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ABSTRACT
Educational research in higher education needs a methodology for
how to think and act in relation to how pedagogical interactions
support learning. A methodology that can identify how
pedagogical rhetorical qualities, such as confidence and a desire
to learn, are embedded in a pedagogical interaction. This article
presents an outline of a pedagogical rhetorical interactional
methodology that enables us to elucidate the responsibility
teachers in higher education have for supporting their students’
desire to learn as well as for their actual learning. To illustrate how
we can apply this methodological approach to empirical data, we
present two examples I. A supportive learning context, and II. A
non—supportive learning context. These examples illustrate that
this methodological approach will contribute to a deeper
understanding of what matters when teachers’ expressions
establish a pedagogical interaction.
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Introduction

In this article, we present an outline to a pedagogical rhetorical interactional methodology
that enables us to elucidate the responsibility teachers have for supporting their students’
desire to learn as well as their actual learning. The methodology has been developed in a
strategical research program in a master teacher education program at the University of
South-Eastern Norway.

In the following, we use ‘teachers’ as equivalent with teachers in higher education/uni-
versity teachers. The article argues that contemporary interaction theories in higher edu-
cation lack a thoroughly pedagogical rhetorical perspective on interaction, and how this
supports learning (Christensen et al. 2018).
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Our aim is to explore pedagogical rhetorical qualities and how they function to support
learning in pedagogical interactions. To do this, we present an outline for a pedagogical
rhetorical interactional analytical approach with respect to human condition and contex-
tual factors. In the human condition we include both the necessary and the potential
factors. The necessary factors concern the variations in experience and knowledge that tea-
chers and students bring to the situation. The potential factors reflect their existential need
for meaning in the pedagogical interaction. The contextual analytical tool is inspired by
the four interrelated causes for change in human learning developed by Aristotle (1993,
1998), that we describe as contextual learning. We have interpreted these causes as the
material, the formal, source of change, and the final cause. Contextual learning is a rela-
tional view of learning, meaning that learning is dependent on and follows the support
in the context in which it appears. This research is based on an assumption that a
desire to learn is a basic human condition to be an active learner in a relationship with
others (Kindeberg 2015a; Kristjánsson 2007; Luhmann 2017; Stillwaggon 2008).

The pedagogical interaction competence is acquired through education and training,
and teachers need to have competence to analyze, communicate, and describe the stu-
dents’ desire to learn (Livingstone and Flores 2017). Teaching, by its nature, is supposed
to influence others’ learning. Thus, the question of how this competence brings about
change and influences students’ learning is fundamental in higher education.

The need for developing methodology in higher education

Educational researchers in higher education need a methodology that can also identify
pedagogical qualities (e.g. feeling of trust, meaning, security) that might arise in a pedago-
gical interaction. Kahn’s (2015, 452) critical review of methodology in pedagogical
research in higher education suggested that ‘new approaches should reflect the unique
context of pedagogic research and teaching in higher education’. The claim supports
the suggestion by Kelly and Brailsford (2013) that pedagogic research should be developed
drawing on resources from the humanities at large as in more closely related disciplines
like sociology, psychology and philosophy.

There have been few attempts to provide research-based knowledge about how we can
give teachers feedback on their teaching as a means to supporting their academic develop-
ment (OECD 2009; European Commission 2012). In 2004, Stierer and Antonio asked
‘[a]re there distinctive methodologies for pedagogic research in higher education?’ They
claimed that there was a need for deeper understanding of teaching practice to improve
the quality of student learning in higher education (2004, 277). Stierer and Antonio
(2004) pointed out several contextual reasons for the need for developing pedagogical
research, such as the fact that much of the literature on adult learning is based on research
on children and young people’s learning.

In 2007, Koro-Ljungberg started a dialog on pedagogic research in higher education,
and Kahn (2015) called for new approaches to pedagogic research that could build knowl-
edge of and shape practice in higher education. His critical perspective showed a need for
developing a research approach that could reflect the unique context of pedagogic research
and teaching: ‘Our analysis, for instance, suggests that relations between teachers and stu-
dents, and others, should acquire a higher priority than is manifestly the case at present’
(Kahn 2015, 452). One serious consequence is that there is a lack of research on teacher
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interaction related to students’ learning in higher education (Day and Lee 2011; Hoffman
et al. 2015)

Contemporary theories might be neglecting the potential of the pedagogical rhetorical
perspective when analyzing the relation between teachers and students. The research ques-
tion we ask is: How can we develop a methodological approach to didactic research with
respect to human condition and contextual factors in a pedagogical interaction?

First, we will present the pedagogical rhetorical perspective, and second the theory of
interdependent human condition concerning the pedagogical interaction. Third, an
analytical approach will be suggested.

A pedagogical rhetorical perspective on the pedagogical interaction

Our point of departure is that both pedagogical and rhetorical qualities are necessary com-
ponents in the constitution of teachers’ pedagogical interaction competence (Christensen
et al. 2018). Pedagogy provides expertise on matters related to issues of education as
defined by the political and moral goals of a particular society. Rhetoric provides knowl-
edge about the ethical dimensions of expressions, as well as how language use influences
the participants in an ongoing activity. Rhetoric is hence always present in teaching and
learning situations.

The teaching-and-learning situation is a collective ongoing interactional activity that
takes place in the present – something is happening. However, a pedagogical interaction
is at the same time directed towards the past and the future. The past has a role in the
interaction, since the participants use their earlier knowledge and values as a basis for
interpreting and expressing ideas related to the issue at hand (a necessary condition).
At the same time, the pedagogical interaction is directed towards the future through
our fundamental desire to understand what is going on (a potential condition). As tea-
chers, our task is to move the students forwards along a path of meaningful reasoning
and to support their desire to learn (Aristotle 1967; Bachtin 1986; Grassi 2001). The
crucial point is that teachers cannot force students to engage in an interaction. They
choose to interact or not (Kindeberg 2015b).

The fundamental condition for learning is that the student has confidence in the
teacher, that the subject matter is expressed in ways that make sense and feel meaningful,
and that the student feels that her experience is significant. In essence, meaningfulness in
the pedagogical interaction is realized only in the movement of active, responsive under-
standing between participants, as Volosinov writes (1986, 102–103). In other words, the
teacher has to find the necessary pedagogical interaction with the students through
their expressions and spoken words. To better understand the interaction and its pedago-
gical meaning, we need to consider the relational, moral and political conditions in the
interaction. The relational condition refers to human dependency; the moral condition
to people’s mutual responsibility; the political condition to how habits are created.

The theory of human condition in the pedagogical interaction

In any educational situation, there are certain conditions that include all individuals,
regardless of age, cultural background, and gender. Such conditions concern the students
as relational, moral and political individuals. This is a notion already stated in paideia and
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in the socio-philosophical writings of antiquity. In paideia, it is clear that pedagogy as a
field of knowledge was created by a political expression of will and by insights about
what man is in a biological sense and what, with the right education, she can become
as a human in the moral and political sense (Jaeger 1946). We have chosen to focus on
the notions of moral and political conditions, mainly because they are related to both indi-
vidual and collective conditions of human development. These conditions are also an
assumption that underpins UNESCO’s (1997) recommendation concerning higher edu-
cation and are in line with the main objectives for higher education (OECD 2018).

The students cannot be seen as only one of these three conditions without neglecting
something genuinely human with relevance for their learning. In the face-to-face encoun-
ter, teachers and students are bound to these conditions, which can be expressed as the
relational, moral, and political conditions of education. The prime interest in the
present discussion is the idea that oral expressions create emotions, and therefore are
seen as ‘stitched to language’, in the encounter between teachers and students (Kindeberg
2006, 2008). Even if the relational, moral, and political conditions are separated here, they
cannot be abstracted from, without entailing the reduction of the student to a ‘non-
human’ human being.

The relational condition
The relational condition is here understood as the innate dependence that any individual
has to others, in order to evolve and feel well. We were born into a lifelong dependence on
each other, and the will to evolve derives from a fundamental need to be a part of a com-
munity. In virtue of this dependence, the human being is relational. We do not have the
ability to speak primarily in order to speak to ourselves, but to build relations with others
(Cavarero 2005). Also, we are not dependent on the spoken words per se, but rather on the
emotions that oral expression create, as also Nussbaum (1996) and Rorty (1996) discuss in
relation to speaking and emotion in Aristotle’s Rhetoric.

We can elucidate the relational condition by observing the original meaning of the pair
of concepts active/passive. These words were complementary in Aristotle’s terminology in
his discussion of the relation between body and soul in De Anima (1987), involving the
notion of entelechy – human beings’ possibility of cultivation. They were used to designate
what a person becomes (active), and what she is (passive). Aristotle believed that people
influence their social environment (active), while they are simultaneously influenced by
it (passive). However, the classical tenor of this pair of concepts has more or less vanished
from pedagogy, and today the terms are used separately, or as opposites to each other
(Kindeberg 2013). It is not uncommon to write in pedagogical texts that the student is
assumed to be an active individual, creating her own knowledge. Inversely, other theoreti-
cal strands are based on the assumption that the student more or less passively acquires the
mediated knowledge that is offered, as Biesta (1998) points out in a convincing reconstruc-
tion of Mead´s understanding of reflective consciousness. Although the ideologically
acceptable assumptions may vary historically, in practice every teacher knows that we
are influential, just as much as those to whom we converse within a given moment,
influence us. The will to understand is manifested whenever we recognize something,
and meanwhile discover new aspects that are not yet part of our understanding. Realizing
the significance of such new aspects opens our minds to be actively influenced by others.
We are all familiar with how our dependency appears when we are lecturing. If the
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students during a lesson show little interest in the teacher, it can easily undermine the tea-
cher’s role as orator, make her insecure, and reduce her own status in front of the students.
If, on the contrary, the students show interest and pay attention, the teacher’s own com-
mitment rises, and she becomes a better orator.

The moral condition
The moral condition is a consequence of the relational condition and supplies an answer
to the question how should I act to feel good together with others? Morality in this sense is
universal, and a matter of people’s mutual responsibility for their actions with words as
well as with other means of expression (Broadie 1993). How the teachers’ task is bound
to the moral condition can be better understood through a further examination of how
morality and ethics correspond to each other in the idea of paideia.

In paideia, morality is seen as universal, while ethics is situational. They direct each
other, and teachers cannot disregard morals or ethics in any concrete educational situ-
ation. In morality lies the shared foundation for humanism. It presents itself in our
actions towards each other as human beings. Ethics is bound by context and based on
reason. It is knowledge-dependent in an intellectual sense, and always bound to
(subject) content (Aristotle trans. 1967). Hence, a fundamental idea behind education is
that our different experiences and habits will meet, and by necessity change through the
impact of the idea of morality and ethics. This is the teachers’ moral and ethical respon-
sibility. Oral expression is a form of ethical activity, and should always be understood as
ethical action, because those who speak can choose what to say, while at the same time the
content and form of what is being said are always valued by the listener (Glenn and Car-
casson 2009).

Ethics can be seen as variations of our actions in terms of ‘good’ and ‘bad’. An ethical
choice of action is thereby bound to its circumstances, and must always be judged from its
specific context in order to enable us to make a judgment concerning what is to be con-
sidered ‘good’ or ‘bad’ (Aristotle, trans. 1967). Furthermore, what is ‘good’ for one student
is not necessarily ‘good’ for another. In this example lies a statement of fundamental sig-
nificance for what we refer to as the ‘art of teaching’. The art of teaching is a matter of
choosing oral expressions, at the right moment, that are motivating and suitable for
those present, even if what is said is neither planned nor expected. It is not enough that
a teacher is well prepared before a lesson; it is equally important to be prepared for the
unknown and unexpected in the encounter with the students (Ramirez 1995).

The moral condition thus concerns the responsibility for how to act in order to feel
comfortable in the pedagogical interaction. Environments for discussion and learning
will not be better or worse than the atmosphere the participants are able to create. If
there is a lack of confidence amongst the participants, this is likely due to a lack of under-
standing and knowledge about how they might contribute to influence the situation in a
positive direction. In education, we cannot ignore the fact that humans choose to listen to
and be affected by those in whom they have confidence (Kristjánsson 2007).

The political condition
The political condition derives from the fact that the teacher has been entrusted by society
with a mission and a responsibility to influence the students’ knowledge, skills and values,
in accordance with established laws and regulations. The political conditions facilitate an
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answer to the question: How are good academic thinking habits created, so that the stu-
dents’ character becomes a positive force that enables them to contribute to a humane and
democratic society? (OECD 2005, 2018) The path that we are all familiar with since
ancient times is based on the realization that character is formed by upbringing and
habits. This is an idea already presented by Aristotle, and one that pedagogues of every
generation have refined and passed on, as discussed more closely by Sokolon (2006).
Both Aristotle (trans. 1967) and Dewey (1966) made formulations that refer to how edu-
cation makes it possible to promote good academic thinking habits, ultimately aiming to
shape a humane and democratic society (Dewey 1966). Like Aristotle, Dewey believes that
habits represent continuity in life. Habits are actions reflected by actions in the past –
earlier experiences affect current experiences (Aristotle, trans. 1967). However, as
Dewey emphasises, habits are not to be confused with repetition. Every situation a
person meets is new, and she cannot make use of earlier solutions without reflection or
adjustments. Habits are active means, and form directions for desire and will of
different qualities.

To sum up the theory of human condition in the pedagogical interaction: As human
beings we are in a continuous state of change, in which we are formed and reformed by
experiences expressed in verbal and non-verbal actions. From the moment we were
born, we adapt to the people we meet, in accordance with the relational condition. The
people whom we are dependent on either confirm or block certain activities, and so con-
tribute to how we evaluate and experience each situation, in what we can refer to as the
moral condition. These experiences are later expressed as our habits. Verbal and non-
verbal habits affect how we think and act, in accordance with the political condition.
When thinking and acting come to the point where they merge, habit has become part
of character. To change a student’s conduct or character is consequently linked to the
change of academic thinking habits.

As there are seldom any definite criteria that we could apply to determine whether
verbal and non-verbal actions are of the better or the worse kind, teachers must base
their considerations on constant inquiries and continual revision. Morality, as well as poli-
tics, is in this way firmly rooted in human beings. If we were to adopt a different stand-
point, it would be easy to assume that students simply receive the teachers’ knowledge,
and automatically transform the knowledge into adequate proficiency. On this view, tea-
chers have no responsibility for the results of students’ education.

We cannot disregard our mutual dependence on each other: the relational condition.
We want to be part of the intellectual communities of others, but it is not indifferent
whose community we are considering. We choose those whom we trust and have confi-
dence in. However, we are simultaneously bound to the moral condition, since we
cannot avoid being affected by the emotions that others, through their actions and
spoken words, evoke in us, regardless of whether these emotions express admiration or
the opposite. In any concrete learning environment in higher education, teacher and stu-
dents meet not only in their formal role, but also as fellow human beings. The political
condition concerns teachers’ mission from society, and the responsibility for shaping stu-
dents, through their education, to become academics with a certain character. Obviously,
teachers themselves must be able to express this character in words and actions.

In order to research pedagogical rhetorical qualities in the pedagogical interactions, we
need to better understand learning in its context. There is also a need to develop analytical
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tools concerned both with the relational nature of the human condition and with the
potential that language and actions have in order to support the pedagogical interaction.
Our outline to an analytical approach combines human condition in a contextual analysis
– with a four-causes analysis and a focus on the rhetorically active factors directed at
change and meaning. This methodology then suggests an expanding analytical approach.

Pedagogical rhetorical interactional analytical approach

One fundamental characteristic of contextual analysis is that it approaches a phenom-
enon/case in an open manner, and searches for its delimitation in context (Svensson
and Doumas 2013). In this investigation, the phenomena under consideration are
examples of how the pedagogical interactions between the students and the teacher
support or hinder the students’ desire to learn and their actual learning. In our contextual
analysis, the learning context is dependent on and follows the support in the context in
which it appears, and thus the context is interwoven with the phenomenon learning.
This contextual view of learning is fundamental to answering pedagogical questions
about what pedagogical rhetorical qualities support learning, such as those arising in ped-
agogical interactions where someone (the teacher) is expected to know more than the
other (the student) about the actual subject, and therefore has a mandate to influence.

Contextual factors as analytical tools
The analytical tool is inspired by the four interrelated causes, or reasons, for change in
human learning developed by Aristotle (1993, 1998). The four causes are in this study
interpreted in the following way: the material cause – the students’ previous knowledge
and experience of the actual subject that they bring into the pedagogical interaction
with the teachers: the formal cause – the variation in the students’ expressions of this
knowledge and experience. The third cause, the source of change, concerns the impact
the teachers’ pedagogical interaction competence has on the students’ experience of the
relevance of the subject. The final cause meets the question – with what meaning for stu-
dents’ actual learning?

These four causes are related to both necessary human condition – our experiences and
knowledge, (the material and formal cause), and potential human conditions – our exis-
tential need for meaning, (the source of change and final cause). Since the separation of
Rhetoric from Pedagogy, these human conditions have not been used to analyze what
goes on when teacher and students interact (Johnson 2008; Garver 1994; Waterlow
1984). Modern educational science today often ignores three of these causes, not
because they are not valid, but because educational science today has somewhat narrowly
studied cause and effect (the third cause) of used methods, hoping to discover effective
teaching methods (Kindeberg 2008; Kreber 2013; SOU 2008; Svensson and Doumas 2013).

Aristotle uses the term ‘confidence’ (in Greek: pistis) for the feeling that arises when you
trust another person. He believes confidence is the foundation for all meaningful com-
munication. In his Treatise on Rhetoric (Aristotle, trans.1995) he divides the pistis into
ethos, the trustworthiness of the speaker; logos, the reasonability of the subject; and
pathos, the emotions experienced in the relationship. Thus, a fundamental condition for
learning is that the student has confidence in the teacher, that the subject matter is
expressed in words and actions that make sense, and that the student chooses to take
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part in the interaction (Kindeberg 2013). Meaning, in essence, writes Bachtin (1986, 100),
means nothing; it only possesses potentiality, the possibility of having meaning within a
concrete theme. In rhetorical terms, it is a matter of how the active factors ethos, logos,
and pathos harmonize and support the student’s will to be influenced by the teachers.

The suggested analytical approach considers the following mutually dependent contex-
tual factors:

. Human conditions are seen as necessary factors, in the interaction between teachers
and students (i.e. students’ previous experience and knowledge).

. The four causes take into account potential factors for change in the interaction (i.e.
students’ existential need for meaning).

. The rhetorical active concepts are used to elucidate the supportive factors related to stu-
dents’ actual learning in the interaction.

These contextual analytical factors exhibit a reciprocal dependency in the pedagogical
interaction and can be analyzed in its parts.

How to apply the analytical approach – examples

To illustrate how the suggested approach can be used to discern contextual factors with
relevance for students’ actual learning, we have chosen two examples with presumed ped-
agogical interaction from two different subjects in higher education.

Our point is, as we have argued for through the text, that knowledge and understanding
on how to think and act upon pedagogical interaction is a fundamental generic compe-
tence for all teachers in higher education regardless of the subject. Due to teachers’
common mandate and responsibility for influencing the new generation academics’
knowledge, skills and values through pedagogical interaction (OECD 2018).

The empirical data in these examples are based on 17 reflection notes and 4 group inter-
views with 17 students in their second year at differentiated teacher education programs in
Norway. These programs are classified as five-year integrated master’s degree programs at
a university. The empirical data material is part of a strategical research program at a Nor-
wegian university, and approved by the NSD – the Norwegian Centre for Research Data.

The structure of the examples

First, we present examples of the material cause – the students’ preunderstandings of and
expectations for the pedagogical interaction with teachers, and how these are expressed in
their reflection notes – the formal cause. Next, we present two different examples of the stu-
dents’ experiences of a pedagogical interaction with two different teachers in two different
subjects. The focus is on how the students’ experience of the pedagogical interaction with
the teacher is a source of change to support the students’ learning (the final cause), or not.

The students’ preunderstanding – the material and the formal cause

According to the students, they expect that ‘the teacher listens’ to them if they have sugges-
tions or ‘something to complain about’ with regard to the teachers’ teaching and lessons at
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the university (Refl. note 1–4). These statements show that the students expect and want to
be active parts of the pedagogical interaction with the teachers. The students also expect
that the ‘teachers and supervisors on campus and in the practice schools have the necessary
knowledge in the subjects they are teaching’, and that the teachers should ‘support /their/
learning’ (Refl. note 1–10). The students also expect that the teachers should equip them
with ‘theory and methods, training, and supervision’ in order to support the students’
aim to be ‘the teacher /they/ want to be for the children’ (Refl. note 1–6). This indicates
that the students focus on the importance of the teachers’ responsibility for how the
subject knowledge can be taught and learned in a way that can support their future teaching
practice. The students also want ‘good communication between us as students and the tea-
chers’ (Refl. note 1–4) and they expect ‘enthusiasm and engagement’ in the classroom (Refl.
note 1–10). In these statements, the students express a desire to be engaged in their learning
activities and to be influenced by their teachers.

This example brings forth the students’ expectation of how ethos, their trustworthiness
of the teacher, logos, their experience of the teachers’ reasonability of the subject, and
pathos, where the pedagogical interaction gives them a feeling of enthusiasm and engage-
ment, should harmonize in order to support their desire to be influenced by the teachers.

The students’ experiences – the source of change and the final cause

The students’ preunderstandings and expectations, and their expressions of these, are
always a part of the pedagogical interaction with the teacher, and will be disclosed in
the students’ choice of words and actions in the classroom. In the contextual analysis,
we elucidate through the two examples, (I) a supportive learning context and (II) a non-
supportive learning context, qualities in the pedagogical interaction that either support,
or not, the students desire to learn, and their actual learning.

The first example is based on data material from a group interview with three students,
referred to with the gender-neutral names Luca, Mica, and Nica. The theme of the conver-
sation is the students’ experiences of the pedagogical interaction with a teacher who sees
the students as active learners, and includes them in the pedagogical situation.

Example I: A supportive learning context
In the beginning, the students remember the theme ‘Embodied learning and teaching’
from their lessons last year: ‘the first time we had a lesson on “the bodily thing” with
the teacher, was last year’ (Mica). They are bringing in their previous experiences with
meeting the subject a year later: ‘When we arrived in the room my only thought was:
why should I do this? It’s embarrassing’ (Mica). The statement shows that previous under-
standings and emotions related to experiences with the subject are reactivated in the ped-
agogical situation. Based on their previous experiences, the students thought the lesson
would be ‘scary’, and that they would not manage to ‘do this’ (Mica). But, when the
teacher entered the room, ‘she was very friendly and supportive’ (Mica) and ‘harmless’
(Luca), so ‘it turned out to be ok. It was actually a bit fun’ (Mica). When the students
met the teacher, they experienced that she ‘is very good at explaining things, so it
becomes so easy, and she is showing through her own body’ (Luca). The description indi-
cates that the teacher had managed to establish a pedagogical interaction by focusing on
explaining the subject in words the students understand, and with actions that made them
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comfortable in the situation. This confidence motivated the students to be aware of the
impact that embodied perspectives might have on their own teaching practice. Nica
describes it the following way:

I am more aware of the way you walk into a room. I do it differently now than I did before we
had this subject. I am more aware of small things like /… / I notice eye contact when walking
into a room. I am not only focused on the things I am going to do, but on how to actually be a
good figure coming into the room. I am going to teach the pupils, it is not only me teaching
alone, but it is about welcoming, being supportive, and making a good learning environment
together with the pupils. I haven’t thought of that earlier, before we talked about it and actu-
ally practiced how to enter the classroom… those things. Who is thinking about things like
that?

This description illustrates the opportunity teachers have to find a pedagogical interaction
and to influence the students’ experiences and expectations of the subject. This pedagogi-
cal interaction makes the subject both meaningful in the situation at the university, and
influences the students’ own teaching practice in schools. The example illustrates a learn-
ing context that supports and influences the students’ desire to learn and their actual
learning.

This example brings forth how the teacher’s pedagogical interactional competence
manages to change the students’ previous experiences and attitudes in a subject,
towards a meaningful experience that changes the students’ teaching practices.

The next example is based on data material from group interviews with four students,
referred to with the gender-neutral names Andrea, Daniele, Frøy, and Håp. The theme of
the conversations is the students’ experiences of the pedagogical interaction with a teacher
who uses a teaching method in which the teacher is the active part and presents the subject
for the students, who are seen as passive in the learning context.

Example II: A non-supportive learning context
In the classroom, the students met a teacher they experience as ‘very cold’, who has not
learned or showed interest in learning ‘the students’ names, even though /they/ were
only a few in the class’ (Andrea, Gr. Int. 2). Expressing distance to the students, either
by not wanting to connect with them in the classroom or by not knowing their names,
influenced the students’ desire to participate in a pedagogical interaction with the
teacher. The students also experienced that the teacher lacked competence in how to
teach them how to teach in the subject. Håp says:

I feel that the teachers in the subject, they said it themselves: “We have a lot of subject knowl-
edge, but we are not very good at teaching the subject ourselves”. It becomes a bit contradic-
tory when they say that they are not good teachers. They should also teach us to become good
teachers… . (Gr. Int. 3)

This illustrates how the students’ confidence decreases when they experience that a teacher
lacks competence in teaching how to teach the subject. In addition, this lack of knowledge
about how to teach the subject has consequences for the students’ own teaching practice:

Yeah, so when I came out in practice schools and taught this subject, I felt helpless, even
though we had really talked about the subject on campus. Because I had no idea how to
make this subject motivational for the pupils, because although we had had the subject,
we had not learnt how to teach it. (Daniele, Gr. Int. 4)
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The consequence of the learning context was that the students chose not to come to the
lessons – as Andrea describes it: ‘I had no motivation for going to the lessons. I do not
come to these lessons anymore’ (Andrea, Gr. Int. 2). Frøy emphasizes that the classroom
is not ‘a good place to be’ for the students:

No, we are not coming, we cannot be bothered, it is no point for us to come to these lessons.
We do not understand any of what the teacher presents in the classes, and the teacher hangs
students out during the lesson. (Frøy, Gr. Int. 4)

This comment reveals that the teacher lacks a language and an awareness that can support
the students’ learning, and indicates that the students do not want to participate in a ped-
agogical interaction with the teacher.

This example illustrates how shortcomings related to the teacher’s pedagogical inter-
action competence may prevent the creation of a pedagogical interaction with the stu-
dents. The teacher in question does not manage to influence the students’ experiences
and expectations of the subject, and makes the subject neither meaningful nor relevant
for the students.

From a pedagogical rhetorical perspective on interaction, we indicate that by using a
pedagogical rhetorical interactional analytical approach we are able to distinguish contex-
tual factors in a pedagogical interaction that either support or do not support a learning
context. The analysis shows that when ethos, logos, and pathos harmonize in the pedago-
gical interaction, they support the feeling of meaning and trust, which is fundamental for a
pedagogical interaction to occur. Under these conditions, the students are willing to listen
to and be influenced by the teacher, which creates conditions for supporting the students’
learning. If there is a dissonance between the students’ expectations and the teacher’s prac-
tice, the pedagogical interaction will not occur. The students will not choose to be
influenced by the teacher.

Why a pedagogical rhetorical interactional methodology matters in
researching teaching in higher education

We have outlined a pedagogical rhetorical analytical approach to didactic research with
respect to the reciprocal dependency between human condition and contextual factors
in the pedagogical interaction. From this pedagogical rhetorical perspective, we investigate
how the pedagogical interaction supports the students’ desire to engage with the teacher,
and to be influenced by his/her knowledge of the subject. Through developing an outline
for a pedagogical rhetorical interactional analytical approach, we have identified contex-
tual factors within the pedagogical interaction that support or hinder students’ desire to
learn, as well as their actual learning.

Even though the examples above derive from teacher education, we have reason to
believe that this methodology would reach similar results and conclusions also in other
subjects in higher education – in seminars as well as lectures. We have in previous
studies from a pedagogical rhetorical perspective showed, that the educative character
of the teacher in higher education has crucial impact on how willing students are to inter-
act and share the teachers’ knowledge, skills and values (Kindeberg 2013, 2015a).

In a previous empirical study on seven seminars in postgraduate education from
different departments (biology, psychology, theology and religious studies) at Lund
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University (Kindeberg 2008), the analysis showed how the four causes and the rhetorical
factors helped to distinguish three different interaction characters: the mediating, the com-
menting and the exploratory character. The three interaction characters were present in all
research seminars. What distinguished them was, that the mediating and commenting
characters occurred more frequent than the exploratory character. The analysis shows,
how differences in the participants’ oral expressions can affect participants’ opportunities
to learn together.

A pedagogical rhetorical perspective has also been used to analyze what happened when
a university class in social science sociology lost confidence in the teacher during a lecture
(Kindeberg 2015b). The situation as reported from the students is here shortened:

After a while during the lecture, the teacher asks: – Can anyone name a famous person
who can be associated with Protestantism? Christian, who is a committed and knowledge-
able student, immediately thinks of Martin Luther. However, he feels that the name is too
obvious, and that the teacher probably is looking for other names. He thinks further, and
after a while he says – Martin Luther King. The teacher looks at him, ignores the answer
and turns away his eyes. He continues to talk as if Christian never said anything. It
becomes obvious to the course group that Christian’s proposal was incorrect. But on
what grounds did not emerge. Christian feels stupid and badly affected by the teacher’s
nonchalant attitude. He, who was accustomed to being active in lessons, never expressed
himself any more during the course. More than that, the rest of the group also became
silent. The course group lost trust for the teacher.

This situation illustrates how the pedagogical interaction as educational support is lost
through the absence of confidence and the sense of trust. The students’ desire to partici-
pate in the teacher’s subject knowledge is not realized. It is obvious that the teacher did not
use the ongoing activity as an educational rhetorical resource. Christian met the teacher’s
question ‘a known Protestant’ (the present), sought in his experience for an answer and
found Martin Luther King (the past), a suggestion that can be seen as Christian’s desire
to move forward in his understanding of Protestantism (future-oriented). The teacher
here had the opportunity to curiously ask Christian how he thought. A beginning of a ped-
agogical interaction could then have been initiated and the teacher as well as the others in
the group had the opportunity to use and test their varied knowledge and together think
further. The rhetoric’s contact seeking and attention-focused function was lost which pre-
vented its educational purpose. More than that, the students’ desire to become involved in
the teacher’s subject knowledge was closed. What the situation with Christian shows is,
that when we express ourselves, a readiness for and a willingness to take care of our
words also begins. This in turn means that we are genuinely interested in how others
respond according to the active/passive principle.

In this article, we have pointed at the significance of a methodological approach that
can elucidate how the teachers’ pedagogical interactional competence influence students’
learning in higher education. The examples show that the teaching-learning situation is a
reciprocal situation in which the teachers’ oral expressions are experienced and valued by
the students (active/passive). Furthermore, we also show that the pedagogical interaction
with the teacher supports the students’ learning (moral condition), and that the students
choose to listen to, and be influenced by, the teacher (political condition). We can also
specify the importance of students’ confidence in the teacher’s subject knowledge
(ethos), the importance of the subject matter being expressed in a way that makes sense
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and feels meaningful (logos), and the importance of the students’ feeling that their experi-
ences are significant (pathos). As such, the methodology explicates how the pedagogical
interaction supports the students’ desire to be influenced by the teacher, and their
actual learning (political condition). This analysis brings forth the importance of the tea-
chers’ competence with regard to analyzing, communicating, and describing their support
to the students’ learning, as a means to fulfilling their mandate as teachers in higher edu-
cation today (OECD 2018; UNESCO 1997).

To conclude

Bringing the theory of the human condition into research methodologies and research
methods will help us develop knowledge that can also take into account the importance
of feelings embedded in pedagogical interactions in higher education. In this way, a ped-
agogical rhetorical interactional methodology and the outline to a pedagogical rhetorical
interactional analytical approach can contribute to a deeper understanding of how tea-
chers’ knowledge, skills, and values concerning the human condition and their interdepen-
dencies interplay in a pedagogical interaction, and how these contextual factors influence
(or not) students’ learning.

Educational research often focuses on the cognitive and socio-cultural context of learn-
ing (Christensen et al. 2018). In these traditions, it is not learning that can emerge but
rather a presumed context. The point of departure for this discussion is by no means a
wish to diminish the significance of such theoretical approaches to learning. But, simply
to shed light on certain qualities in the pedagogical interaction. Our aim is to suggest a
methodological approach that, in line with Kahn (2015), focuses on the pedagogical inter-
action involving the students and the teachers. Our article aims to meet the need for meth-
odologies that can help us gain better understanding of adult learning in higher education
in general (Clegg and Stevenson 2013; Kahn 2015; Tight 2013), and the pedagogical inter-
action between teachers and students specifically. Our approach is in line with Stierer and
Antonio (2004), who claim that the distinctiveness of methodologies in higher education
pedagogical research might derive from the very diversity of purposes and contexts that
exist. According to Kahn (2015), methodologies employed in research into teaching in
higher education subsequently influence both knowledge and practice. Our outline to a
methodological approach has a potential for identifying human factors that supports stu-
dents’ learning that may have an influence on teachers’ development. In agreement with
Kahn (2015), we argue that there might be a close connection between methodologies
employed in higher education research and the students’ preunderstanding and experi-
ence of higher education.

We propose a pedagogical rhetorical interactional methodology on how to think and act
in relation to how pedagogical interactions support students’ desire to learn as well as their
actual learning. This is an important key issue for future educational research and a key
competence for future academics in all subjects in higher education (OECD 2005, 2018).

Acknowledgements

The authors are grateful for being founded through the strategical research program on professional
learning at the University of South-Eastern Norway.

TEACHING IN HIGHER EDUCATION 13



Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

This work was supported by University of South—Eastern Norway.

ORCID

Eva Bjerkholt http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9159-5470
Trine Ørbæk http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1324-2896
Tina Kindeberg http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4566-5922

References

Aristotle. 1967. Nicomachean Ethics. Göteborg: Daidalos.
Aristotle. 1987. De Anima. Göteborg: Daidalos.
Aristotle. 1993. Politics. Jonsered: Paul Åströms förlag.
Aristotle. 1995. Treatise on Rhetoric. New York: Prometheus Books.
Aristotle. 1998. The Metaphysics. London: Penguin Classical Books.
Bachtin, Mikhail. 1986. Speech, Genres and Other Late Essays. Translated by Vern W. McGee.

Austin, TX: University of Texas Press.
Biesta, Gert. 1998. “Mead, Intersubjectivity, and Education: The Early Writings.” Studies in

Philosophy and Education 17: 73–99. doi:10.1023/A:1005029131211.
Broadie, Sarah. 1993. Ethics with Aristotle. New York: Oxford University Press.
Cavarero, Adriana. 2005. For More Than one Voice. Toward a Philosophy of Vocal Expression.

Stanford: Stanford University Press.
Christensen, Hanne, Olav Eikeland, Ellen Beate Hellne-Halvorsen, and Inger Marie Lindboe, eds.

2018. Vitenskapelighet og kunnskapsforståelse i profesjonene [Scientific and Knowledge
Understanding in the Professions]. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget.

Clegg, Sue, and Jacqueline Stevenson. 2013. “The Interview Reconsidered: Context, Genre,
Reflexivity and Interpretation in Sociological Approaches to Interviews in Higher Education
Research.” Higher Education Research and Development 32 (1): 5–16. doi:10.1080/07294360.
2012.750277.

Day, Christopher, and John Chi-Kin Lee, eds. 2011. New Understandings of Teacher’s Work.
Emotions and Educational Change. Dordrecht: Springer. doi:10.1007/978-94-007-0545-6.

Dewey, John. 1966. Democracy and Education. New York: The Free Press.
European Commission. 2012. Supporting the Teaching Professions for Better Learning Outcomes.

Commission Staff Working Document 20.11.12. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/
LexUriServ.do?uri=SWD:2012:0374:FIN:EN:PDF.

Garver, Eugene. 1994. Aristotle’s Rhetoric. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Glenn, Cheryl, and Martín Carcasson. 2009. “Rhetoric as Pedagogy.” In Handbook of Rhetorical

Studies, edited by Andrea A. Lunsford, 285–292. London: Sage Pub.
Grassi, Ernesto. 2001. Rhetoric as Philosophy. The Humanist Tradition. Carbondale, IL: Southern

Illinois University Press.
Hoffman, James V., Melissa R. Wetzel, Beth Maloch, Erin Greeter, Laura Taylor, Samual DeJulio,

and Saba Khan Vlach. 2015. “What Can We Learn From Studying the Coaching Interactions
Between Cooperating Teachers and Preservice Teachers? A Literature Review.” Teaching and
Teacher Education 52: 99–112. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2015.09.004.

Jaeger, Werner. 1946. Paideia: the Ideals of Greek Culture. Vol 1. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Johnson, Monte Ransome. 2008. Aristotele on Teleology. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

14 E. BJERKHOLT ET AL.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9159-5470
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1324-2896
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4566-5922
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1005029131211
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2012.750277
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2012.750277
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-0545-6
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=SWD:2012:0374:FIN:EN:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=SWD:2012:0374:FIN:EN:PDF
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2015.09.004


Kahn, Peter. 2015. “Critical Perspectives on Methodology in Pedagogic Research.” Teaching in
Higher Education 20 (4): 442–454. https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13562517.
2015.1023286#.XfUCDvZFyUk.

Kelly, Frances, and Ian Brailsford. 2013. “The Role of the Disciplines: Alternative Methodologies in
Higher Education.” Higher Education Research & Development 32 (1): 1–4. doi:10.1080/
07294360.2012.751864.

Kindeberg, Tina. 2006. “Pedagogical Rhetoric – an Outline of a Science of Relational Orality.”
Rhetorica Scandinavica 38: 44–61. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9752.2012.00886.x.

Kindeberg, Tina. 2008. “The Seminar in Postgraduate Education as Oral Forum for Learning.”
Rhetorica Scandinavica 45: 49–67. http://lup.lub.lu.se/record/1149449.

Kindeberg, Tina. 2013. “The Significance of Emulation in the Oral Interaction Between Teacher and
Students.” Journal of Philosophy of Education 47 (1): 99–111. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9752.2012.
00886.x.

Kindeberg, Tina. 2015a. “The Oral Interaction Between Students and Teachers in Higher
Education.” In The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning: It’s Constitution and its
Transformative Potential, edited by Shirley Booth, and Laurie Woollacott, 15–32. Stellenbosch:
Sun Press.

Kindeberg, Tina. 2015b. “Trust and the Exemplary Teacher: Fundamental Conditions for Student
Learning.” Rhetorica Scandinavica 70: 74–91. http://lup.lub.lu.se/record/8596040.

Koro-Ljungberg, Mirka. 2007. “‘Democracy to Come’: A Personal Narrative of Pedagogical
Practices and ‘Othering’ Within a Context of Higher Education and Research Training.”
Teaching in Higher Education 12 (5-6): 735–747. https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.
1080/13562510701596331#.XfUDTvZFyUk.

Kreber, Caroline. 2013. Authenticity in and Through Teaching in Higher Education: The
Transformative Potential of the Scholarship of Teaching. London and New York: Routledge
Taylor and Francis Group.

Kristjánsson, Kristján. 2007. Aristotle, Emotions and Education. Hampshire: Ashgate.
Livingstone, Kay, and Maria Assunção Flores. 2017. “Trends in Teacher Education: A Review of

Papers Published in the European Journal of Teacher Education Over 40 Years.” European
Journal of Teacher Education 40 (5): 551–560. doi:10.1080/02619768.2017.1387970.

Luhmann, Niklas. 2017. Trust and Power. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Nussbaum, Martha C. 1996. “Aristotle on Emotions and Rational Persuasion.” In Essays on

Aristotle’s Rhetoric, edited by Amélie Oksenberg Rorty, 303–323. Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press.

OECD. 2005. The Definition and Selection of Key Competences. Executive Summary. http://www.
oecd.org/pisa/35070367.pdf.

OECD. 2009. Creating Effective Teaching Learning Environment. First result from Talis. http://
www.oecd.org/education/school/43023606.pdf.

OECD. 2018. The Future of Education and Skills. Education 2030. http://www.oecd.org/education/
2030/E2030%20Position%20Paper%20(05.04.2018).pdf.

Ramirez, José L. 1995. Creative Meaning. Stockholm: Nordplan.
Rorty, Amélie, ed. 1996. Essays on Aristotle’s Rhetoric. Oakland, CA: University of California Press.
Sokolon, Marlene K. 2006. Political Emotions. Aristotle and the Symphony of Reason and Emotion.

Dekalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press.
SOU. 2008. A sustainable Teacher Education. https://www.regeringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/

statens-offentliga-utredningar/2008/12/sou-2008109/.
Stierer, Barry, and Maria Antonio. 2004. “Are There Distinctive Methodologies for Pedagogic

Research in Higher Education?” Teaching in Higher Education 9 (3): 275–285. doi:10.1080/
1356251042000216606.

Stillwaggon, James. 2008. “Performing for the Students: Teaching Identity and the Pedagogical
Relationship.” Journal of Philosophy of Education 42 (1): 67–83.

Svensson, Lennart, and Kyriaki Doumas. 2013. “Contextual and Analytic Qualities of Research
Methods Exemplified in Research on Teaching.” Qualitative Inquiry 19 (6): 441–450.

TEACHING IN HIGHER EDUCATION 15

https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13562517.2015.1023286#.XfUCDvZFyUk
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13562517.2015.1023286#.XfUCDvZFyUk
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2012.751864
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2012.751864
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9752.2012.00886.x
http://lup.lub.lu.se/record/1149449
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9752.2012.00886.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9752.2012.00886.x
http://lup.lub.lu.se/record/8596040
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13562510701596331#.XfUDTvZFyUk
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13562510701596331#.XfUDTvZFyUk
https://doi.org/10.1080/02619768.2017.1387970
http://www.oecd.org/pisa/35070367.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/pisa/35070367.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/43023606.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/43023606.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/education/2030/E2030%20Position%20Paper%20(05.04.2018
http://www.oecd.org/education/2030/E2030%20Position%20Paper%20(05.04.2018
https://www.regeringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/statens-offentliga-utredningar/2008/12/sou-2008109/
https://www.regeringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/statens-offentliga-utredningar/2008/12/sou-2008109/
https://doi.org/10.1080/1356251042000216606
https://doi.org/10.1080/1356251042000216606


Tight, Malcolm. 2013. “Discipline and Methodology in Higher Education Research.” Higher
Education. Research & Development 32 (1): 136–151. doi:10.1080/07294360.2012.750275.

UNESCO. 1997. Resolution Adopted on the Report of Commission II at the 26th Plenary Meeting, on
11 November 1997. www.unesco.org/education/docs/recom_e.html, 11/03/2015.

Volosinov, Valentin N. 1986. Marxism and the Philosophy of Language. London: Harvard
University Press.

Waterlow, Sarah. 1984. Nature, Change, and Agency in Aristotle’s Physics: A Philosophical Study.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

16 E. BJERKHOLT ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2012.750275
http://www.unesco.org/education/docs/recom_e.html

	Abstract
	Introduction
	The need for developing methodology in higher education

	A pedagogical rhetorical perspective on the pedagogical interaction
	The theory of human condition in the pedagogical interaction
	The relational condition
	The moral condition
	The political condition

	Pedagogical rhetorical interactional analytical approach
	Contextual factors as analytical tools


	How to apply the analytical approach – examples
	The structure of the examples
	The students’ preunderstanding – the material and the formal cause
	The students’ experiences – the source of change and the final cause
	Example I: A supportive learning context
	Example II: A non-supportive learning context


	Why a pedagogical rhetorical interactional methodology matters in researching teaching in higher education
	To conclude
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References

