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In higher education, key practices for fostering engaged learning include “acknowledging 
students’ prior knowledge and experiences, facilitating relationships, offering feedback, framing 

connections to broader contexts, fostering reflection on learning and self, and promoting integration 
and transfer of knowledge and skills” (Moore 2021, 13; Moore 2023). Many of these conditions for 

meaningful learning thrive on trust. Trust is central to relationships and(reciprocal) trust is necessary 
when developing feedback cultures. Trust can foster reflective practices, and it can be a key 
component in external partnerships that facilitate students’ connections to broader contexts.  

As Felten, Forsyth, and Sutherland (2023) note, however, trust is underexplored in higher 

education. Gibbs and Maassen (2021), focusing primarily on the trust of higher education in the United 
Kingdom and Norway, suggest that many “notions of trust refer to a human desire, individually and 

collectively, to alleviate uncertainty, risk and vulnerability” (5). Alternatively, existential trust “offers, 
in the face of our own negation, existential security. To trust others, we need to be open to them and 
trust in ourselves to grasp, in the course of creative activity, possibilities yet to be realised by 

ourselves and others” (Gibbs and Maassen 2021, 6). These and other views of trust typically are 

grounded in social contexts and norms, making it critical for SoTL scholars considering the role of 
trust in facilitating conditions for meaningful learning to examine not only the role of trust in higher 
education, writ large, but also the role of trust specifically in developing relationships, guiding student 

experiences with feedback, fostering reflective practices, and facilitating students’ connections to 

broader contexts during their university experiences. 

The special section, “The Significance of Trust in Fostering Meaningful Learning,” takes on the 

challenge of exploring trust in each of these conditions for meaningful learning in higher education. 
The special section grows out of multi-institutional SoTL facilitated by Elon University’s Center for 
Engaged Learning research seminars (see also Felten, Moore, and Peeples 2019). We, as the research 

seminar’s leadership team, co-led the 2020–2023 research seminar. Participants collaborated for 
three years on SoTL studies about conditions for meaningful learning experiences, including 

relationships (both peer-to-peer and academic staff-to-peer), feedback, and connections to broader 

concepts (specifically via internships).  

When teams convened for our 2022 summer meeting, we noted that the idea of trust emerged 
repeatedly. That summer’s conversations prompted this special section, which shares four multi-
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institutional SoTL studies and one institutional SoTL study exploring the role of trust in fostering 
meaningful learning. Collectively, the special section represents SoTL scholars at 11 institutions in 

New Zealand, Singapore, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States. 

 
We hope you enjoy reading their articles: 

● “What is the Role of Trust in Peer Support Schemes for Underrepresented Students?” by Claire 
Hamshire, Mimi Benjamin, and Alan Soong Swee Kit; 
https://doi.org/10.20343/teachlearninqu.13.8  

● “Expressions of Trust: How University STEM Teachers Describe the Role of Trust in their 

Teaching” by Kathryn A. Sutherland, Rachel Forsyth, and Peter Felten; 
https://doi.org/10.20343/teachlearninqu.12.22  

● “Building Trust Through Feedback: A Conceptual Framework” by Breana Bayraktar, Katherine 

Troyer, and Kiruthika Ragupathi; https://doi.org/10.20343/teachlearninqu.13.7  
● “Enhancing Trust and Embracing Vulnerability in the College Classroom: A Reflection on 

Ungrading and Co-Creation in Teaching and Learning” by Kristina Meinking and Eric Hall; 

https://doi.org/10.20343/teachlearninqu.12.29  
● “The Roles of Supervisor Care and Trust and Sense of Belonging in Promoting Internship 

Satisfaction” by Melinda K. Adams and Jody Jessup-Anger; 

https://doi.org/10.20343/teachlearninqu.13.6  
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