory

Theories of adult attachment have not clearly addressed how teachers can become
students’ safe haven and secure base. Care-giving as discussed in the adult attachment
literature appears to be an everyday practice; the literature does not address what kinds
of care and care-giving behaviour are essential, effective and appropriate for academics
to express towards students in the pedagogical context. Yet, theories of care indicate
that students are more likely to feel safe with and open up to caring professors who
respect, accept, attend to and treat them as valued individuals worthy of caring (Thayer-
Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Kim, 2007). This thesis thus proposes a synthesized theory of
care, affective aspect of learning and adult attachment to shed light on how academics

can become students’ safe haven and secure base through academics’ care.

Discussions on care, and especially reciprocal care, raise questions about Noddings’ (1984)
discussion of students’ reciprocity in caring teacher-student relationships. According to
Noddings’ (1984) discussion of ethics of care within a school setting, a student’s
acknowledgement of care and expression of appreciation is sufficient to reciprocate care
to a teacher as the one-caring. In contrast, university students, who are young adults, are
autonomous and self-directed (Knowles et al., 2005; Noe, 2010) and exert agency power.
This suggests differences in reciprocity and reciprocal care as expressed by pupils in a

school setting and students in a university context. This also implies that verbal
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acknowledgment and expression of gratitude may not be regarded by university students
as an adequate means to return favour and reciprocate care to academics. University
students may actually extend help and express care to academics as a way to reciprocate.
In such a case, will reciprocity and reciprocal care among university students involve more
than the attitudinal or verbal level? Will reciprocity and reciprocal care require concrete
actions and hence extend beyond attitudinal level to the behavioural level? Will
reciprocal care be expressed in university students’ concrete acts of returning favours and

extending help to academics?

Riley’s (2009) discussion of reciprocal care in adult attachment theory may shed light on
these queries. Riley (2009) indicates that the adult attachment model of reciprocal care-
giving and care-seeking is a more appropriate lens through which to view teacher-student
relationships than the traditional uni-directional model. Reciprocity between the one-
caring and the cared-for is a distinguished feature of adult attachment (Hazan and Shaver,
1994). Students care about caring teachers who matter to them, even when caring
relationships and actions are not fully reciprocal (Rossiter, 1999). Riley (2009) has for this
reason underlined the importance of reciprocal care in adult attachment in his study of
teachers’ attachment to student teachers. Because Riley’s (2009) discussion focuses on
the effects of reciprocal care on pre-service teachers’ career choice, attachment,
prospective social relationships and future work context, it may not be totally applicable
to this research which aims to explore the role of academics’ care in facilitating
undergraduate students’ learning and development and promoting their well-being.
Moreover, Riley’s (2009) discussion touches on students’ reciprocal care, but does not
further elaborate reciprocal care from both teachers’ and students’ perspectives.
Nevertheless, Riley’s (2009) view sheds light on the importance of reciprocal care in adult
attachment, which illuminates for our exploration of Hong Kong university students’
conceptions of academics’ care. Considering Riley’s (2009) framework focuses on
reciprocal care from the viewpoints of the teacher (the one-caring), this thesis approaches

reciprocal care from the perspectives of the students (the cared-for). By doing this we
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hope to fill the current research gap to explore students’ conceptions of academics’ care,
including reciprocal care and its pedagogical implications. This thesis thus proposes that
academics’ care is bi-directional, a two-way flow between academics and students, rather

than a one-way, uni-directional flow from academics to students.

2.5.3. Adult Attachment in the Chinese Context

Despite Bowlby’s (1969 cited in Wang and Song, 2010) claim that attachment theory is
universal, attachment organization has been found to be influenced by cultural
differences (Pistole, 1999). In contrast to an individualist Western cultural setting
(Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010; Wang and Song, 2010), Chinese adult attachment
is relation-based and context-specific (Wang and Song, 2010). This is because social
relationships are relation-oriented in collectivist Chinese societies, with distinctive in- and
out-group delineation (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992; Hofstede et al.,, 2010; Wang and Song,
2010). The concepts of self, significant others and relationships are inseparable entities
in Chinese culture (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992; Wang and Song, 2010). Consequently,
individuals’ perception of their relative social positions and closeness to other social
actors in the web of differential social relationships are fundamental how they relate to
each other and act properly (ibid.). This cultural difference shapes the development of a
specific attachment base in a Chinese setting (Wang and Song, 2010), and substantiates
our proposition that Chinese students are selective in choosing specific academics to
become a safe haven and secure base, carefully differentiating the selected significant

other from others.

Wang and Song (2010) maintain that an internal sense of trust towards significant others
might not be the most prominent factor affecting Chinese adults’ attachment styles and
behaviour, because Chinese society is relation-oriented. It is undeniable that

relationships play a fundamental role in determining the closeness of relations and the
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ensuing social obligations. Nonetheless, it is doubted that trust is not a prominent factor
in Chinese attachment. Buber (1965) has stressed the importance of trust in teacher-
student relationships. Trust is also considered central to teacher care and caring teacher-
student relationships (Goodman and Goodman, 1990; Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996;
Rossiter, 1999; Lee and Ravizza, 2008). In view of this, our research proposes that trust
and relationships are intricately intertwined, dialectically influencing and reinforcing each
other in attachment bonding and predicated on relation-oriented differential social
relationships in a Chinese setting. This study acknowledges that the socially-structured
web of differential relationships pre-determines the initial socially-framed closeness of
relations, social obligations, social propriety in interactions, and degree of trust.
Nonetheless, the continuous interactions and cultivation of mutual, bi-lateral social
relationships will either further develop or undermine trust. Trust and relationships
gradually, mutually and dialectically influence and reinforce each other in social
interactions. Trust is undermined if the senior fails to live up to the expected social
obligations of providing care and protection, or if they cheat or betray the junior. Thus,
this thesis proposes that socially-structured relationships under Wu Lun may be the initial
determinant in forming an attachment base. Trust may already be pre-determined by in-
group relationships and socially-determined obligations. With continuous interactions
and mutual, bi-lateral development of social relationships, trust is either further
developed or undermined. Although relationships may be the initial prominent factor,
the continuous flow and development of teacher-student relationships means that trust
and relationships are intricately intertwined and dialectically reinforce each other in

building and sustaining attachment bonds in the Chinese context.

In addition, Wang and Song’s (2010) emphasis on relation-based attachment styles and
behaviour overlooks individuals’ agency power in negotiating and re-constructing social
relationships. Social actors in a Chinese context still have agency power in dialectically
negotiating and constructing the degree of closeness in social relations with others in the

web of differential social relationships (Fei, 1992). In view of this, Wang and Song’s (2010)
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discussion seems reductionist, reducing the subtle and sophisticated structures of adult
attachment to pre-determined relations governed only by Wu Lun. This study
acknowledges the importance of socially-structured relationships in determining the
initial construct of social relations in the Chinese context under the influence of Wu Lun.
As such, this thesis proposes that the determinant factors of an attachment base in the
Chinese context are an intertwined and dialectical interplay between trust and relations
as shaped by socially-structured relationships, rather than being rigidly governed by Wu
Lun. This exerts an influence on Chinese attachment, and in particular on choosing who

is regarded as an attachment base in the learning context.

However, the significant others’ feedback is influential and profound in a Chinese context
(Wang and Song, 2010). An individual only discloses private information and makes privy
the personal information to in-group members in Chinese society (Bond, 1991; Fei, 1992).
This has far-reaching implications for cultivating caring teacher-student relationships and
attachment bonding with students to help them regard academics as in-group members.
Academics perceived as in-group members best serve as a safe haven for helping students
positively cope with emotional stress, and a secure base for supporting them to positively
cope with study difficulties and personal problems. This is especially important in the
Chinese context, because the Chinese are reluctant to seek professional counselling,
because of traditional stigma around it and the collective shame it may bring to the whole
family (Bond, 1991). Consequently, exploring adult attachment in the Chinese context
helps us gain insight into the importance of academics’ becoming students’ safe haven
and secure base to help them positively cope with their emotional problems and promote
their well-being. This is not to deny the role of formal student counselling. We also need
to be cautious against falling into the trap of therapeutic discourse. Nevertheless, it is
necessary to seriously consider integrating academics’ care into pedagogy for helping
students, especially at-risk students, positively cope with challenges and problems,

preventing them from going astray, encouraging them to persist with their studies, and
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promoting their well-being. The pedagogical implications of academics’ care in the

Chinese university context are therefore important to explore.

Apart from that, Chinese people have a long-term orientation towards relationships, and
expect these relationships and the reciprocity intrinsic to them to last for the long term
(Bond, 1991; Hofstede et al., 2010). Reciprocity, which is termed Bao (returning of favour),
is a long-term orientation, involving the expectation that social debts and favours will be
returned in the distant future (ibid.). As such, will students return favours and reciprocate
care to caring academics in the present, or will this occur in the future? Likewise, will
students expect to receive academics’ care in the distant future after their graduation?
Goldstein’s (1998) discussion of the termination of teacher-student relationships upon
the end of term may not fully reflect the situation in a Chinese context. The official
contact and in-class teacher-student relationships end; yet genuine caring teacher-
student relationships are not severed by the end of term. In view of the Chinese long-
term orientation towards relationships (Bond, 1991; Hofstede et al., 2010), a genuine
caring teacher-student relationship most likely will become an everlasting one. This
implies that the establishment of an attachment bond serving as a safe haven and secure
base will occur in the context of students’ long-term view. In other words, they may
return to caring academics to seek advice and help in the future when they face adversity
or are in need, if the caring academics have engendered a feeling of care and felt security
by serving as a safe haven and secure base. Our argument is predicated on a synthesized
theory of care, adult attachment and the long-term orientation of Chinese society.
However, Riley’s (2009) discussion does not address the prospective attachment bond
between teachers and student teachers for the students to return to whenever they face
difficulties in the future, apart from discussing the effects on career attachment. Similarly,
Noddings’ (1984) and Goldstein’s (1998) discussions fall short of addressing the
transcendence of caring teacher-student relationships in attachment bonding. This is a

research gap this thesis aims to fill by exploring attachment bonding and reciprocal care
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from a long-term view based on a synthesized theory of care, adult attachment,

Vygotskian relational dynamics and the distinct long-term orientation of Chinese society.

Adult attachment provides us with a framework for understanding the central role of
academics’ care in cultivating a safe haven and secure base, and hence contributing to
students’ learning, exploration, holistic development and well-being. However, adult
attachment theory has not yet been widely applied to the pedagogical context as
suggested by Riley (2009), and has yet to be synthesized with Vygotsky’s (1978) affective
aspect of learning in our understanding of the role of academics’ care in students’ learning.
Thus, this research proposes that academics’ care plays a central role in cultivating caring
teacher-student relationships for effecting the affective aspects of learning and
establishing attachment bonding to serve as a safe haven and secure base, so that

students thrive in their learning and development.

2.6. Synthesis of the Ethics of Care, Vygotsky’s Affective Aspect of Learning and Adult

Attachment Theory in the Chinese Cultural Context

This thesis proposes a conceptual framework in which Vygotsky’s affective aspect of
learning and adult attachment theory dialectically influence and reinforce each other in
facilitating students’ learning, development and well-being, through the central work of
academics’ care. Adult attachment has provided us insights into the centrality of care-
giving in creating a felt-secure feeling and establishing a safe haven and secure base for
students, and this will facilitate them to explore knowledge and to which they may return
to for support and guidance when in need. Nonetheless, the extant literature on adult
attachment falls short of explaining what kinds of caring teacher-student relationships
and care-giving behaviour are expected and will contribute to building up a feeling of felt
security and hence a safe haven and secure base in the pedagogical context. Moreover,

it does not address the dialectical and complementary effects of relational dynamics as
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generated by care-giving in an attached teacher-student relationship on mediating a
caring and supportive social context to facilitate students’ learning. Considering these
limitations, this thesis suggests to bring forward Vygotsky’s affective aspect of learning to
the discussions on adult attachment in the pedagogical context to explore the synergistic
effects of relational dynamics on students’ learning and development through the central

thread of academics’ care.

Vygotskian approach has provided us insights into the effects of interpersonal
relationships on intrapersonal learning by means of the integration of care and ethics
(Vygotsky, 1978; Goldstein, 1999). Academics’ care facilitates teacher-student
interactions, sustains caring relationships between them, and mediates a caring and
supportive social context conducive to students’ learning. Teachers’ caring work in
facilitating interpersonal dynamics of affective aspect of learning, and in effect promoting
intrapersonal cognitive development and closing the ZPD cannot be overestimated (ibid.).
However, Vygotskian perspective falls short of addressing learning beyond the classroom
context, which is important to university students. Adult attachment theory fills this gap.
The central tenets of attachment theory in educational context address the interpersonal
dynamics between three interrelated aspects: attachment, academic empowerment and
care-giving (Feeney, 2004). This view forms the crucial arguments in our thesis for
corroborating the significant role of academics’ care in facilitating university students’
exploration of knowledge. This research proposes that teachers’ care-giving generates
the relational dynamics conducive to students’ felt-secure feelings, and in effect
establishing a safe haven and secure base for facilitating their knowledge exploration.
Thus, this thesis suggests that academics’ care plays a central role in cultivating caring and
affective teacher-student relationships to engage students in learning, fostering relational
knowing and creating a caring and supportive ethos for learning. This will in turn
contribute to attachment bonding, which serves as a safe haven and secure base for
students to thrive in exploration and development. The role of academic’s care as a

central thread in interconnecting these aspects should not be overlooked.
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However, the current discussions on teacher care, Vygotskian approach and adult
attachment occupy different conceptual planes. This has resulted in failing to fully look
into the synergistic effects of relational dynamics created in the affective aspect of
learning on the intrapersonal dynamics generated in the psycho-emotional state as
expressed in seeking safe haven and secure base in facilitating students’ learning and
development through the academics’ caring work under the particular socio-cultural
context. There is a dearth of research examining the central role of care in dialectically
interconnecting the affective aspects of learning and adult attachment. The extant
literature on teacher care is under-theorized. And, most of the studies are conducted in
the Western societies, which fail to address the distinctiveness of different cultural
contexts. In view of the growing number of internationally mobile students in the higher
education context in which Chinese students constitute a significant segment (UNESCO,
2016), the limitations of previous literature in addressing these conceptual frameworks

as a whole or looking into the Chinese context presenting important research gaps.

As a result, this thesis proposes a synthesized theory integrating ethics of care, Vygotsky’s
affective aspect of learning and adult attachment theory for exploring the pedagogical
implications of academics’ care. This research suggests that academics’ care plays a
central role in creating the relational dynamics, fostering the affective aspect of learning,
cultivating the feelings of felt security and hence establishing the safe haven and secure
base for students to explore knowledge. In other words, care plays a central part in
dialectically interconnecting the interpersonal and intrapersonal aspects of learning
under the influences of particular socio-cultural context. This study then examines the
conceptions, experiences and roles of academics’ care, and the constructs and
negotiation of its meanings and boundaries between students and academics. This
research synthesizes the socio-cultural and psycho-social perspectives in exploring
academics’ care and its relational dynamics on students’ learning. Thus, this thesis aims

to explore the synthesis of Vygotsky’s affective aspect of learning with adult attachment
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through the central roles of ethics of care, and to uncover the pedagogical implications

for students’ holistic development and well-being in Chinese society.
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Chapter 3. Methodology

3.1. An Overview of Research Design

The purpose of this research was to examine Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students’

conceptions and experiences of academics’ care and its implications for pedagogy in Hong

Kong. The research had three main objectives as follows.

1)

2)

3)

To explore the conceptions of academics’ care amongst Hong Kong Chinese

undergraduate students;

To investigate Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students’ perceived
attributes of academics’ care and the perceived effects of academics’ care on

learning and development in Hong Kong;

To draw the implications of caring pedagogy for Hong Kong Chinese

undergraduate students’ learning and academic development in Hong Kong.

This thesis explored the following six research questions.

1)

2)

3)

How was academics’ care conceptualized by Hong Kong Chinese

undergraduate students in Hong Kong?

How did the students experience academics’ care through their daily contact

with the academics and as shaped by their conceptions of academics’ care?

What were the qualities of academics’ care as perceived by the students?
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4) What were the perceived effects of academics’ care on students’ learning and

development?

5) What were the meanings of academics’ care in students’ learning and

development?

6) What were the implications of caring pedagogy for students in Hong Kong?

Figure 2 on the next page presents the “Representation of How the Research Questions
Address the Study’s Objectives”. Please also refer to Appendix 1 for “Representation of

the Whole Study” frameworks. The research design is addressed in the following section.

3.1.1. Research Design in Practice

Academics’ care is an under-researched and under-theorized area in educational studies
(Walker and Gleaves, 2016). The majority of the studies on teacher care have been
conducted in pre-school and school settings rather than in higher education sector (Lee
and Ravizza, 2008; Mariskind, 2014; Walker and Gleaves, 2016), and few have featured
the Chinese context. There has been a dearth of literature discussing academics’ care in
the university context in Hong Kong. Studies of culturally-responsive caring and teaching
have shown that cultures do matter in determining and developing appropriate
pedagogies for providing students with the necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes
required to succeed academically and in societies (Garza, 2009; Ladson-Billing, 2009).
This gap in the literature is what drives this research on academics’ care in the Hong Kong
university setting, to examine the local students’ conceptions and experiences of
academics’ care as informed by their daily interactions with faculty members, and the

pedagogical implications of such care.

Page 85



Figure 2. Representation of How the Research Questions Address the Study’s Objectives

Objectives of the Study

1. To explore the conceptions of academics’ care amongst Hong
Kong Chinese undergraduate students;

2. To investigate Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students’
perceived attributes of academics’ care and the perceived effects
of academics’ care on learning and development in Hong Kong;

3. To draw the implications of caring pedagogy for Hong Kong
Chinese undergraduate students’ learning and academic
development in Hong Kong.

Research Questions

How was academics’ care conceptualized by Hong Kong Chinese
undergraduate students in Hong Kong?

How did the students experience academics’ care through their
daily contact with the academics and as shaped by their

conceptions of academics’ care?

What were the qualities of academics’ care as perceived by the
students?

What were the perceived effects of academics’ care on students’
learning and development?

What were the meanings of academics’ care in students’ learning
and development?

What were the implications of caring pedagogy for students in

Hong Kong?
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A constructivist paradigm was adopted in this research to acknowledge and explore the
multiple realities of the phenomenon, as constructed by social actors (Jennings, 2010;
Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, 2011). This choice was based on caring being personal,
subjective and full of feelings (Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996). Care is personally felt and
experienced when the one-caring and the cared-for interact (Noddings, 1984; Thayer-
Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Garza, 2009). As such, students construct multiple realities of
academics’ care generated by their own conceptions and experiences. This has been
shown in Garza’s (2009) study, in which Latino and Caucasian high school students’
perceptions of teachers’ behaviour when conveying care differ. Discrepancies between
the ways in which teachers and students perceive caring dispositions and actions have
also been found (ibid.). As such, a constructivist paradigm was used to frame this research,
to recognize that academics’ care is a construct of multiple realities generated by students’
perspectives and personal contact with teachers. This emic approach allowed to identify
the multiple realities by considering and equally valuing students’ (insiders’) views
(Jennings, 2010; Hennink et al.,, 2011). It examined the students’ perspectives and
experiences to better understand academics’ care and its importance and meanings, as
determined by the students. Each student’s voice was heard, and his/her personal
experience was valued. Thus, given the intangibility and attitudinal characteristics of care,
the experiential nature of caring encounters (Noddings, 1984; Thayer-Bacon and Bacon,
1996; Garza, 2009) and the lack of literature on academics’ care in the Hong Kong
university setting, qualitative research and a thematic analysis under the constructivist
paradigm were used in this exploratory study to investigate local undergraduate students’

conceptions and experiences of academics’ care.

Framed by the constructivist paradigm, | used a qualitative research in this thesis
(Jennings, 2010; Hennink et al., 2011) that included inductive and idiographic approaches
(Jennings, 2010; Bernard, 2011). Each informant was asked to write an account of
academics’ care, and participate in an in-depth interview designed to explore individual

perceptions of social realities grounded in the real world (Jennings, 2010; Bernard, 2011;
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Hennink et al., 2011). The goal was to examine an ill-informed phenomenon in the natural
setting by inductively obtaining meanings from social actors’ perspectives (Kuper, Reeves
and Levinson, 2008; Jennings, 2010; Hennink et al., 2011). It also improved my
understanding of how the students’ perceptions and experiences had been shaped by the
specific socio-cultural context (Hennink et al., 2011). This, in turn, provided insights into
the multifaceted realities, conflicting views, self-constructed interpretations and
underlying meanings included in the lived experiences, based on social actors’ viewpoints
towards the phenomenon studied (Kuper et al., 2008; Jennings, 2010; Hennink et al.,
2011). Considering that the conceptions of care and caring behaviour were subject to the
individual students’ perspectives and encounters, both of which held great personal
significance, the qualitative approach allowed me to probe their views and experiences
and the meanings bestowed. This thesis did not verify hypothesis or make generalization
about the relationship between academics’ care and learning outcomes. Hong Kong
undergraduate students’ self-disclosed accounts of their conceptions and experiences of
academics’ care through daily encounters formed the empirical data that informed this

study, with the purpose of determining the pedagogical implications of academics’ care.

Given the subjective nature of the data provided by the students, a thematic analysis was
used in this research because it was considered the most appropriate given the empirical
data, informed by the students’ narrative accounts of lived experiences and the relevant
textual materials. Thematic analysis is “a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting
patterns (themes) within data” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.79). It was most useful in
examining the rich and detailed accounts that composed the empirical data and the
complexities of meanings within the textual data set (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Guest,
MacQueen and Namey, 2012). A theme “captures something important about the data
in relation to the research question, and represents some level of patterned response or
meaning within the data set” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.82). | used themes in this thesis
to depict the students’ cultural beliefs and values, and how their attitudes and

perspectives shaped their conceptions and experiences, and the related meanings
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(Luborsky, 1994). Through the thematic analysis, the empirical data and relevant
materials were read, re-read and searched for manifest and latent meanings to identify
and analyze the overarching themes and sub-themes that were important to the students
(Luborsky, 1994; Daly, Kellehear and Gliksman, 1997; Guest et al., 2012). Counting the
frequency of explicit words or phrases was not the most important consideration in
identifying themes (ibid.). Instead, it was the students’ values, attitudes, beliefs and
thoughts embedded in the narrative accounts that were vital in discerning themes
(Luborsky, 1994; Daly et al., 1997). Using a thematic analysis to examine the students’
conceptions and experiences of academics’ care, and the meanings and significance
bestowed, exemplifies the essence of the constructivist paradigm. The goals were to
appreciate the self-constructed realities of the students and listen to their voices as a way
of revealing the related meanings from an emic perspective (Luborsky, 1994; Daly et al.,

1997; Boyatzis, 1998; Jennings, 2010; Hennink et al., 2011).

3.2. The Researcher’s Role and Beliefs

As a practising university instructor, | hold a particular view of academics’ care, and
acknowledge that my stance has been shaped by my past experiences. | have met caring
professors during my undergraduate and postgraduate studies, and without their care, |
would not have achieved my studies or developed my confidence. Since then, | have
come to hold the belief that academics’ care improves students’ learning, holistic
development and well-being. This belief has influenced my expectations regarding
academics’ roles and care. It has also stoked my research interest in academics’ care, and
become the force driving this thesis. Learning more about academics’ care from students’
perspectives will make it easier to integrate into a pedagogy that effectively disseminates
knowledge to students, facilitates their learning, supports their holistic growth and

enhances their well-being.
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| was conscious of the pitfalls associated with qualitative research, one of which was the
unintentional projection of the phenomenon onto the informants based on the
researcher’s values, beliefs and background (Boyatzis, 1998; Mercer, 2007). Knowing that
my belief in the importance of academics’ care might lead to a subjective view of care
that could generate bias, | constantly reminded myself that the students might hold
alternative views of academics’ care, and might think that it was not important to their
academic experience. Thus, | considered both arguments for and against academics’ care,

and tried my best to remain as neutral as possible throughout the research process.

| also reflected on my position as an insider or outsider, as it might influence the overall
research process. For this thesis, | did not see myself as an absolute insider or outsider.
As a researcher, | am an insider-researcher, due to my official capacity as a university
instructor in Hong Kong, and because | care about my students. Having taught in Hong
Kong university since 2007 enabled me to blend into the original research setting and fully
immerse myself in the social context with minimum disturbances. Like anthropological
studies, this prolonged engagement with the field site gave me a comprehensive
understanding of the phenomenon of teacher care located in Hong Kong university
context (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Shab, 2006; Mercer, 2007; Rossman and Rallis, 2012).
This allowed me to discern any nuances of differences in the informants’ views and notice
any distortions that might influence the data, and as such gain insights into the complexity
and subtlety of academics’ care in the university context and conduct a deeper analysis

from an emic perspective (ibid.).

In addition, my prolonged engagement with Crystal University allowed me to ensure that
this university was qualified as the field site. In view that care is personally felt and
experienced when the one-caring and the cared-for interact (Noddings, 1984; Thayer-
Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Garza, 2009), selecting an appropriate field site could be
problematic. Despite that | believe caring academics are present in every university and

teacher care is all-pervasive, | had to make sure and select a field site that the academics
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are practising care and integrating into their everyday teaching and teacher-student
contact, as well as the students have experienced academics’ care in the field site.
Considering this, my immersion in the contextual environment through my official
capacity as an instructor has enabled me to confirm in a confident way that teacher care
is practised at Crystal University. This affirmation was based on my personal engagement
with teaching and interacting with the students, as well as my in-depth and prolonged
observations of the Dean’s and academic colleagues’ interactions with the students and
of the Dean’s lead in and support of creating a caring ethos. As such, teacher care is
practised through a concerted effort of all the academics from the Dean to the junior
academic staff in establishing the relational dynamics of care, weaving the social fabrics
of care and creating an overall ethos of care. This formed the foremost criterion for

selecting Crystal University as the field site in this research.

Moreover, the insider role streamlined my entry to the field site, liaison with gatekeepers
and access to students who could participate in this research. My prolonged engagement
has familiarized myself with the procedures for research ethics application, and hence
eliminated any unnecessary hurdles in going through the application procedures when
one was not familiar with the system. | have also established congenial work relationships
with my colleagues who were the gatekeepers and taught the target informants, the final-
year students. The positive work relations removed the usual obstacles encountered
when approaching and persuading the gatekeepers to allow the researcher to reach the
informants. My colleagues who were academics well understood the challenges faced in
research, and as such showed support for my study and eased my access to the candidate

informants. These exemplified some of the merits of insider-research.

Apart from that, prolonged engagement contributes to building the informants’ trust
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Establishing trust is crucial in qualitative research to facilitate
the interviewees to share their candid thoughts and personal sentiments, and hence

reveal their true voices. Considering the intangibility and attitudinal characteristics of
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care and the experiential nature of caring encounters (Noddings, 1984; Thayer-Bacon and
Bacon, 1996; Garza, 2009), developing trust was of utmost importance in this research
into teacher care so as to facilitate the students’ sharing of personal experiences, deep
feelings and genuine perceptions. | had taught the informants, and developed good and
trusting relationships with them through in- and after-class consultations and interactions.
| was confident to say that trust has been established with them. As a result, they felt at
ease during the interviews, and were willing to share their rich, candid, self-disclosed
accounts shed light on the phenomenon studied herein (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Shab,
2006; Mercer, 2007). Their generous and genuine sharing allowed me to notice the
distinctive features and nuances of differences embedded in their experiences, discern
the latent and manifest meanings, detect any misrepresented data, and gain deeper
insights into the crux of the phenomenon. These data might not be obtained from an
outsider-researcher who was just present in the field site for a few times for conducting
interviews only. This also contributed to establishing the trustworthiness of the findings,

which is discussed in the section of “Data Quality Procedures”.

Insider-research, however, has distinct limitations. Insider-researchers may have
prejudiced perspective and hold a myopic view of the phenomenon and the context. They
can be blinded by prior relationships and familiarity, such that they take things for granted
and thus fail to investigate the everyday happenings, examine the covert facts, explore
the informants’ thoughts and sentiments, or discern the subtlety of the phenomenon or
the context. This can result in insider-researchers failing to ask obvious questions or
pursue sensitive topics (Seidman, 1998; Mercer, 2007; Garton and Copland, 2010). It may

lead to a superficial analysis, or inflating the importance of the phenomenon.

| also acknowledged that | sometimes assumed the insider role unilaterally. | recalled the
problems inherent in unilaterally assuming a researcher-researched identification.
Informants might regard researchers as outsiders despite sharing similar backgrounds

(Palmer, 2006). From the informants’ perspectives, it was still difficult for me to claim
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true insiderness. | might have been perceived as an outsider by the informants because |
did not belong to their inner circle of friends and classmates. | also did not grow up in the
same generation as the informants, and hence did not share the same lived experiences.
These generational and socialization differences might have influenced the informants’
conceptions of academics’ care and caring practices informed by their daily interactions
with teachers. This might lead insider-researchers to overlook the generational and socio-
cultural differences, which would affect the interpretation of data and the analysis of
findings. Thus, | reminded myself not to make any assumptions. | strove to listen openly

to the informants’ subtle opinions and be sensitive to their sentiments.

Moreover, acquaintance interviews may only glean partial information (Seidman, 1998;
Mercer, 2007; Garton and Copland, 2010) due to the informants’ feeling embarrassed
about engaging in genuine sharing, especially when power relations are involved (Mercer,
2007). My official capacity as an instructor might have created a sense of uneasiness
among the informants, due to the inherited asymmetrical power relations between the
researcher and the researched. The power-laden relations embedded in social
hierarchies and knowledge generation undermine any identification between them
(Nairn, Munro and Smith, 2005; Palmer, 2006) and influence the informants’ responses,
such that they may provide replies intended to fulfil the researcher’s own assumptions
rather than giving truthful accounts (Mercer, 2007). This type of situation may be further

magnified in Chinese society, where power inequality is prevalent (Hofstede et al., 2010).

Being aware of these limitations, | challenged the informants’ affirmative views of the
importance of teacher care. | asked them questions that supported and opposed
academics’ care to ensure that the responses were candid. As such, | deliberately asked
them a contrasting question to make them choose between a teacher with excellent
teaching skills but not caring at all, and a caring teacher with mediocre teaching skills, in
order to tap into their deep thoughts about academics’ care. As for the inherited power

inequality, it was mitigated by my good relationships with the informants, who

Page 93



appreciated the research as an opportunity to voice their opinions and contribute to a
caring pedagogy. Thus, candid and sincere answers were obtained from them. Any
unclear answers from them were clarified to maintain vigilance at every step of the
research process. Overall, my outsiderness helped me avoid a myopic analysis of the

empirical data, so that an etic and objective perspective could be maintained.

My awareness of the mentioned merits and limitations allowed me to utilize the strengths

” 4 ”
| I |

of being an “institutional” insider and a “hierarchical”, “generational” and “socia
outsider. As this research topic was not related to any sensitive issues such as assessment
or school policy, conflicts of interest with the informants were minimized. This has also

mitigated the situation that students might withhold their views.

3.3. An Overview of Qualitative Inquiry

The qualitative research aimed to generate, in-depth information about the phenomenon
studied (Hennink et al., 2011). This was achieved by “mining” each informant deeply for
their opinions on and lived experiences related to the research topic to gain a
comprehensive understanding of their perceptions and the meanings bestowed under a
particular socio-cultural context (ibid.). As such, a moderate number of informants, each
with in-depth insider knowledge, were required (ibid.). Textual information from the in-
depth interviews and written accounts formed the primary focus and served as the main
data source for the qualitative inquiry (Patton, 2002; Hennink et al., 2011). The qualitative
data analysis was interpretive, and as such | sought to interpret the meanings and
significance that the informants attached to their perceptions and lived experiences
(Hennink et al.,, 2011). The research setting, sampling methods, selection process,
informed consent, assurance of confidentiality and gaining access and entry are discussed

in the below sections.
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3.3.1. Setting of the Research

This research had three main objectives: 1) To explore the conceptions of academics’ care
amongst Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students; 2) to investigate students’
perceived attributes of academics’ care and the perceived effects of academics’ care on
learning and development in Hong Kong; and 3) to draw the implications of caring
pedagogy for Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students’ learning and academic
development in Hong Kong. There are 20 degree-awarding higher education institutions
in Hong Kong, in which eight of which are publically funded through the University Grants
Committee (UGC) (Education Bureau, 2016a). My home university, which is one of the

government-funded institutes in Hong Kong, was selected as the research setting.

In addition to its status as a well-established institute with a long history in Hong Kong,
the primary reason for selecting my home university was my familiarity with the research
setting and students. Considering that the students’ perceptions and experiences of
academics’ care were subjective, conditional on their personal encounters, it was
necessary to make sure that academics’ care was pervasive in their daily interactions
throughout the research setting. Having taught at that institute since 2007, | was
confident that the Dean of School and faculty members promoted a learner-centred,
student-oriented academic environment in which students’ voices were heard and valued.
This ensured that care was practised by teachers and experienced by students in the
everyday interactions. This was not to imply that academics’ care was not practised in
other institutes. It was to address the trustworthiness and validity of the qualitative
research. As in anthropological studies, prolonged immersion in the research setting
provided me a more comprehensive understanding of the data (Lincoln and Guba, 1985)
and unfettered access to potential informants. It also contributed to my ability to
establish a rapport, build trust and strike a chord with the informants when conducting
the in-depth interviews, which produced rich accounts with unmediated perspectives for

analysis (ibid.). 1 had also collaborated with other researchers at this university, and those
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partnerships further enhanced my familiarity with the research setting, resulting in more
in-depth knowledge of the setting. The university context from which the informants

were recruited is briefly described in the next section.

3.3.2. The University in this Study

The university studied in this thesis is hereby given the pseudonym, “Crystal University”.
It is one of 20 degree-awarding higher education institutions in Hong Kong (Education
Bureau, 2016a), globally recognized for research and scholarship. It also stresses applied
research and professional education, with academic programmes that emphasize both
theories and practical applications in response to the needs of society and in preparing
students for their future careers. As such, work-integrated education (work placement)
is one of the key features of undergraduate programmes. Crystal University has six
faculties, two schools and around 1,200 full-time academic staff members (as of June
2015). In the academic year of 2014/2015, there were almost 32,000 students enrolled
in the programmes from sub-degrees to doctoral degrees. The university’s concerns
about students’ holistic development is reflected in the formal courses and development
programmes designed to cater to students’ academic and non-academic needs. The

process followed in recruiting and selecting the informants is discussed in the next section.

3.3.3. Process of Recruiting and Selecting Informants

In this thesis, | used Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students as the lens through which
to explore how university students conceptualized and experienced academics’ care in
their daily interactions with teachers. Thus, the informants had to be well versed in the
social phenomenon (academics’ care), highly articulate and willing to share their thoughts

(Bernard, 2011; Babbie, 2016). Purposive sampling was then adopted as the principal
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sampling method, along with snowball sampling to address the practical issues explained

later in this section.

Finding informants who had experienced academics’ care was crucial to the success of
this research, thus purposive sampling was the most appropriate method, as it focused
on selecting information-rich subjects to gain an in-depth understanding of the
phenomenon studied (Patton, 2002). | then selected the informants based on their prior
knowledge of and experiences with academics’ care, particularly those who knew a great
deal about and had insights into the related issues (Patton, 2002; Jennings, 2010). This
collection of deep insights from the informants supported the subsequent in-depth data
analysis (Patton, 2002). Thus, students who had experienced academics’ care were

selected to share their perceptions on its meaning in the university context in Hong Kong.

It was important to establish pre-determined criteria for selecting informants to ensure
high-quality responses (Patton, 2002). The two criteria were clearly stated in the “Letter
of Invitation” (details provided in Appendix 2), which specified the need for “Students who
are Hong Kong Chinese, as well as who have experiences of academics’ care during your
study in Crystal University”. This was to notify students of the cardinal requirements for
the research. The first criterion was that the informants had to be final-year, Hong Kong
Chinese undergraduates, and they had self-identified, lived experiences of academics’
care. In theory, all Hong Kong Chinese students who had lived experiences of academics’
care in the research setting formed the potential pool of informants. The final-year cohort
was chosen with the assumption that they would have experienced a wider spectrum of
teaching practices and thus might have more insights to offer. Given that academics’ care
is measured by subjective experiences reliant on individual contact with teachers
(Noddings, 1984; Thayer-Bacon and Bacon, 1996; Garza, 2009), students’ self-identified
experiences of the phenomenon were required. | looked for students who had
experienced academics’ care through daily interactions, including formal classroom

contact during lectures or tutorials and informal after-class contact such as consultations.
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Considering the subjective nature of the students’ perceptions of receiving care, their

experiences were a vital indication of teachers’ specific behaviour in providing care.

The second criterion was that students had experiences of academics’ care during their
study at Crystal University. It was reiterated during the briefing session. The potential
candidates were first asked directly whether they had experienced academics’ care during
their time at Crystal University, and then in the final screening they were required to write
up an account of one exemplary case of such care. Using students’ self-identified, lived
experiences of academics’ care provided insights into their perceptions regarding its
attributes and meanings. The aim of this research was not to establish the extent of caring
of all students, and thus the inquiry’s aim was to investigate those students who had been

consciously the recipients of, and participants in, academics’ caring.

| began recruiting informants in January 2014. The “Letter of Invitation” was emailed to
final-year undergraduate students at Crystal University on 14%™ January, 2014 to solicit
their participation in the research. The aims of the research, the details of the students’
expected engagement, the criteria for eligibility and other relevant information were
included in the “Letter of Invitation”, which was designed as a combination of
“Information Sheet” and “Solicitation Letter”. A 15-minute briefing session was
conducted on 23™ January, 2014 during a lecture conducted in a compulsory subject
attended by the target final-year students. The briefing session reviewed the research
objectives, research process and informants’ expected engagement, with the purpose of
personally soliciting the students’ participation. Then the written and verbal solicitations

for research participation were conducted.

Following this initial effort, only a couple of students contacted me about participating in
the research. Given this low response rate, the “Letter of Invitation” was re-sent twice,
but to little effect. As such, snowball sampling was adopted to complement the purposive

sampling. During the snowball sampling, students were asked to suggest additional
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candidates who might be willing to participate in the research (Babbie, 2016). This
sampling technique is useful in case where informants are difficult to locate (Bernard,
2011; Babbie, 2016). In this case, | had difficulty locating informants due to the personal,
subjective nature of the perceptions and experiences being studied. Subsequently, the
students who had signed up for the study were asked to refer their classmates who met
the mentioned criteria. | then approached and solicited the referees to participate in the
research. Given the time required by the referral process during the snowball sampling,
the recruitment phase lasted from January to March 2014. The two sampling methods
ultimately proved successful, with 12 students agreeing to participate in the research.
One student withdrew after attending a one-to-one briefing session on the detailed
research process, so a total of 11 students confirmed their decisions to participate in the
research. These 11 students formed the sample that provided the empirical data for the

analysis in this thesis.

3.3.4. Informed Consent and Permissions

Obtaining the informants’ informed consent was crucial to achieving ethical conduct
(Rossman and Rallis, 2012). According to Rossman and Rallis (2012, p.73-74), informed

consent was founded on the following ethical principles.

1) Participants are as fully informed as possible about the study’s purpose
and audience;

2) They understand what their agreement to participate entails;

3) They give that consent willingly; and

4) They understand that they may withdraw from the study at any time
without prejudice

Page 99



The consent form was developed in accordance with Rossman and Rallies’ (2012)
principles to ensure that the informants were not deceived about the research, and that
their participation was voluntary. In addition, the research ethics guidelines and
procedures stipulated by the ethics committees of both Durham University (my doctoral
university) and Crystal University (my workplace and the research setting) were followed.
Ethical approval was granted by both of the mentioned universities in 2014, following the
ethics committees’ reviews. Given that all of the informants were university students and
well-versed in English, the consent form was written in English, which is also the
commonly-used language in the higher education sector. Verbal explanations of the
research were conducted in Cantonese, the local dialect, to comply with the ethics

procedures mandated by the universities.

Once the informants had agreed to participate in the study, appointments were made
with each of them to conduct a 30-minute, face-to-face briefing session on the research,
in line with the research ethics procedures for obtaining informed consent. During these
sessions, | provided detailed verbal explanations of the research in Cantonese, including
the research purposes and process, the assurance of confidentiality, the informants’
expected responsibilities and engagement, and their rights. To avoid any conflicts of
interest, the informants were clearly informed that their decision to participate or not
and all of their responses and opinions collected would have absolutely NO effect on their
current study. They were also reminded of their right to withdraw at any point during the
research. Then, they were given the opportunity to ask questions about the research and
clarify any relevant matters. This was to make sure that they clearly understood the
research and their responsibilities to avoid any misunderstandings that might threaten
the validity of the empirical data collected, or violate the informed consent. Once all of
their queries about the research had been answered and their verbal consent had been
obtained, the informants were asked to sign the written “Consent Form” (for details,

please refer to Appendix 3). As mentioned, one student withdrew after attending the
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briefing session and signing the consent form. A total of 11 students confirmed their

decisions to participate in the research with informed consent.

3.3.5. Assurance of Confidentiality

Informed consent served to protect the informants’ identities and privacy (Rossman and
Rallies, 2012), and efforts were made to protect the confidentiality of the data. The
informants were assured that their real names and identifying information would not be
used in any discussions or written documents (ibid.). Each of the 11 informants was given
a pseudonym that was used throughout the research. Any names that could identify the
informants or the university studied were concealed. In addition, all of the interview data,
recordings, transcripts, write-up accounts, notes and any relevant materials (both
electronic and written) were stored securely in my office. These measures assured

compliance with ethical standards in guaranteeing the informants confidentiality.

3.3.6. Gaining Access and Entry

My official capacity as an instructor at Crystal University eased access and entry to the
research setting. The university’s gatekeepers, including the research ethics committee
member in-charge of reviewing and approving the research ethics application and the
faculty members who taught the final-year students, supported the research. Careful
preparation was still needed to establish access to the students. This included preparing
well-thought-out research ethics procedures that complied with the research ethics
committee’s standards submitted for review, and establishing a rapport with the faculty
members teaching the students. | had no difficulties in these areas. The research ethics
procedures were developed in accordance with Rossman and Rallies’ (2012) principles,

and the research ethical standards of Durham University and Crystal University. The
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congenial work relationships | had established with the faculty members also facilitated

my access to the students.

3.4. Data Collection Procedures

Three data collection methods were used in this research: 1) in-depth interviews with the
informants; 2) the informants’ self-constructed write-ups of one exemplary case of
experiencing academic’s care during their university study; and 3) researcher’s notes. The
empirical data collected from the in-depth interviews served as the main source of data.
The write-ups were completed before the in-depth interviews were conducted, and thus
the former provided preliminary insights into how the informants conceptualized and
were informed of academics’ care, and its attributes. These initial ideas were then used
to fine-tune the in-depth interviews in response to each informant’s experiences of
academics’ care. The researcher’s notes were based on the contemplation of my
conversations and interactions with the informants, and self-reflection during the
research process, all of which helped me navigate the nuances and subtlety of the
informants’ accounts and opinions. They also ensured that | remained vigilant against
prejudice. Secondary data relevant to the study, namely literature, were gleaned to
broaden the scope of the research, facilitate the analysis and substantiate the arguments.

These data were also collected from January to March 2014.

The three data collection methods and procedures are described and justified in the

following sections. Appendix 4 shows the alignment of the research questions with the

data collection methods.
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3.4.1. Students’ Write-up Accounts

The informants’ write-up accounts of academics’ care served several purposes in the
research design. They provided preliminary insights into how the informants
conceptualized and experienced academics’ care and its attributes, which helped me
customize the in-depth interview questions. The accounts also allowed me to pursue
interesting, important and unexpected remarks, clarify unclear material and explore
additional insights into academics’ care. These empirical data not only contributed to the
data analysis in the later stage, but also played a part in the triangulation for establishing
trustworthiness of the research. In view that | had taught the informants, positive
teacher-student relationships had already been established. | then fostered my rapport
and engagement with the informants by commencing the data collection process and
giving them time to write their accounts. Making the informants central to the research
process through writing up their self-disclosed accounts fostered the positive researcher-
researched relationships conductive to collecting data through the in-depth interviews.
Composing the accounts instilled confidence in the informants, which put them at ease
during the in-depth interviews and allowed them to bond with the research experience
(Gergen and Gergen, 2003; Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). This contributed to
engaging the informants in the research, and well preparing them psychologically for the
in-depth interviews followed. The write-up accounts also authenticated the informants’

suitability with a detailed and factual depiction of an exemplary case of academics’ care.

Once the consent forms had been signed, the informants were asked to write up one
exemplary case of academic’s care experienced during their time in the research setting
(for the write-up form and instructions, please refer to Appendix 5). The informants were
asked to clearly describe the qualities of the academics’ care that had impressed them
most. To put the informants at ease when writing the genuine accounts, they were
reminded that their names and identities would remain confidential, that was NO need

to disclose the faculty members’ names and that the opinions shared in the research
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would have absolutely NO effect on their current studies. This reiteration of the privacy
protocols was intended to encourage genuine, candid write-up accounts. Each informant
was given two weeks to complete the write-up account, and all of the informants finished
within the period from January to March 2014. The in-depth interviews were scheduled

once the write-up accounts had been completed.

3.4.2. In-depth Interviews with Students

In-depth interviews were used as the main data collection method in this research
because they allowed me to generate rich narrative accounts of the phenomenon that
were informed by the informants’ perspectives and lived experiences. This enhanced my
understanding of their thought processes and how they made sense of their experiences,
which illuminated the situational context and provided detailed insights into the
phenomenon from an emic perspective (Seidman, 1998; Patton, 2002; Hennink et al.,
2011; Rossman and Rallis, 2012). As Vygotsky (1986, p.256) explained, “thought and
speech turn out to be the key to the nature of human consciousness ...... a word is a
microcosm of human consciousness”. The narrative nature of in-depth interviews
addressed my interest in understanding each individual’s lived experiences and the
meanings bestowed in their own words (Seidman, 1998). It also allowed me to show my

appreciation for each informant’s decision to express their thoughts and feelings (ibid.).

Specially, open-ended, semi-structured in-depth interviews were used in this research.
Rather than going through the questions rigidly, the conversation-like stimulus-prompts
and dynamic social exchanges that characterized in-depth interviews allowed me to react
to each informant’s personality, appearance and demeanour while responding to their
unique responses and following up with further probing questions (Hennink et al., 2011).
| also pondered on and analyzed the informants’ narrative accounts as best as | could on

the spot in order to ask them to explain their views explicitly and in detail, which revealed

Page 104



the meanings behind social contexts (Seidman, 1998; Jennings, 2005). The interviews
allowed me to pursue interesting, important and unexpected comments, verify
ambiguous remarks, reveal hidden thoughts and identify salient details (ibid.). Thus, in-

depth interviews were used as the principal data collection method in this research.

An interview guide was developed, and the questions were designed to explore the
informants’ conceptions and lived experiences of academics’ care, determine its
perceived attributes, meanings and perceived effects on learning and development and
elicit the pedagogical implications from their perspectives (for the details of the
“Connection between the Research Questions and the Interview Questions” and

“Interview Guide”, please refer to Appendices 6 and 7 respectively).

The in-depth interviews began with an opening question about the informants’
perceptions of academics’ care to set the tone and prepare them for the subsequent
guestions. To address the three main research objectives, the following questions served

as the foci for the interview.

1) What are the meanings of academics’ care to you in your learning in the

university context?

2) How do you conceptualize academics’ care in the university context?

3) How are you informed of care through your daily experiences with academics?

4) How do you see the roles played by academics’ care during your study in the

university context?

5) How do you see the implications of practising caring pedagogy for students in

the university context?
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One of my roles as the interviewer was to elicit rich information from the informants. The
fluid nature and stimuli-response characteristics of the conversation-like interviews with
pre-set and probing questions gave me latitude to follow the informants’ responses and
facilitate interactions (Hennink et al.,, 2011). This provided access to the interesting,
important and unexpected aspects of the research, which provided unique insights into
the phenomenon from an emic perspective (Jennings, 2010). Hence, the interview guide
was used as an aide-memoire to ensure that | asked all the necessary questions to address
the main research purposes and probing informants’ answers. | followed the informants’
train of thought with minimum interference while simultaneously keeping the interview
focused on the research objectives. According to Patton (2002, p.341), “the quality of the
information obtained during an interview is largely dependent on the interviewer”, | then
strove to elicit the pertinent information without having any subjective effect on their
views. During the interview process, | reminded myself to limit my own sharing and
thoughts about academics’ care. | was careful when phrasing the questions, striking a
balance between giving sufficient background information about the research and
withholding my stance on academics’ care. | tried my best to remain neutral, and pursued
both positive and negative perceptions of academics’ care. | also learned to tolerate
silence, and gave the informants the time and space they needed to respond (Seidman,

1998). This reflective thinking guided me through the interview process.

During the in-depth interviews, the informants’ unexpected remarks were discerned
when | contrasted their replies with my views of academics’ care as informed by my own
experiences. The students’ expressions were also contrasted with the literature on
teacher care, which had been thoroughly reviewed when writing the “Literature Review”
section and before the interviews. When it was found their remarks were noticeably
different from the literature on care or my views, follow-up questions were asked about
their replies to gain more in-depth understanding of their views. This was to find out why

they held the distinctive perspectives and explore in detail how their views were different
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from the literature. These clarification processes in the in-depth interviews enabled us to
gain insights into the students’ views, and as such facilitated writing the discussions and

conducting the conceptual analysis because of the rich data collected.

In-depth interviews with the informants were scheduled once | had received and
reviewed the write-up accounts. Eleven interviews were conducted during the period
from February to March 2014, and each lasted approximately 45 minutes to 1 hour and
15 minutes. Cantonese, the mother tongue of Hong Kong Chinese, was used in the
interview to make the informants feel at ease and to solicit unmediated responses. The
in-depth interviews were audio-recorded using digital recorders for verbatim
transcription and documentation. These recordings were transcribed as quickly as
possible following each interview. Verbatim transcription in Chinese was used to
maintain the integrity of the informants’ unmediated, self-disclosed accounts and ensure
research rigour (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Transcribing each in-depth interview allowed
me to familiarize myself with the empirical data at this stage (ibid.). The transcripts were
sent to each of the informants immediately to confirm and clarify the data. These
measures ensured correct transcription and minimal interpretation issues. | translated
direct quotes from the informants into English while writing the research report. | kept
notes throughout the data collection process to reflect on any distinctive or nuanced

material worth exploring in the data analysis phase.

3.4.3. Researcher’s Notes

| used field notes to systematically record my perceptions, thoughts and insights
(Rossman and Rallis, 2012). The notes had two main components: detailed observations
and my reflections. The descriptive data captured the conversations, interactions and
incidents that occurred during the interviews, while my reflections included preliminary

insights, emerging hypotheses and any distinctive, nuanced remarks about the research
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(ibid.). Reviewing my notes helped me write effectively the phenomenon, which

facilitated the subsequent data analysis and identification of themes.

Writing researcher's notes has contributed to establishing transferability. After each of
the in-depth interviews, | conducted a preliminary review of the interview content and
made my notes. Any changes in tone or sentiment, and salient or unexpected remarks
were logged to obtain preliminary ideas about the informants’ conceptions and lived
experiences of academics’ care, and its perceived attributes and effects. After that, when
| read the transcripts, coded the transcripts and conducted preliminary analysis, | wrote
down any conceptual and analytical reflections and insights come to my mind. By
applying the memoing technique, these notes have formed the researcher's notes. As
such, when | moved on to the actual analysis and write up of the empirical data, these
research notes were often made reference in order to clarify my thoughts and more
importantly on sharpening and consolidating my initial identification of themes.
Moreover, the process of writing the researcher's notes has enabled me to record and
write down key points of conceptual and analytical insights in detail throughout the
coding and analysis processes. As such, this has established transferability. Transferability

is further discussed in the below section about "Data Quality Procedures".

In this regard, research notes also helped me determine when theoretical saturation had
been reached. After reviewing and reflecting on the researchers’ notes, | was confident
to remark that theoretical saturation has been achieved with the 11 in-depth interviews.
Moreover, the researcher’s notes documented my train of thought from conception to
delivery. They also facilitated my analysis of the data and identification of themes in the

data analysis phase and served as means of triangulation to establish trustworthiness.
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3.5. Data Quality Procedures

Three main criteria were used to ensure the quality of the empirical data and the
trustworthiness of the findings: “Credibility”, “Transferability” and “Dependability”
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Leininger, 1994). The procedures for meeting these criteria, and

my reflexivity are discussed in the following sections.

3.5.1. Credibility

Credibility refers to “the ‘truth’, value, or ‘believability’ of the findings that have been
established by the researcher” (Leininger, 1994, p.105). Three main strategies were used
to enhance the credibility of the research process and the findings: prolonged
engagement, member checks and triangulation (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Rossman and

Rallis, 2012).

Prolonged engagement required that | involved in the research site for a sufficient length
of time to gain a comprehensive and deep understanding of it and the phenomenon
studied, and notice and consider any distortions that might influence the data (Lincoln
and Guba, 1985; Rossman and Rallis, 2012). It also contributed to building the informants’
trust (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). | have been teaching at Crystal University since 2007,
which gave me a comprehensive understanding of the university context and
undergraduate students in Hong Kong. | had taught the informants for at least one
semester, and developed and maintained positive relationships with them. This created
a positive relational context in which to establish a rapport with the informants, build
trust, break down their psychological barriers and make them feel at ease when sharing
their thoughts. The informants were genuinely willing to share their perceptions and
experiences, which allowed me to gain insights into the crux of the phenomenon and

discern any misrepresented data.
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Member checks were the most crucial technique used to establish credibility (Lincoln and
Guba, 1985). The processed data and emerging findings were checked with the members
from whom the original empirical data were collected to ensure the correct and accurate
interpretation of data and findings and elicit further elaboration or information (Lincoln
and Guba, 1985; Rossman and Rallis, 2012). The transcripts of the in-depth interview
contents were sent to each of the informants immediately following transcription. This
allowed them to check and verify the transcripts to ensure that they were an accurate
account of the original interview. The informants’ comments on the meanings of the
content, and any other further information about the research topic were also sought.
The remarks and comments received from the informants mainly concerned typos or
clarification, and the latter provided additional insights into academics’ care. Once the
informants had responded to the transcripts, any necessary amendments were made to
ensure accurate documentation, representation and interpretation for data analysis and

theme identification.

Triangulation was used to construct a comprehensive picture of the phenomenon by
comparing and contrasting the data collected and/or analyzed (Rossman and Rallis, 2012).
It strengthened my confidence and credibility in drawing conclusions (Patton, 2002). Of
the four types of triangulation, methods, sources, investigators and theories (Lincoln and
Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002), this research used the first two. The triangulation of methods
was used to gauge the consistency of the findings generated by different data collection
methods; namely the write-up accounts and the interview content. The triangulation of
sources was used to reveal the consistency of the different data sources within the same
method; that is, comparing what the informants wrote with what they said (Patton, 2002).
Triangulation of methods and sources were applied to this research, through collecting
the informants’ write-up accounts from the period of January to March 2014, and then
conducting in-depth interviews with each of them from February to March 2014. The

transcript contents from each informant generated from in-depth interviews were
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checked for the consistency of what they had written down in their write-up accounts.
The temporal difference in data collection from write-up accounts and those from in-
depth interviews further contributed to ensuring the consistency of viewpoints and
narrative accounts. Verbatim transcription also retained the originality of the informants’
original accounts (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Since | personally transcribed each of the
informants’ in-depth interviews, | started to familiarize myself with the empirical data and
reflect on the contents at the early stage of data collection (ibid.). This also contributed
to gaining a deep understanding of the data from the informants’ views, and justifying

the credibility of the analysis. These procedures have enhanced the research credibility.

3.5.2. Transferability

Transferability refers to “whether particular findings from a qualitative study can be
transferred to another similar context or situation and still preserve the particularized
meanings, interpretations, and inferences from the completed study” (Leininger, 1994,
p.106). Thick description and purposive sampling were used as strategies for enhancing
transferability in this research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002). Lincoln and Guba
(1985, p.316) maintained that “(the researcher) can provide only the thick description
necessary to enable someone interested in making a transfer to reach a conclusion about
whether transfer can be contemplated as a possibility”. Thus, | provided a detailed
discussion of the methodology, findings and rationale for identifying particular themes
and drawing conclusions that provided rich information in a framework of thick

description (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

Purposive sampling was used to assure data quality in transferability (Lincoln and Guba,
1985; Patton, 2002). The informants were selected based on their ability to provide rich
and specific details about their conceptions and experiences of academics’ care and its

meanings (ibid.). This ensured that a wealth of deep information related to the research
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guestions was generated, which not only enabled me to conduct an in-depth data analysis
(Patton, 2002), but also allowed those interested to decide the transferability of the
research findings to other settings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). These two strategies

addressed the transferability concerns (ibid.).

3.5.3. Dependability

Dependability refers to “whether the process of the study is consistent, reasonably stable
over time and across researchers and methods” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.278).
Triangulation, thick description and an audit trail were used to establish dependability in
this research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002). My use of triangulation of methods
and sources and thick description are described in the “Credibility” and “Transferability”
sections respectively. Data were collected through the informants’ write-up accounts and
in-depth interviews. The comparison and contrasting of the data contributed to checking
for and ensuring consistency in this study. A detailed discussion of methodological design
and data analysis, which provided rich information in a framework of thick description for
justifying the whole research process, was also conducted in a consistent and reasonable

manner. These two means contributed to establishing dependability.

Regarding the audit trail, meticulously detailed