
Standing on the Shoulders of 
Giants

Using Collaborative Writing to Explore 
Academic Identities



Collective Biography/Collaborative 
Writing and URGE

 How do we ‘get’ ethnographically at 
the lived experiences of academics, 
students and other staff that shape 
the university?

 What does collaborative writing give 
us that is different? How is it 
different?

 How did we manage to access these 
‘different’ experiences?



‘Shaping the University’? 

 ‘Storytelling operates in and relates to the 
social environment...From this perspective, 
stories and storytelling are not only 
conditioned by, but also shape, their 
circumstances’

 ‘Analytic goal is to shift the focus to capture 
the interplay between the whats and hows 
of narrative production and its 
environments’ (Holstein & Gubrium, 2012, 
p.9)



Contemporary Methodological 
Diversity in Higher Education 
Research
 We live within particular narratives that are 

available to us but we can also construct 
narratives that we then use to form 
ourselves – students/academics

 Using autoethnography to examine their 
own learning and teaching experiences –
informed their conversations with others

 Potential for collective biography in 
‘learning about learning’ in higher 
education



Collective Biography/Collaborative 
Writing

 Based on the work of Gannon and 
Davies (2006)

 Collective biography can ‘make 
visible, palpable and hearable the 
constitutive effects of dominant 
discourses…and open both 
ourselves and discourse to the 
possibility of change’ (Davies & 
Gannon, 2006, p.5)



Collective Biography/Collaborative 
Writing

 Participants meet and talk, often over several days, 
about a chosen topic, telling their own remembered 
stories relevant to the topic, and writing them down

 Writing is  shared with the group, each participant 
shares how individual pieces of writing resonate with 
their own story  

 Further writing takes place but this time, and on 
subsequent occasions, each story is developing into 
a collective story, rather than a series of individual 
stories

 Participants develop the skills of listening and 
attending to the detail of others’ stories, including 
the language and images used, thus opening 
themselves and the ‘discourse to the possibility of 
change’. 



Collaborative Writing – Our 
Process

 Several pre- readings – collective 
biography/academic identities

 Writing about our ‘names’
 What is your first memory of ‘being’ 

an academic?  How did you first 
think of yourself as an ‘academic’?

 Responding to the writing –
‘different’ stories emerged, 
including some strong themes


