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CASE STUDY: INDRA 

Indra was a student on an MSc programme in the Department of Education. She was in her 
early twenties and had come directly from a BSc in Education at an American university. 
Indra applied to Oxford because the programme here was the most advanced of the ones 
she investigated and best fitted her wishes to prepare for work with post-conflict countries. 
She successfully applied to read for a doctorate at the department, but found that the MSc 
year was a very short time to think about future plans: “Everything is happening so fast, 
like in the December you had to like submit your DPhil application. So it was like you’d 
barely started the programme and you’re suddenly thinking about your DPhil.” 

As a learner Indra is calm and methodical and she has worked out strategies that help her 
manage different aspects of her learning and social life. She knows when to integrate and 
when to separate her social and academic life, she knows how much material she can get 
through and how to prepare for exams efficiently. 

Strategies for managing learning 
There were generally not enough books available for everybody on the course in the library, 
and rotating them between the classmates didn’t always work. Therefore Indra developed a 
clear approach to the reading list. Firstly, a good share of material for one of the courses 
was to be found on websites of the organisations that they would be learning about. So 
when looking at a reading list Indra started by finding out which of the materials are 
accessible on the web. Then she would progress to “look at the books, most of them aren’t 
in the library, they’re hard to get. Or you can’t get access to it, they’re not in the library, 
you can’t get access to it or something like that. So you’re like, okay we’ll check those off.” 
Then she progressed to looking at the essay questions provided for each class and tried to 
find ways of answering it in the available material: “So you look at the essay questions and 
work backwards. Okay, what would I need to answer this essay question and then look at 
that.” Finally she would look at whether the book would seem interesting: “Look through 
and I’m like no, it’s too boring, too many statistics, and I’ll pick something else up.”  

By using this “working backwards” strategy and reading a manageable amount of literature 
for each class, Indra managed to stay on top of her readings and used the same strategy to 
turn her readings into coherent writing:  

“I’d only read as much as I need to read […] I have a classmate who loves to read 
everything and then work from there. But for me it’s like I can’t sit with all those 
books and have to read through everything. So I start writing, I read a couple of 
like broad things and then based on that start writing and I’d reach a point where 
I’m like okay, I need to find out more about this information so I go look for a 
book, read that and then come back, fill in the information like that. It’s just it’s my 
way of trying to save time.” 

She used the same approach of doing what is necessary to answer a particular question, 
coupled with creating visual aids, in preparing for her exams:  

“I’d spot questions […] and I’d, like, take those essay questions and then literally it 
would be like, okay, 1) introduction, like these are the key points I need to hit […] 
and then based on that I used to go and look at what literature is there […] So 
what could I find and then I’d write that down on a note card and stick up on my 
wall. So by the end of the exams I had my walls full of note cards” [..] “I need the 
visual thing, and you would wake up in the morning and be like, okay this is 
Germany and this like the people who have said key things about Germany and key 
aspects […] So that gave me key points. All I had to do was take those key points, 
put it together and be able to add my own thought to it.”  
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Indra was also aware of alternatives and clear about why she had chosen this particular 
strategy:  

“I know there was some of us who said that they weren’t prepared for, like, any 
questions, but I think it was just they went so broad that they weren’t able to 
specifically prepare. So then had they got a question they would just speak a little 
about, but not as much. But what I did is I worked backwards, so I found specific 
questions that I needed to prepare for and then branched out a little bit from there. 
So if those questions didn’t come I would only have… I wouldn’t be in good shape, 
but I knew I’d be able to speak a little bit about some thing.” 

Academic support and peer support 
Indra had to adapt to adverse circumstances on the course with respect to the support she 
received from her tutors. Because she was not very keen on asking questions, preferring to 
work out problems for herself, and because her supervisor was not been always available, 
Indra to a great extent substituted peer support for tutor support: 

“I haven’t met my supervisor since a long time because he has been in and out of 
the country. […] Generally, I email him and if it’s an urgent question, he will reply. 
However, to be truthful, he isn’t that great with emails and a lot of emails go 
unanswered. […] I had emailed him asking him for an appointment […] However, I 
never got a reply, and later on I found out from another classmate that he had left 
the country for some professional business a day or two back.”  

“So every time there’s been a glitch in my research and I email him he wouldn’t get 
back to me. But because it’s, like, your research and it’s so much to figure out. So I 
used to always end up discussing it with my classmates.”  

Indra got used to working on her dissertation in the library along with a few of her course-
mates. Although they did not work on the same thing, they took breaks together, kept each 
other good company and provided each other with moral support: “They’ve helped me out a 
lot. And even today morning the first thing I did was, okay, so there’s another glitch so be 
prepared, I’m going to be at the library.” In the end Indra felt that this way of working 
suited her well because she preferred to learn independently and she had found a good 
balance between direction and independence. 

Outside the library the class used a Facebook group to provide each other support. As well 
as for the more common social coordination, Facebook was used for academic purposes:  

“The people in my course created a Facebook group where we discuss logistical 
stuff like availability of books or clarification of certain concepts or sometimes even, 
outlines of formats, etc.”  

“Our Facebook group is amazing and convenient. We post messages regarding our 
work, social outings, any questions we have, reminders, etc. I would say 90% of us 
use the group actively. […] During our vacation when we were studying for our 
mock exam, we were posting messages to each other regarding material. It’s an 
easy way to stay in touch with each other and get immediate help.”  

On one particular occasion the Facebook group was used to settle insecurities about the 
exam. Although it was usually possible to “spot” the question that would come up in the 
exam, one module was changed in response to the students’ requests for specific themes 
and approaches. However, this rendered the students unsure of the format that the exam 
would take:  

“I remember in class […] he had just mentioned like a question that could come up 
[…] So I then jotted that down […] And I remember I had to actually put it on 
Facebook because a lot of people were getting worried. And I was like, well this is 
what you’re looking for.”  
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The Facebook group was still actively used in the summer, although the topics of 
conversations had shifted mostly to social matters as the students were engaged in their 
own research and had less in common academically. 

Although everybody joined the Facebook group, a few people chose not to participate in it. 
These were same people who tended not to participate in the group’s social activities. Did 
these people, therefore, miss out on some of the academic activities as well as the social 
ones? According to Indra, although most questions discussed on Facebook would be brought 
up in class as well, some of the topics would not reach the students who didn’t follow the 
Facebook group. Although these topics were few, the non-participants could still be said to 
have missed out. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


