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Title: Exploring opportunities for peer learning during postgraduate study 

 

The research:  

Postgraduate students’ have expressed a desire for communities and connections that foster 

personal and academic development (Buissink-Smith, Hart, & van der Meer, 2013; Stracke & 

Kumar, 2014). This presentation reflects a pilot study that constitutes part of my doctoral 

research at the University of Otago.  Increasingly research regarding doctoral study reflects 

how learning opportunities occur beyond the conventional supervisor/student relationship.  

Framed as informal learning or places for support, learning and social networks amongst 

doctoral students contribute to successful study experiences, providing tacit knowledge of 

both research processes and institutional processes (Pilbeam, Lloyd-Jones, & Denyer, 2013).  

Research attention has additionally focused on how doctoral students mediate non-traditional 

sites for peer learning driven by spatial or structural constraints within the university, or a 

desire for neutral or social environments (Barnacle & Mewburn, 2010; Buissink-Smith et al., 

2013).  Doctoral students who express satisfaction with their learning environment are more 

likely to consider themselves members of a scholarly community, and less likely to report 

stress, anxiety and exhaustion (Pyhältö, Stubb, & Lonka, 2009).  

While my pilot study has focused on experiences and perspectives of doctoral students, 

research education constitutes a variety of postgraduate degree courses.  Models of peer 

learning for postgraduates are less developed than in undergraduate learning and teaching 

environments, but are nevertheless important. The postgraduate environment requires 

nuanced consideration of reciprocity and relationships amongst peers, where students can 

learn with and from their peers in meaningful and valued ways.  

Why this topic is important: 

Tertiary educators need to find more effective ways of enabling research students to create 

and sustain scholarly communities (Boud & Lee, 2005; Pilbeam et al., 2013; Pyhältö et al., 

2009; Stracke & Kumar, 2014).  I held a series of doctoral student focus groups and informal 

interviews with academics to build a picture of how doctoral students at the University of 

Otago engage in learning opportunities devised or organised by fellow postgraduate students.  

For this presentation, findings from my pilot study form the foundation for a collective 

reflection on the types of peer-mediated learning that participants may be aware of in their 

own institutions.   

Peer learning offers a powerful tool through which to re-imagine and develop the learning and 

teaching environment for research education (Boud & Lee, 2005).  Postgraduate students 

demonstrate self-directed agency to generate a range of solutions to their learning or social 
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needs.  Educators endeavouring to replicate such “organically-conceived” learning provision 

for postgraduates, however, may encounter challenges (Buissink-Smith et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, a significant number of postgraduate students may not engage or may choose 

partial engagement with peer communities or networks (Pilbeam et al., 2013), sometimes to 

the detriment of their sense of well-being during study (Pyhältö et al., 2009).  An exploration 

of peer learning amongst postgraduate students reveals not simply how and where students 

engage in peer-mediated activity, but contributes to greater understanding of the process of 

research learning, and what counts as valuable learning to students themselves. 

How the session will be run: 

The session will follow a three-part structure: 

Setting the scene: What is happening in terms 

of peer-mediated activity amongst 

postgraduate students at your university? 

Peer-mediated – activities that are devised or 

organised by postgraduate students for fellow 

postgraduate students 

Small groups (consisting of postgraduate 

students and tertiary staff members) generate 

a picture of activities that they have been 

involved in or aware of. Record activities as 

formal or informal and note what the 

perceived benefits to postgraduate students 

might be, for example: research learning, 

professional learning, service or community-

engaged learning, social or well-being 

benefits. Groups report back. (15-20 mins) 

Describing my pilot study at the University of 

Otago and preliminary findings. 

Short presentation locating my study in 

current research and describing early 

findings. (10 mins) 

What could happen to better inspire, enable 

or support peer learning during postgraduate 

study? 

Consider: 

What flexibility is available/missing within 

the current institutional structures?  

Who needs to take a role? How do these 

roles/actions differ from present provision? 

Small groups to reflect on the activities and 

research that have been presented in the 

forum thus far, and generate some additional 

suggestions. Be idealistic! 

Report back. 

Summarise common themes; highlight 

existing possibilities within current 

structures, and which actions might be readily 

achievable. (30 mins) 
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