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Analysing the constitution of trust in peer-based teacher
mentoring groups – a sociocultural perspective
Thomas de Lange and Anne Line Wittek

Department of Education, University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
Trust is essential in any kind of peer-based mentoring. Taking a
sociocultural view, this study focuses on how trust emerges
relationally in a higher education context where colleagues
observe and give feedback on one another’s teaching. The term
peer mentoring refers here to a collaborative approach in which
faculty staff observe and give feedback on one another’s teaching.
The data in the study draw on video observations of and
interviews with a four-member (senior faculty) peer group
observed over a 5-month period. The analysis of the group
interactions shows how the members made themselves
vulnerable during peer review and reveals the implication of trust
in this collaborative setting. The sociocultural perspective draws
here attention to the key role of turn-taking rhythms in the
interactions constituting the development of trust. This paper also
discusses the significance of developing suitable conditions for
trust when arranging peer-based review of teaching in higher
education.
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Introduction

In a previous study published in this journal, Clouder (2009, 290) underlines the impor-
tance of creating ‘supportive, safe and trusting’ learning environments for students, ‘ …
where risks can be taken’. Drawing on Clouder’s notions, this study explores the role of
trust when teachers expose their teaching to peers. The setting of our study is a peer-men-
toring group at a Norwegian university. Observing one particular group over a period of 6
months, we emphasise how trust is created interactionally in this setting and how this con-
tributes to a productive environment on learning about teaching.

A challenge related to teaching in higher education is that teaching has traditionally
been conceptualised and conducted as an individual responsibility (Biggs and Tang
2010). As a result, levels of awareness, attitudes and experience sharing become limited
(Edwards 2010; Hargreaves 2000; Thomas et al. 2014). Previous research has also docu-
mented the positive outcomes of activities engaging teachers in peer interactions to
enhance their teaching (Thomas et al. 2014).
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Based on these insights, higher education in Norway is meeting new demands for uni-
versity educators across disciplines to develop teaching based on collaborative peer men-
toring (Norwegian Ministry of Education 2017). However, asking peers to pose
challenging questions and offer constructive criticism will necessarily involve trust
issues. Accordingly, this study investigates the appearance and development of trust in
peer mentoring, in which teachers expose their teaching to colleagues. We take particular
interest in how trust is formed as a collective in-group dynamic.

The term collective refers here to a relational dynamic in which norms and structures
are not necessarily clear-cut and ready-made but are created through negotiations in the
group (Fenwik 2008). From this analytic perspective, the individual is not considered a
separate participant but is seen as an intersubjective relation achieved through social inter-
action (Wenger 2000; Seemann 2009). We analyse this dynamic via video-recorded inter-
actions of a peer group of four participants who review one another’s teaching throughout
a semester. From this perspective, we examine how trust emerges and how this grows into
group expectations and relational stability. The empirical manifestations of trust here are
participants’ willingness to reveal uncertainty and the extent to which group arrangements
accommodate this kind of fragility (Curzon-Hobson 2002; Clouder 2009).

Peer mentoring in teaching – previous research

By involving trusted peers who can ask challenging questions and offer constructive criti-
cism, peer-based feedback in groups has been suggested as a productivemeasure to enhance
teaching and learning quality in higher education (Costa and Kallick 1993; Kohut, Burnap,
and Yon 2007). This is particularly the case when peer observation and critical reflection
about actual teaching practices are engaged (Donnelly 2007; Martin et al. 2000).

Although there is substantial literature on reflective practice as an important measure
in developing teaching and instruction, empirical studies on the nature of productive peer-
based reflectiveness about teaching are scarce (Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond 2005).
Previous research has typically raised questions regarding the types of activities that facili-
tate reflexivity, as well as the role that interaction with peers and faculty members plays in
enhancing supportive reflection about teaching (Thomas et al. 2014). Especially when con-
sidering the outcomes of feedback processes, recent studies have emphasised social and
dialogical acts rather than dyadic comments (Ajjawi and Bound 2015; Price et al. 2010;
Steen-Utheim and Wittek 2017).

The findings from such studies suggest that feedback based on participants’ joint
meaning-making with clear contextual relevance appears useful (Price et al. 2010; Scaratti,
Ivaldi, and Frassy 2017). This notion of situatedness and active engagement has particular
relevance in the current study. The research questions we raise in this respect are as follows:

. How can a sociocultural-based conception of trust contribute to understanding close
collegial relations when sharing perspectives on teaching?

. How is trust constituted in this close collegial setting of a peer group, and what con-
ditions seem important in this respect?

The first research question above aims at establishing a sociocultural conceptual basis
for our forthcoming empirical analysis. The second question signifies our attempt to
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identify how trust is empirically enacted in conversations and speech acts, here rep-
resented through the data collected from peer group discussions. Below, this article will
start by exploring sociocultural notions of trust. This is followed by a description of the
context, methods and empirical basis of our study, which is then followed by our analysis
of specific conversations between peers. Finally, we will discuss how trust unfolds in this
context and the significance this holds with respect to creating sharing and collaborative
spaces for teachers in higher education.

Conceptual and analytic framework

Trust is commonly referred to as the interdependence between a trustor and a trustee,
involving risk and vulnerability (Stensaker and Maassen 2015). This dyadic notion,
which dominates the literature, is frequently discussed in relation to rationalist calcu-
lations of predictability and vulnerability (Kramer, Brewer, and Hanna 1996). Trust is
also defined in terms of primary versus reflective notions, with the former referring to
an ontological preconception and the latter involving trust through learning, experience
and reflective thinking (Markova, Linell, and Gillepsie 2007). Much of this research is
empirically based on retrospective analysis of how trust has been individually experienced
in various contextual surroundings (Saivolainen and Ikonen 2016).

In this study, we define trust as a sociocultural and relational process, something that
unfolds and develops through the interactions between participants within specific con-
texts. An overview of how trust is considered a socio-cultural phenomenon is thoroughly
described in the edited volume Trust and Distrust byMarkova, Linell, and Gillepsie (2007).
In the introductory chapter of this work, the same authors present a general structure of
trust which is relevant to our study, with the following model providing a helpful overview.

Figure 1 shows that basic and primary trust is something we take for granted and nor-
mally do not question. Basic primary trust (in the lower left quadrant) refers to the pre-
moral and affective attachments between a caregiver and a caretaker. By contrast, a-priori
generalised trust (in the top quadrant) refers to how we learn to trust in social settings and
concerns dependency on others and security against threats. This kind of trust is rarely
addressed explicitly and is usually taken for given. The third quadrant (on the top
right) is based on a different kind of human relation, which is typical of complex and
modern societies where we need to rely on people we do not know. This kind of general-
ised trust is more context bound to specific social practices established between strangers
within organisations.

The fourth quadrant (bottom right of Figure 1) concerns interpersonal and intraperso-
nal trust and communication. The concept of inner dialogically (dialogues within the self)
relates to the capacity of evaluating one’s own and others’ past and present conduct,
reflecting on personal issues and making predictions about future conduct and intentions
(Markova, Linell, and Gillepsie 2007, 20).

For the purpose of investigating trust in the current study, we emphasise the third
quadrant. Peer groups are considered here as a constellation of employees who have
similar roles and obligations but who are personally unknown to one another, as well
as being affiliated with different disciplinary domains of an organisation. This combi-
nation of shared norms, unfamiliarity and divergent affiliation brings about a cooperative
setting where trust has to be established (Seemann 2009).
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Empirical research on how this kind of interpersonal trust emerges and evolves is in its
early stage, with very few studies coming from real-life situations (Saivolainen and Ikonen
2016). Whilst the importance of trust in collaborative settings has been widely recognised,
most research has examined this topic from the perspective of individuals, thereby paying
less attention to how trust emerges in group behaviour and actual collaborative inter-
actions (Ikonen 2013).

In our analysis of peer groups, we are interested in exploring this research gap by
addressing how trust is interactionally co-created. We will draw on Kramer, Brewer,
and Hanna’s (1996) idea that trust is made visible when interactions open opportunities
and represent vulnerability (Kramer, Brewer, and Hanna 1996), but we also visualise how
the participants grasp opportunities for testing unfinished thoughts and ideas.

Another empirical marker of emerging trust is so-called opening-up initiatives. These
typically surface as challenges or tensions and can unfold as either backward processes
leading to withdrawal or forward processes leading to deeper relations and growth
opportunities (Saivolainen and Ikonen 2016). Depicting conversational tensions and
investigating how these evolve could be a gateway for identifying emerging relational
trust.

It is important to note here that the formation of trust is expected to unfold periodically
across conversational events (Ikonen 2013). Empirically, this means that signs of emerging
trust are likely to occur in spirals, in which a trusting utterance may refer to a previous
clause opening a trusting expectation. Such signs may surface as confirming utterances,
recognition and familiarisation, often perceived as solidarity, empathy and shared interest

Figure 1. General structure of trust (Markova, Linell, and Gillepsie 2007, 11).
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(Mercer 2000). Whilst the circularity in these interactional acknowledgements of trust can
be difficult to capture in situ, we still consider it possible.

Considering the above-described empirical trust markers (exposure, episodic spirals,
opening-up initiatives and confirmation), we take interest in how these characteristics
can be envisioned in dialogues in our observed peer group.

Context and methods

The peer group observed in this study is a part of a professional development program at a
large research university in Norway. The focus in this program is to provide theoretical
and research-based perspectives on teaching and student learning in higher education
and to relate these concepts to the participants’ teaching. An important part of the
program is establishing peer groups in which colleagues observe, discuss and provide
peer-based feedback on one another’s teaching.

The main purpose of this activity is to provide a collegial forum for teachers to discuss
and reflect on teaching practices. This arrangement is purely formative, building on the
idea that formative reflection on one’s own and others’ instructional practices is impera-
tive for opening up to alternative perspectives and making experimental improvements
(Bransford, Brown, and Cocking 2000; Curlette and Granville 2014; de Lange and
Lauvås 2018; Lauvås, Lycke, and Handal 2016).

Given the complexity of the analysis and the amount of data involved, we selected one
group for the video-based observation. Table 1 shows the four participants in the observed
group, their fields of expertise and their affiliations.

Table 1 shows that the members of this group have different disciplinary and
organisational affiliations, such as medicine, social sciences and the humanities.
The empirical data collected draw on longitudinal observations stretching over a
period of 5 months. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) inspired this empirical design
for a qualitative longitudinal study, in which the combination of data sources adds
empirical depth to the analysis. Table 2 provides an overview of all the data collected
in this respect.

Our main data in this material are based on the video observation of all parts of the peer
group arrangement. This material amounts to 18 h of data, which have been fully tran-
scribed. All informants voluntarily agreed to participate, as confirmed in a signed
consent form. The original language of the data material was Norwegian, which was trans-
lated by the authors into English. These translations were compared and discussed

Table 1. Overview of participants, their fields of expertise and affiliations.
Participant Affiliation/field

Andrew:
Associate Professor

Music sciences
Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences (informatics)
Specialisation in music technology, acoustics, sound theory, programming

John:
Professor

Medical behavioural sciences; Faculty of Medicine
Specialisation in clinical disciplines and infectional diseases
Teaches medical students in both small groups and lectures

Peter:
Professor

Political science and health politics; Faculty of Medicine
Teaches mainly in bachelor program in health organisation, management and health politics

Kate:
Associate Professor

Sociology and welfare society, politics and state regulations; Faculty of Social Sciences
Teacher, head of master’s-level course in work-life and social affairs
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regarding interpretation issues. The transcribed material was also anonymised with the use
of fictive names in the extracts.

Our analytic approach to the material aims to provide an overview of the video
corpus based on thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). Drawing on the overview
provided through this analysis, we have selected illustrative extracts of how trust is
brought to bear in the peer group conversations. Our focus in the analysis is not on
empirical generalisation but on the unique and context-specific processes related to
trust development.

Given the textual limitations in this paper, we are compelled to make some empiri-
cal selections. One sampling choice is based on consideration of entry into the group
at a stage where trust is still being explored by its participants. Second, we are con-
scious of depicting real tasks, which exclude the first meeting in the introductory
course. Third, we consider it important to select two conversational episodes that
demonstrate how trust unfolds, enabling us to comparatively discuss similarities
and variations.

We have therefore selected two strings of conversation from the pre-observation
meeting, depicting Kate explaining her teaching on welfare politics and Andrew present-
ing his seminar on sensors in music science. The reason for selecting these two participants
is that their teaching draws on similar cases in ongoing student courses.

Some final notes on our analysis are required. A primary focus in this study is to
address how trust emerges in a close collegial constellation. A primary tool of inquiry
in this respect is how trust is constituted in situ or as situated meanings. Our focus is
not on revealing general indicators but rather on how utterances instigating trust are
implicitly rooted in and adapted to the context. This implicitness is also obvious from
our thematic analysis, in which direct references to trust are rarely mentioned. Instead,
what we are addressing in our analysis is how a mid-level pattern of trust is created rela-
tionally though shared experiences in practice (Gee 2003). Utterances are therefore not
identified as fixed meanings, but how they surface as cues of meanings in the ongoing
activity. We therefore look for cues of trust in utterances and make assumptions about
how these interactional episodes create premises and progressions for further expectations
between the participants.

Analysis

In this section, we will delve into the conversational details that appear essential in devel-
oping trustworthiness. We do so by focusing on the two selected participants, Kate and
Andrew, specifically how they expose themselves and their teaching to colleagues whom
they barely know, along with the responses they receive from their peers. We unpack con-
versations in the pre-observation meeting, which lasted for 2 h.

Table 2. Overview of collected data.
Peer-group gatherings Main data Background data

Pre-observation meetings Video recordings (5 h) Memos, task descriptions, lesson plans
Teaching observation Video recordings (6 h) Lesson plans, PowerPoint presentations
Feedback and discussions Video recordings (5 h) Lesson plans, written memos
Participants’ reflections Audio recordings (2 h) Task descriptions, conceptual notions
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In the extracts below, we will encounter all the four group members (Peter, John,
Andrew and Kate), in addition to a supervisor from the unit of academic development
(Sarah), who led the pre-observation meeting. Prior to this pre-observation, memos for
each participant, describing their teaching, had been distributed. The time slot of 2 h
was divided between the four participants, and Sarah started the meeting by explaining
the procedure and taking the participants through the four sessions to be observed
during the following 5 months. After this introduction, the participants started going
through each of the group members’ teaching, first by explaining their background and
what the teaching was about, followed by what they were uncertain about and wished
to discuss further with the group.

1) Andrew

Below, we enter the conversation as Andrew starts explaining his teaching, which was the
third to be discussed in the pre-observation meeting. Andrew’s teaching session was a
seminar on sound theory and sound effects, a part of a course in musicology at the bache-
lor level. In this first extract, Andrew has just started describing his teaching session:

Extract 1

1 Andrew Yes, I’ll be giving a lecture on a… it’s what we call a practical–theoretical subject (…). These are primarily
for first-year students but are also open for others, so there’ll be a few second- and third-year bachelor
students there, too. Well… in this subject, they’ll be doing practical work – the students. It’s… they’ll
challenge their own ideas about what music is, and…work a bit with creating music in new ways. They’ll
learn a lot about the technology used in creating music…

2 Sarah Nodding
3 Andrew It’s… in this specific lecture, we’ll be talking about sensor technology…
4 Sarah Nodding
5 Andrew And there are different aims for what the students are supposed to learn. They’ll gain some overview and

learn how to categorise different types of sensors, and… yes… reflect… to have a certain level of
reflection on what types of sensors, what sensors fit different types of interaction

6 John Can I just interrupt?
7 Andrew Yes
8 John Because I don’t really understand: What is a sensor?

In line 1 in the excerpt above, Andrew starts describing the overall course in musicol-
ogy. In line 3, he starts describing the particular lecture that the peer group is going to
observe and give feedback on. Here, Andrew goes into more detail about the lecture,
which is about sensor technology. In this introduction, Andrew elaborates on his aims
and refers to reflecting about the types of sensors and the properties of sensor interaction.
The other participants listen and confirm their understanding sporadically though ges-
tures and oral confirmation. A change occurs in lines 6–8 when Andrew is interrupted
by John, who questions, ‘What is a sensor?’

Regarding trust, John’s formulation ‘I don’t really understand’ signals openness or
exposure by revealing a lack of insight. Taking this risk can be seen as a sign of trust
(Kramer, Brewer, and Hanna 1996). The statement can, on the other hand, also be inter-
preted as a mild criticism of Andrew’s lack of clarity and a need for additional information
for the group. This can be considered an opening-up initiative, which could lead to either a
forward or backward process (Saivolainen and Ikonen 2016). It is therefore of particular
interest in our further analysis how Andrew responds to this (potentially) challenging
question.

TEACHING IN HIGHER EDUCATION 7



Extract 2

9 Andrew A sensor is… for example, the unit inside your mobile phone that measures if you hold the phone like this
or this (turns his phone around)

10 John Oh yeah
11 Peter Nodding
12 Andrew So it’s a tool for measuring… like, a camera is also a sensor…
13 John Mmm
14 Andrew … that measures light coming into…
15 John Yes, I see
16 Andrew Yes, and we use this when producing instruments
17 Peter Nodding
18 Andrew And this is what they learn about in this course
19 John I don’t understand how…
20 All Laughing
21 Andrew You… . You’ll see some examples

As we see in line 9, Andrew’s uptake is an attempt to clarify what a sensor is. He elab-
orates this with illustrations and examples and by using his own mobile phone. In line 19,
however, John again declares that he still does not understand. This second interruption
creates laughter in the group but also demonstrates a misalignment in understanding
Andrew’s explanations. The last utterance in line 21 appears as an attempted closure,
with a response that moves the focus from this pre-observation setting to the forthcoming
teaching session.

In this excerpt, trust continues to be ingrained not only in John’s self-exposure but also
in the risk of relying on Andrew’s clarification. Andrew’s elaboration on sensors can, on
the other hand, be considered as a forward movement of the opening-up initiative, an
opportunity to create joint understanding (Seemann 2009; Saivolainen and Ikonen
2016). Peter’s questioning for the second time in line 19 can be seen as an even higher
risk, as it negates Andrew’s attempted explanations. The attempt to close down John’s
contribution might therefore not be a surprising turn, in which Andrew seems to give
up on his attempt to address the disruption by withdrawing (Saivolainen and Ikonen
2016).

As noted in the theoretical section, the way natural talk, such as this, evolves (and how
themes surface and resurface) rarely develop neatly and in clear-cut ways. In this respect, it
is interesting to go forward 30 s, when Andrew continues explaining his teaching session
but, at a certain point, chooses to re-visit John’s query: ‘But, like John asks, “What is a
sensor?” Most of, well, all students will start from there: “What is a sensor?” So I will
have to…well it starts from there’. In this utterance, Andrew re-opens the previous
issue raised by John, and, at this point, Kate enters the discussion:

Extract 3

22 Kate But, if they don’t know what a sensor is… can they just start by picking up their mobile phones and…
23 Sarah Laughing
24 Andrew Yes, they could
25 Kate ‘This is a sensor’. So, it’s about touching and feeling something in your hands… to feel…
26 John Yes
27 Andrew Yes
28 Kate …What it is
29 Sarah Mmm
30 John … like in movement and music (…) or, as you said (prior to this excerpt), a way to create instruments… I

think I understand now. Well, I still don’t understand it all, this is new to me, but how do you make a
music instrument based on technology? Is it about… kind of simulating a known instrument or is it
about creating something completely new?

8 T. DE LANGE AND A. L. WITTEK



31 Andrew It would be, (they) accomplish more if they create something new
32 Sarah Sounds very diverse ... (…)
33 Andrew It is. Is it too much?

As we see in lines 22 and 25, Kate continues on the notion of what a sensor is and
explores what this might mean in an actual teaching situation. This is confirmed by
Andrew. After this, John joins in again, confirming that he comprehends more and elab-
orates further on what this means with respect to Andrew’s teaching (lines 30–31). Sarah
also joins in at the end by mentioning the diversity of the course. This last utterance is
received in an interesting way, as Andrew asks, ‘Is it too much?’

This excerpt is interesting in several respects. First, when Andrew re-opens the previous
challenge of John not understanding, he acknowledges the relevance of John’s contri-
bution and thereby re-opens the opportunity to explore the issue in more depth. This
might be an attempted conversational repair. When Kate also enters the discussion, she
does two important things – she confirms John’s previous challenge (by referring to it)
and acts on Andrew’s re-opening by encouraging further elaboration. Kate’s contribution
therefore has a double function of confirming both John’s and Andrew’s previous utter-
ances (Mercer 2000) whilst providing an opportunity for forward processing and deepen-
ing the conversation (Saivolainen and Ikonen 2016). Trust here is generically rooted in the
confirmation of previous contributions, as well as in opening a space for further elabor-
ation. Kate’s contribution can therefore be considered an interactional enactment of
trust providing the opportunity for a forward process.

Finally, the above episode is an interesting illustration of the periodic characteristics in
trust-formation unfolding in an interactional spiral (Ikonen 2013). It is also interesting to
note that Andrew ended up with using his mobile phone in his teaching.

2) Kate

We will now turn to the next session from the pre-observation, when Kate’s teaching is
discussed. The excerpt starts with Kate stating that she is excited to have her peers observ-
ing her teaching:

Extract 4

1 Kate It’s really exciting that you’ll be there in exactly this lecture. Because this is the first lecture in the course, and
it’s the first course I’ve been involved in designing. (…) Earlier, this was a course in organisational
psychology, but I’ve taken it into the direction of work-life and the welfare state, themes that are some of the
most boring stuff young people can imagine. (…)

2 Sarah Laughing
3 Kate But I find it extremely exciting and very important. I have a sense of being on a mission here… helping people

understand that the welfare state shapes very important parts of our society. (…) My goal is to make people
think that this theme is a bit exciting and important. And I also think that it’s a bit important to set the tone
for the entire lecture series.

In lines 1 and 3, Kate opens up for a joint exploration of her teaching challenges. The
lecture is new to her, and it is the first one in the course. In line 3, she explicitly states that
she has two different foci she wants to discuss – how to make a rather boring theme inter-
esting for the students and how to engage the students in a dialogical exploration. In this
initial opening, Kate presents herself as vulnerable because she lacks a solution, with the
possible gain emerging from the conversation in the group (Kramer, Brewer, and Hanna
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1996). For several minutes, the group discusses how to make the academic content rel-
evant and interesting for the students. Peter and John have a number of ideas about
stories from the media that she can incorporate as hooks.

Extract 5

4 John I would think… could you make an interesting story?
5 Peter Mmm
6 John That personify this in some way. I mean… you do have a story…
7 Peter Mmm
8 John What’s going on? You just… people can identify themselves with it or understand something that makes

you…well, you’ll catch their interests
9 Sarah Mmm
10 John What I was thinking… you do have two purposes in some way. You shall catch their interests but also give

some kind of commercial
11 Peter Mmm
12 John Well, to study exactly this… it’s connected, of course. But to build up… to catch their interests… You can

really engage them and make them realise what all of this is and how we can proceed
13 Peter Nodding (…)
14 Peter What, what is the big challenge here is that if you start directly with a case
15 John Mmm
16 Peter Well, the case depends on what picture we have on Europe, the EU, Norway
17 John Yes
18 Peter Because… this is a kind of… in some way…well, they’ll have to understand that link, that all of this comes

from the outside, one way or another. To be clear about that, this is – it comes from the EU, and it changes
things in Norway

19 John Mmm
20 Peter So it is… but that’s right
21 John Yes
22 Peter You might spend some time to make this point clear. And it will lead to a lot of interesting things that you can

At the beginning of this excerpt, John begins by presenting suggestions on how to start
Kate’s teaching. Kate recognises the input by showing minimal response (nodding,
smiling, taking notes, saying ‘Yes’ and ‘Mmm’), indicating that she is interested to hear
more about their ideas. She demonstrates trust to the group by expecting that they can
contribute with their advice. At one point, Kate takes an initiative to change the focus
in the conversation away from how she should approach engaging the students’ interest
to more genuinely creating a dialogical classroom environment.

Extract 6

23 Kate There’s something that I really wonder about (…). I really would like to have some feedback on the
dramaturgy and how I fill the role as a teacher. Well, it’s the first time I’m responsible for the
course, so I don’t know it very well

24 Sarah Of course
25 Kate But this is also about what kind of relation you have with them
26 Sarah You manage to have a rather relaxed relationship with your students. And I believe that there’s a

lot of anxiety at the university. I’m genuinely concerned with the fact that it must be allowed to
ask silly questions

27 Andrew Mmm
28 Kate I think that’s so important!
29 Sarah and

Andrew
Mmm

30 Kate I, I sat there – for so many years myself without daring to ask those silly questions (laughs)… so I
really want to contribute to this

31 Andrew I recognise myself in this, a lot – in that dramaturgical part
32 Kate Yes?
33 Andrew I had the same now… on the… in my course last week. We… I wanted everybody to introduce

themselves. I was introducing myself, it’s about… about just like you say, it’s about how you get
somebody started

34 Kate Mmm

10 T. DE LANGE AND A. L. WITTEK



35 Peter But how do you… How can you fill the role as a teacher, I mean to make the group of students
feel safe? You’ll have to do that early, right? It’s a challenge

36 Kate Yes and a dilemma, too. Because it has to do with taking ownership of the room to make yourself
interesting

37 Peter Mmm
38 Kate But the more you take the room yourself, the more the others keep sitting in their chairs, right?
39 Peter Mm, mmm
40 Kate Well, it’s, I think, a rather difficult balance…
41 John Well, I think that you should start with exposing the catching story: this is about the welfare state;

there are a lot of discussions about that nowadays

In lines 26, 28 and 30, Kate repeats that one of the core aims of her teaching is to estab-
lish a safe atmosphere for the students; she displays eagerness to discuss how she, as a uni-
versity teacher, can establish a dialogue with her students instead of taking a traditional
lecturing role. Andrew acknowledges Kate’s statement immediately by referring to his
own view and his own experiences in line 31, exposing his own vulnerability as a
teacher in establishing a good relation with his students. This interactional confirmation
(Mercer 2000) can be considered an empathic supportive statement in sharing vulner-
ability with Kate and thereby signalling a safe space for the conversation.

However, in line 41, John again picks up the idea of including an interesting story to
draw the students’ interest. The conversation after this continues to follow John’s input
despite Kate’s effort to change the focus of the conversation. After five minutes, Kate
makes a new attempt:

Extract 7

42 Kate Well, well, what I think is that it would be very stupid if the lecture series ends up with an expectation
from the students that…well, that they sit there expecting me to talk to them for 2 h

43 Peter So, you want to make a clear invitation of inclusion?
44 Kate and

Sarah
Yes, Mmm

45 Sarah And that, that… right. So, it’s this including thing that should be the main…
46 Kate Well, I think it’s important that it functions a bit like a seminar also, not just a passive lecture. Yes! (...)
47 Andrew Well, then I believe that John’s comments about this is about what we should do…
48 Kate and

Sarah
Mmm, Yes

49 Andrew Would it be OK to give the students some power in deciding the content of the lecture series? Or
would that be a bit scary? Could you, I mean if there are any themes, questions that they would be
more engaged in… could you then allow them to…

50 Kate Well, the syllabus and the themes are kind of…
51 Andrew Yes
52 Kate … kind of decided upon, but, of course, you could challenge people to draw in relevant stories

In line 42, Kate takes a new initiative to move the discussion towards how to include the
students. Andrew’s uptake is interesting in this regard. In line 47, he politely expresses that
John’s suggestions might be less relevant for Kate and that the group should create a joint
focus of the conversation for the benefit of Kate’s interests. This initiative by Andrew is
partially challenging the previous focus of the conversation and runs the risk of retrieval
and even defensiveness; however, it is also an opportunity for forward processing and dee-
pening the conversation (Saivolainen and Ikonen 2016). Andrew reinforces this initiative
in line 49 by continuing the discussion of practical implications, thus trusting Kate to
accept this confirmation. He supports Kates re-opening in line 42 by expressing a
shared understanding but also takes the risk of being reinforced by her. In this sense,
we might be witnessing an attempt to re-establish trust in the group.
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The process of relational trust developing in this second case is complex, as it stretches
over several clauses; here, John and Peter seem to be pulling the conversation towards a
focus slightly misaligned with what Kate expresses. This misalignment is not immediately
notable and does not evolve into a direct confrontation as in excerpt 7. Similar to
Andrews’s case, the establishing and channelling of trust here seem to unfold in a spiral
manner with subtle references across interactional events (Ikonen 2013). In this second
case, the formation of trust therefore seems to unfold in a backward process (excerpts 5
and 6) by building on previous utterances, such as Andrew’s reinforcement of Kate’s
re-opening.

In summary, what surfaces in both cases is how the participants make themselves vul-
nerable by displaying uncertainties, doubt, insecurity, lack of experience and lack of
control of the expected outcomes of their teaching tasks. Both cases also demonstrate
how these steps of vulnerability open opportunities for discussing them, although the con-
versation can be derailed and therefore needs to be pulled back by the trustee. Another
common feature from these two cases is how trust emerges relationally as a synthesis
between the risk-taking and the response.

Discussion and conclusion

The first research question in this study concerns how trust can be conceptualised from a
sociocultural perspective and what this conceptual grounding provides in the analysis of
collegial relations. In the theoretical section, we established that peer mentoring would
need to be addressed on a relational basis, achieved though the participants’ interactions.
In this perspective, trust is made visible through interactions that not only represent vul-
nerability but also open opportunities for supporting contributions from colleagues. What
the theoretical section of this paper identifies was firstly context-dependent trust, which is
typical of professional settings; it is achieved though collaboration and is bound to micro-
settings with a form of limited trust that has to be established between participants. The
analysis of trust on these grounds could potentially provide an explanatory basis for how
group expectations, norms and relational stability are established interactionally in a
specific small-group setting.

How this conceptual grounding actually works, however, must be demonstrated
through concrete empirical analysis. This brings us to the second research question
addressing how trust is constituted in a peer group setting. Within this focus, we intended
to look at the participants’ willingness to take risks, reflecting their readiness to expose
themselves to the group and applying a sociocultural analytic lens in doing so.

What our above analysis has revealed is how trust is constituted in a setting where par-
ticipants have to rely on one another when they do not know one another very well. It is
interesting to note from the conversations that although the discussions are supposed to
focus on the pedagogical aspects of teaching, all the participants dwell rather extensively
on one another’s academic themes that will be addressed in their teaching. This might be a
part of how trust is constituted – partially by respecting one another’s disciplinary field
and by gaining sufficient insight to give appropriate feedback.

What we have attempted to demonstrate through our analysis is how a context-specific
form of trust is implicitly present in interactions and group relations (Markova, Linell, and
Gillepsie 2007). What we can also see from the analysis is how trust is implicitly negotiated
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and re-negotiated, rather than focusing on individual properties and personal qualities.
This is of particular interest in professional micro-settings where relational trust is
achieved between previously unknown participants. The contribution of the sociocultural
perspective is here to explain beyond individual perceptions how joint actions contribute
to creating mutual trust (Seemann 2009).

The way we conceptualise trust in this text also highlights how vulnerability emerges
when peers open up for alternative teaching perspectives and suggestions. Opening up
like this has a potential cost associated with it and relies on trust. In the previous analysis,
we unpacked how Andrew and Kate open up spaces for the joint exploration of their
teaching contexts. They do so by revealing their uncertainty. They invite their peers
into discussions that become rich and engaged, and the peers trust that their input is
welcome. The symmetric relations in this group constellation also suggest that trust is
vital for opening the intimate space of the classroom and allowing for productive and sup-
portive discussions about teaching strategies (de Lange and Lauvås 2018). In several inci-
dents, this is revealed in talk focused on creating mutuality through confirmation and
elaboration, with an implicit focus on achieving solidarity rather than seeking a correct
outcome (Mercer 2000). The focus in this kind of conversation is therefore marked by
joint decisions without really challenging one another’s utterances. However, we also
see how the participants close down the conversations at a certain point, clarifying that
they appreciate the suggestions but that they, from that point, will have to make their
own decisions about their teaching. This opportunity to close down the conversations like-
wise seems to represent an important part of the space of trust emerging in the conversa-
tions in this peer group (Saivolainen and Ikonen 2016).

A limitation of our study besides its limited empirical sample is the possible constraints
implicit to the peer group arrangement and organisation. It would be interesting to
conduct a follow-up study that looks into how the peer feedback arrangement worked
if there were a second phase that repeated the entire procedure. Through the first phase
(which is covered by our study), the participants learn about one another, and they
become familiar with the structure of the model for peer supervision. These are all impor-
tant aspects of developing trust as an in-group dynamic. Whilst our analysis unpacks how
fine-tuned and complex the constitution of trust is in this context, how this evolves
throughout different phases should be investigated in further depth. Another limitation
is that our empirical sample does not provide a sufficient explanatory grounding for
gender differences, which calls for a more extended dataset for further explorations.

As a concluding remark, we consider it timely to revisit the notion of trust introduced at
the beginning of this paper. Trust was presented as an important focus for establishing
fruitful relations and creating a space where learners feel ready and safe to reveal their
uncertainty more openly (Curzon-Hobson 2002; Clouder 2009). What our analysis first
displays is that this kind of trust is related to a space of focused social interactions
where trusted relations can emerge over time. Equally important is reciprocity, which
seems to be an important premise in establishing the kind of peer-based relations
where trust can be empowering and can contribute to transforming dialogue (Curzon-
Hobson 2002, 272). The intricacy in creating this kind of environment for both academic
peers and students is how this exposure can be made safe in a larger learning environment
or if this has to be limited to smaller group settings. A criticism to this group-based organ-
isation is that asymmetry can emerge, as small group constellations can be taken over by
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dominant participants or internal power relations. This is especially a risk when groups
operate without guidance and supervision. Another question is how certain modus oper-
andi can prevent this typical challenge in group work and the extent to which approaches
suitable for plenary settings can be developed.

What we can confirm on the basis of our qualitative analysis is an empirical illustration
of how trust has been constituted interactively between peers within a specific micro-social
setting. We have also demonstrated how this created a learning space, albeit for teachers,
to achieve a mutual benefit, which is to improve their teaching. What our empirical mani-
festations also demonstrate is the fragility that this kind of exposure entails and simul-
taneously the opportunities for development it can create; these opportunities would be
difficult if not impossible to attain without this kind of exposure. An idea worth pondering
in this respect is what could potentially happen to the group if summative assessment
demands were added as a quality measure of teacher performance. A comparative analysis
of conditions between formative and summative measures could potentially be very infor-
mative in displaying the significance and conditions of trust in our efforts to develop pro-
ductive environments for learning about teaching in higher education.
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