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Higher education as a product: 
A concept tested during 
pandemic times
Marios Hadjianastasis, University of Birmingham

Introduction: The response of higher education to the 
Covid-19 pandemic

To say that 2020 and 2021 have been unusual years in humanity’s recent history 
would be an understatement. The Covid-19 pandemic has swept through the globe, 
leaving behind it millions dead and economies shattered. National health systems 
were severely tested in attempting to deal with the disease; families, and social 
and professional communities were limited to online interactions, and businesses 
disappeared in the fallout. Education was inevitably also seriously affected, as 
schools and universities flittered between remote and on-campus teaching.

The response to the pandemic started with higher education institutions (HEIs) 
going into ‘survival’ mode in the spring of 2020. UK universities moved much of 
their provision online in what came to be known as ‘the pivot’ (Egan and Crotty, 
2020). All non-essential presence on campuses ceased for the remainder of the 
2020-21 academic year, with life sporadically returning over an optimistic summer 
of 2020. Institutions moved from the initial position of emergency response, to 
a more organised and structured approach to the new academic year to start in 
autumn of 2020. However, alongside this more measured approach, a number 
of other factors also impacted on the ability of HEIs to respond to the pandemic 
effectively. The fallout from the anticipated negative economic impact of the 
pandemic forced HEIs to take drastic measures in order to make savings. There 
have been reports of (in)voluntary redundancies, staff recruitment freezes, and in 
some HEIs the disappearance of fixed-term contracts upon which so much of the 
teaching relied. In addition, the shift to online learning almost exclusively required 
significant investment in terms of staff time, new technologies and in general forced 
a curriculum re-think. This, combined with the limited access to fixed-term (and 
often teaching-focused) staff, the allowance for research was often impacted, with 
instances of study/research leaves being limited or altogether cancelled (UCU, 
2021). 

The autumn of 2020 found UK HE in a state of flux, in an atmosphere of ambiguity 
of message by the UK Government. Campuses opened, and students were urged 
to return to campuses, despite there being movement and distancing limitation 
measures across the nation. Many universities adopted a ‘bimodal’ approach to 
teaching and learning (Yábar et al., 2001). However, what started with optimism 
soon descended into chaos, with thousands of students becoming infected with 
the coronavirus, isolated in student accommodation, and in some extreme cases 
physically ‘imprisoned’ in their blocks by university authorities, such as at the 
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University of Manchester. Provision was heavily disrupted, and often academic 
staff saw their workload multiply as they had to teach smaller groups of physically-
distanced students, while also ensuring there was online provision for any who were 
self-isolating (Hall, 2021). During the autumn term the infection rates on campuses 
were multiple times over what was considered normal for urban populations 
at the same time, with many university staff also being affected (BBC, 2020). 
Many (especially new) students felt cheated by this development, and there were 
instances where refunds were requested and offered for a ‘less valuable experience’ 
(BBC, 2021). 

As the autumn term staggered towards the Christmas holiday period, many students 
were faced with difficult choices, as it became apparent that returning to family 
homes would be potentially difficult. Many students felt that they risked being 
trapped in student accommodation over the break, so decided to depart early, 
confident that most of their teaching would be available online. Others, perhaps left 
with no choice, remained behind lonely and isolated in empty student halls (Miller, 
2020; Busby, 2020). International students were also deeply affected (Research 
Stories, 2020), while overall mental health issues among students increased as a 
result.

January 2021 saw the British government announce a new lockdown which would 
last at least until early March. This eliminated any need for universities to go 
through the motions of offering students any kind of physical university experience. 
The lifting of this latest lockdown from March 2021 onwards made no mention of 
any return to university campuses, effectively ending the 2020-21 academic year 
online. 

The response of the British government and UK HEIs was in stark contrast to what 
happened on the European mainland. In France HEIs operated remotely up until 
the time of writing in March of 2021, with some gradual and limited opening 
beginning in the spring of 2021 (Campus France, 2021). In Italy initial attempts 
to reopen in the autumn of 2020 were hampered by the second wave of the 
pandemic, and as in Spain, classes continued mostly in online mode. 

Here it also has to be acknowledged that two factors have put UK HEIs in this 
difficult position: firstly, the long-term effects of the marketisation turn, and 
secondly, the effects of the current UK Government’s ambiguity of message and 
response to the pandemic. 

Explaining the UK response to the pandemic: Money money 
money
The key difference between the UK HE sector and its mainland Europe counterparts 
is monetary. UK Higher Education is by now a fully marketised sector, with huge 
revenues dependent on student recruitment, and students’ physical presence 
on campus. It would be very simplistic to make this a simple equation whereby 
students as paying customers need to be recruited and coaxed onto campuses for 
universities to meet their profit targets. It goes much deeper than that. 

Higher education in the UK is not a simple process of students learning and 
becoming skilled and qualified in particular disciplines and professions. In pitching 
the higher education experience as a packaged product (Brancaleone and O’Brien, 
2011), universities do not only promise on the value of the education students 
will have the opportunity to achieve, but – crucially - they make a big deal of the 
‘student experience’ on campus. Universities are not simply education providers. 
They are university experience providers, aspiring to cater to students’ social, 
recreational and, in fact, sustenance needs, through huge operations which 
provide anything from a caffé latte on a Monday morning to the opportunity to 
take up archery or scuba diving on the premises. Many of these experiences are 
directly provided by universities, and student consumption directly contributes to 
universities’ revenues (students tightly packed in halls of residence undoubtedly 
contributed to the virus spreading in autumn 2020). In addition to services provided 
directly by universities, there is the added promise of their geographical location 
and the opportunities this offers for even further enhancement of the student 
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experience: the University of Manchester’s prospectus 
flaunts that the city is the ‘top UK city to live in’ (University 
of Manchester, 2020, p. 4), dedicating considerable space 
in showcasing what the city has to offer students in terms of 
a variety of attractions. Likewise, the University of Bristol’s 
prospectus offers exciting snapshots of a ‘laid back city that 
never sleeps’ (University of Bristol, 2020, p. 12). 

In the current system, students have been cast as the 
consumers of higher education, and universities as the 
providers. Prospective students are wooed using ‘glossy 
brochures’ (Boyer, 1990, p. xi), through extensive and 
elaborate marketing operations. As higher education in the 
UK became subject to market principles and processes, 
under the New Public Management which also instituted 
mechanisms for quality assurance (Broucker and De 
Wit, 2015), institutions compete for the best students, 
and claim to have the best product in terms of student 
(customer) experience. Hartley called this process the 
‘McDonaldisation’ of higher education (Hartley, 1995). 
The idea that education is a product whose quality can be 
guaranteed (along with customer satisfaction) comes straight 
from the world of business, and is in itself imbued with 
Weberian principles of regulation and control.

Another aspect of marketisation is that higher education 
now has as its primary purpose − at least for politicians 
and big corporations − the creation of capable and 
productive employees for the job market of the future. 
The employability narrative re-emerged (as it was also a 
late Victorian ideal) during the Thatcher years, and was 
re-inforced with the introduction of tuition fees in the late 
1990s. With every round of increases to those fees there 
is renewed emphasis on this promise, in an attempt to 
convince graduates that this is an investment worth making, 
as it claims to lead to success: a success which is strictly 
understood in financial terms, but not in terms of wider 
societal benefit. This is not at all a random phenomenon. 
David Hargreaves, writing as early as 1980 − at the 
start of Thatcher’s project − warned against the ‘cult of 
individualism’ which make ‘the social functions of education 
[…] trivialized’ (Hargreaves, 1980, p. 187).

Zygmunt Bauman’s work on consumption in liquid 
modernity offers a specific angle into some of these issues. 
In his thesis on liquid modernity, Bauman (2000) posits 
humans as being in a constant state of flux, who must always 
renew themselves to remain relevant in a society which 
recognises and rewards such renewal with approval and 
membership. Consumption is a key part of this process, as 
individuals remain current through constant consumption 
(Bauman, 2007). Individuals see themselves as ‘DIY 
projects’, to be enhanced through the acquisition of goods, 
experiences, and other symbols of currency as may be 
required by the society around them. Higher education, 
with its promises on employability, success and leadership, 
forms a key component of consuming life.

However, this state of liquid modernity is not a positive 
development in Bauman’s eyes. For the sake of currency, 
what is often sacrificed is depth and serious engagement 
with the various self-DIY projects humans invest in. 
Appearing to be self-improving is more important than 

the improvement itself. A symbolic, tokenistic approach 
to development is also relevant to education, where the 
gravitas of one’s alma mater is often more important than 
what they learnt as a result of studying there. As Best 
and Bauman put it, ‘the art of learning has become the 
consumption of “knowledge”’ and ‘is eminently disposable, 
good only until further notice and of only temporary 
usefulness’ (Best, 2017, p. 204; Bauman, 2012, p. 18).

Bauman’s thesis on consumption and liquid modernity 
explains perfectly the predicament of a Covid-stricken 
British higher education, where enabling students to meet 
course learning outcomes is no longer seen as a sufficient 
return on the customer’s investment. Embracing the 
consumerist, profit-driven model seems to have backfired.

In order to offer hope and options for active resistance, 
we must look to some fundamental principles of higher 
education.

A return to basics: Humboldtian and 
Freirean visions
Bauman’s gloomy outlook on the state of our society and 
education makes it necessary to look for hope. Bauman 
offers no way out. We are left on our own for some 
introspection, to discover our values and aspirations for our 
professional space. In this, I propose that we look firstly to 
foundational principles and aims of higher education, and 
secondly identify dominant narratives that marketisation 
imposes on our practice in order to subvert them.

If we query the purposes of higher education, we need 
look no further than the foundational principles of Von 
Humboldt and Newman. Von Humboldt’s vision was for a 
space whose key purpose would be the ‘common pursuit of 
knowledge’ for students and teachers (Shils, 1970, p. 243). 
Higher education is a space where we push the boundaries 
of human knowledge, wrestling ‘with problems whose 
answers are not yet known’ (Morgan, 2011, p. 330). This 
sentiment is echoed in the work of Cardinal Newman, who 
identified as a key purpose of universities the training of 
‘good members of society’ with a ‘conscious view of their 
own opinions and judgements’ (Newman, 1852, p. 178).

These became the seeds for Boyer’s rallying cry in 
Scholarship Reconsidered (1990), and the subsequent 
movements for research-informed teaching promoted by 
Healey and Jenkins, Brew, Fung, Walkington, and Cleaver, 
Lintern and McLinden more recently. Despite the different 
waves of similar movements, we are yet to see the HE 
sector (and especially the Russell Group) fully embrace 
the principles of research-informed teaching: research is 
still given priority at the expense of teaching (although the 
pandemic has gone some way in addressing this imbalance 
− temporarily) (Petrova and Hadjianastasis, 2015).

Alongside re-centering the purpose of higher education 
as the development of critically-thinking professionals but 
also – crucially − citizens, it is important to identify and 
challenge dominant narratives which limit our ability to do 
so effectively. The narrative of education-as-stepping-stone 
for individual success understood in strict monetary terms, 
and the accompanying fees and debt our students have to 

Higher education as a product: A concept tested during pandemic times
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face as and when they complete their studies, have become 
a new kind of dominant narrative, but also oppression. When 
education is relegated to the status of preparation for work, 
surely what follows will be a discussion of ‘useful’ education, 
‘value for money’ education, and ‘investment’ education, all 
of which are values promoted by the current political elite, 
to paraphrase Rage Against the Machine (de la Rocha, 1992). 
The stakes are too high for all those involved to go beyond 
the narrow requirements of the system. The fear of failure 
is paralysing, and students and staff are caught in parallel 
systems of measurement, reward or punishment for success 
and failure respectively − a form of oppression that has the 
same neoliberal roots.

This is where critical pedagogy comes in. Critical pedagogy 
stems from critical theory and is a blend of a Marxist 
approach, fused with liberation theology in South America, 
where it originated. Its main proponent was the Brazilian 
educationalist Paulo Freire, whose seminal work Pedagogy 
of the Oppressed, sought to unveil patterns of power and 
domination inherent in education, and to propose that 
education should be a process of emancipation from such 
domination (Freire, 1970). The work of Freire, and more 
recent theorists such as bell hooks and Henry Giroux, helps 
us identify the current dominant narrative of higher education 
strictly as a self-improving, DIY project whose main purpose 
is to achieve monetary success for its consumers, and growth 
for the market which in turn consumes our graduates. 

Our work should focus on subverting this message, and 
helping colleagues and students become more critically 
aware of the mission of higher education as a space for 
the development of critically-thinking human beings in 
the broadest sense, countering the dominance of the 
employability narrative. This can be achieved through 
surfacing and openly discussing the relevance of disciplines  
to society today, as well as placing renewed emphasis on  
how disciplinary skills of enquiry are relevant to contexts 
which are not necessarily discipline − or employment − 
specific only. A critically-thinking bioscientist can apply         
the same skills to other walks of life.

Building on such principles, we can re-imagine a higher 
education curriculum whose primary purpose is to cultivate 
and support the development of critical-thinking skills. 
I would go one further as to reiterate that it is essential 
that such critical-thinking skills, and their applicability and 
usefulness to all walks of life, become explicitly articulated in 
our interactions with students, and form a key element of our 
curricula.

As another academic year dawns in the pandemic/post-
pandemic landscape, we must question the reasons for the 
practice we are asked to abide by. Will it be classroom-
based, hybrid, bi-modal or blended? What lessons will we 
have learnt? And can we finally start treating students not as 
customers, but as fellow travellers on a journey of discovery, 
with aims not only of individual success, but also of positive 
contribution to society? 

So yes, there is hope, but there is also hard work to be done.
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Introduction
The Sandpit intensive one-day events focus on finding 
concrete solutions to some of the greatest challenges facing 
teaching and learning in HE. Participants tease out ‘quick 
wins’ and strategic workable long-term solutions to ‘wicked’ 
problems, e.g., addressing the BAME attainment gap, 
embedding employability and designing inclusive curricula.

The unsought experience of designing learning in the last 
year has highlighted both the challenge of rapid pivots to new 
ways of working and the ability of the HE sector to respond 
rapidly and creatively. This article reviews the University 
Alliance (UA) TEA Sandpit to see if lessons can be learnt from 
its approach to democratic and rapid design for learning.

What makes the Sandpit distinctive?
The TEA Sandpit innovation had its inception in 2017 as the 
UA Teaching Excellence Alliance (TEA) programme sought 
to create an outcome-focused design-intensive approach 
to professional development. The intention was to support 
member universities’ sense of strategic urgency around 
educational priorities through rapid and effective generation 
of ideas, delivering concrete outcomes on a single day. The 
TEA Sandpit, its name derived from earlier EPSRC projects 
(EPSRC, 2014), is characterised as a vibrant, safe, and 
collegiate space to work creatively, enabling collaboration 
with like-minded but contextually different HEIs. 

The approach facilitates intra- and inter-community 
cross-institutional ‘fast cycle design’, utilising educational 
development expertise to generate strategic impact, foster 
relationships and communities and sustainable culture 
change in a non-hierarchical and inclusive environment.

Taking an emphatically inclusive approach, the Sandpit 
structure and approach eschew seniority or hierarchies, 
permitting everyone, regardless of role, to have an important 
voice in the contexts in which they are to be resolved.

Working together in teams, on structured and timed activities, 
groups seek answers to particular questions or ‘wicked’ 
problem, identifying quick-wins and proposals that are 
high-impact and easy to implement, before more thoroughly 
researching and crafting individual longer-term solutions.

Beginnings and initial reflections
The initial Sandpit was designed and developed by Graham 
Holden (GH) with colleagues across UA with the intention of 
applying a ‘fast cycle-design’ process to programme design. 
One of the interesting things emerging from the evaluation 
of the initial Sandpit event (UA, 2017, 2018) was that a large 
and varied group of people from across member universities 
understood that their institutions had, both individually 
and collectively, distinctiveness premised on deeply rooted 
commitments to shared values. 

Their responses all clustered around things already identified 
as important for the TEA – collaborating with students and 
employers in designing courses; real world, engaging learning 
with authentic assessment; interdisciplinary approaches; and 
supporting every student to succeed throughout their studies 
and beyond:

‘The first sandpit was hosted at NTU and was hugely 
successful. I have observed workshop-style course 
development models before, but none as effective 
as this. It was a truly immersive experience and 
the outputs were of very high quality. The course 
designs were genuinely innovative, and some were 
articulated so well that they could have gone direct 
to a validation panel for approval. I attribute this 
success to three factors: effective activity design, 
excellent facilitation, and the mix of disciplines and 
professions within teams. The sandpit provided 
inspiration for us in the redesign of our own course 
development approach – and the evidence to 
convince our colleagues that we should do it.’ (Jane 
McNeil, Executive Dean of Learning and Teaching 
at Nottingham Trent University)

A reflective review of the Teaching Excellence 
Alliance (TEA) Sandpit 
Penny Sweasey, HE Consultant, and Graham Holden, Sheffield Institute of Education

Higher education as a product: A concept tested during pandemic times
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The accelerated course design activity at the Sandpit was so 
successful partly because everyone was clear about the values 
at the heart of what they were trying to achieve in designing 
the characteristics of any new course or initiative. Course 
design often starts with what we want our graduates to be 
like, what we want them to be able to do, and there was a 
drive to ensure graduates would become problem-solvers, 
ready to engage in the world and ready to work.

Developing the Sandpit with a focus on     
impact
Penny Sweasey (PS) became Programme Leader for the 
TEA in 2018. Working with GH, building on their extensive 
experience of leading Educational Developments at 
Manchester Metropolitan University and Sheffield Hallam 
University, they developed the Sandpit approach to deliver 
cost-effective, one-day intensive Sandpit events at UA 
member institutions. Critically, the Sandpit was designed to 
look at impact beyond the event with a focus on generating 
concrete outcomes through identification of quick-win short-
term, and embedded medium-term action planning. The 
one-day events explored UA practices through intensive and 
immersive events with a focus on application and doing. In 
these events, the critical role of table facilitator/rapporteur 
was established – drawn from a range of roles (learning 
technologists, library specialists, student sabbatical officers, 
learning developers, academic leaders) enabling expansive 
thinking within and beyond immediate contexts.

Since then, staff from Alliance and other universities have 
participated in Sandpits, with a range of themes, e.g., at the 
University of South Wales, the focus was on employability 
and graduate outcomes; at the University of Brighton, the 
focus was on BAME students’ experience and strategies to 
close the attainment gap; and at Oxford Brookes, considering 

strategies to embed inclusion within the university 
curriculum. 

Sandpits are an opportunity to come together with 
colleagues (academic, support and professional staff, student 
representatives and SU officers) from different universities, 
backgrounds, disciplines and roles, to address a complex 
idea or topic over a short period of time with a focus and 
intensity which removes barriers to innovation. Doherty 
(2014) identified the pressing need in CPD for ‘participants’ 
perceived relevance of the course, participants’ confidence 
in their abilities and the perceived value of the (CPD) in 
the context of participants’ careers’, so TEA Sandpits foster 
a ‘pedagogy of possibility’ (Southward, 2012) by creating a 
space for engaging in critical, creative and co-constructive 
ways without barriers (hence a focus on safe spaces and 
‘parking’ of perceived barriers): 

‘The Sandpit is…a manifestation of the value 
of collaborative working across institutions, 
enabling participants to bring back fresh ideas 
into institutional thinking and see their impact on 
“wicked” issues: the methodology is having a reach, 
impact and influence at individual and institutional 
level that would be difficult to achieve internally, 
and without the benefit of bringing the “bigger 
picture” to the event.’ (Jackie Potter, Director of 
OCSLD at Oxford Brookes University)

So how does it work?
So how does the Sandpit work and what outcomes do they 
generate? Figure 1 shows the planning outline which usually 
spans a timeline of a few months, although a more rapid 
process, driven by urgent need, has worked.

The entire dialogic process starts with discussions with senior 

Figure 1   The Sandpit planning process

management to determine scope and desired outcomes 
and ensure engagement; each event is co-created adapting 
the methodology to fit the local context and the needs 
of the institution. Prior to the event, participants receive 
key information including reading to promote informed 
discussion. The facilitators would be briefed in advance of the 
event in their role of keeping participants on-task, on-time, 
and feeding back to the organisers throughout the day. PS/

GH have found that the act of briefing facilitators (often on 
the preceding afternoon) ensures they are conversant with 
the approach, have a good understanding of their objective 
participation in the event with colleagues outside their 
immediate working role, and that taking on the role also 
provides CPD for the table facilitators. 

Initial interventions set the scene and challenge and focus 
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the audience to identify short-term quick wins, drawing on 
design thinking (Dorst, 2011) and intensive approaches to 
learning/curriculum design (Salmon and Wright, 2014), to 
promote creativity and focus on outcomes. 

Time-limited activities, with working coffee and lunch 
breaks, keep participants focused on goal setting; later stages 
of the day draw the participants’ thinking to the medium 
term, often for the coming term or academic session, with 
reiterative prioritisation, and horizon scanning throughout the 
day. Peer feedback is built into every stage of the day. We 
encourage participants or teams to draft initial action plans − 
promises or pledges that mean action will happen − and we 
also use voting to identify which initiatives are most popular 
on the day. Action plans and voting are collated and referred 
back to the senior leaders who have commissioned the event, 

who can take these ideas forward, or provide resources to 
facilitate implementation.

However, the challenge with any special event, is to translate 
the resulting energy and enthusiasm into impact, replicating 
the model to deliver the benefits within the institution (PS 
and GH provide reports back to senior managers) and at 
scale, utilising the ongoing support from senior leaders for 
institutional roll-out.

Cost effectiveness
Maximum impact is gained from the quick-win identification 
and the sustainable, low-cost (see Figure 2) model of 
intensive CPD for 30-45 staff in one event, providing CPD 
that generates real-time outcomes. 

Thus, approximately 5 days of an experienced and trained 
educational developer (as consultancy bought in) to create, 
run and evaluate and report on a CPD event for 30-50 staff. 
Cost to participants is their time away from other activities 
– but it is a cost-effective model and significantly lower cost 
than each of these members of staff attending individual 
learning design events.  

Feedback and evaluation
Feedback from all Sandpits has been overwhelmingly positive 
with individuals and institutions viewing it as ‘a process, not 
just a one-off’:

‘The pace of the Sandpit made us ideate more 
effectively and generate ideas and thoughts into 
something concrete to work towards − no time 
was wasted. Colleagues liked that the activities 
were applied to our real problems and that the 
outcomes from the day were things we can really 
look to implement within our departments…by the 
end of the day we had initial plans made, ready to 
take back to our teams. The Sandpit model gave 
us the freedom to explore ideas that would not be 
considered “current USW practice”.’ (Clare Kell, 
Director of CELT at University of South Wales)

Evaluation seeks views on ‘How might a future Sandpit be 
different or improved?’ and learning from events informs 
the next, assisting the roll-out internally and across the UA. 
Events are designed so impact can be felt very quickly and 
the approach, once experienced as a participant/facilitator, 
applied to other contexts within the institution, with no 

external input. 

The TEA Sandpit was recognised by SEDA in their Educational 
Development Initiative of the Year at the end of 2019, 
recognising the Sandpit as an initiative that ‘encourages and 
celebrates collaborative educational development initiatives 
that demonstrably improve practice and outcomes in higher 
education’ (SEDA, 2019).

In 2020, as the TEA programme came to its scheduled 
end, the Sandpit methodology was rolled out beyond UA 
institutions: 

‘It is possible to tell how valuable and effective an 
educational development is by the degree to which 
it “catches” on. In a sector in which development 
often moves carefully in a risk-averse environment, 
the Sandpit has been taken up with enthusiasm by 
institutions keen to speed the pace of action and to 
tackle “wicked” problems effectively. Sandpits bring 
together colleagues working at implementation and 
strategic level (often cross-sector) with a clear focus 
on action rather than dissemination.’ (Dr Sal Jarvis, 
PVC at University of Hertfordshire)

Moving the Sandpit online
In 2020, PS developed the methodology for an online 
environment to replace a planned face-to-face Sandpit at 
Kingston University. The planning took a similar form and 
initially followed a similar pattern. However, as has been the 
experience of all learning designers over the last year, it was 
clear that it was not possible to simply translate a face-to-face 

• 1 – 2 days of planning which has reduced over time as the format and ‘glitches’ are anticipated from one event to the 
next. Some of this planning draws on existing strategies and data sets that exist and works best when tapping into an 
existing initiative with existing resources, commitment to develop etc.

• 0.5 day to host facilitators’ event in advance of sandpit – this is a critical stage as it enables those identified as 
facilitators to become familiar with the running order, the tasks and design challenges. . . this is also good CPD for staff 
and students involved

• 1 day to run the actual sandpit event

• 1 day to write up report that is provided back to the host institution (or leads within multiple institutions)

Figure 2    Sandpit staffing and time resource requirements
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activity to an online one without careful recrafting. The very 
process of holding initial discussions was by necessity online 
and remote – this meant it was more challenging to create 
a sense of the Sandpit for those in the team who had not 
previously participated in an earlier event.

Pre-Sandpit reading, resources and activities were designed 
and shared with participants, alongside a skeleton outline for 
the day as in all Sandpit events.

On the day of the Sandpit, groups were welcomed as usual in 
one large (online) room, and then split into breakout rooms – 
the presence of (pre-arranged) support from the IT team was 
critical to ensure a smooth set-up and running throughout 
the day. The principles of having facilitators in each group, 
who had been briefed in advance, and the coordinators 
moving around and interacting with groups to challenge and 
encourage refinement in thinking, was similar to a face-to-
face Sandpit.

One advantage was that the discussions had been captured in 
online resources throughout the day and the final proposals 
were easily shared and saved for future refinement and 
development. Future iterations of the Sandpit online will 
benefit from the generally raised confidence across staff to 
engage with online working, but may also suffer from the 
reluctance to spend even more time staring at a screen, 
however actively engaged.

The most noticeable difference was in the levels of energy – 
the sense of something ‘different’, a certain competitiveness 
in designing and presenting, and the motivation of being in 
the same mental and physical space with colleagues – it was 
quite different in the online dynamics. But the outcomes 
were achievable with the help of inputs and provocations to 
think more creatively.

Sandpits will not be the only professional development 
to face competition for staff time, and like all other 
enhancement designed for curriculum design beyond the 
immediate, emergent context, or for longer-term career 
development, will need to adapt to how the sector emerges 
from this academic year (Cleland et al., 2020). One of the 
challenges in moving this or any staff development online in 
the context of Covid-19, is that most staff and students have 
had to spend most of their teaching and management time 
online and asking them to spend even more time looking 
at a screen is not welcomed. There has been a plethora of 
supporting guidance, Advance HE (2020) and SEDA (2020), 
and many academics find themselves consulting more 
practical ‘just in time’ guidance to keep their heads above 
water. Indeed, a quick review of university learning and 
teaching pages (for staff) reveals sufficient ‘how to’ guides for 
every aspect of teaching online that would keep academics 
busy for months to come.

Reflections on reach and impact
Sandpits have attracted significant numbers to each event 
(30-40 staff and students at each) and have generated specific 
and concrete actions and sustainable plans for themes and 
curriculum approaches. By the end of 2020, over 380 people 
(staff and students from a range of roles including learning 
technologists, library specialists, student sabbatical officers, 

learning developers, and academic leaders) have participated 
in expansive thinking within and beyond immediate contexts 
and providing valuable CPD for staff who facilitate at events. 

Concluding remarks
Feedback has shown the Sandpit approach to offer a 
number of key benefits for developers and those involved in 
supporting and delivering change:

1. HIGH IMPACT − providing quick wins and concrete 
outputs and products in one day. Critically the inclusive 
and dynamic nature of the Sandpit wins over those 
resistant to change. Feedback has been universally 
positive

2. COLLABORATIVE and INCLUSIVE – the Sandpit approach 
is based on partnership and co-creation drawing on 
existing in-house expertise and experience (students, 
academics, professional services). There are multiple 
points in the planning and delivery when student co-
creation is possible (and advisable) 

3. DEMOCRATIC – the activities are designed so that 
the voices of all stakeholders are heard and play an 
equal part in informing the outcomes of the Sandpit: 
students, academic staff (of all grades and in all types 
of role), Professional Services (who are often excluded 
from curriculum design and academic professional 
development). This seems to engender outcomes that 
will have a higher chance of being taken forward into the 
realities of future planning

4. SUSTAINABLE − as the model incorporates development 
and training to enable facilitators to cascade in-house. 
The Sandpit experience (and follow-on activity) has 
been used by many staff as the basis for professional 
recognition applications

5. ADAPTABLE – the methodology can be adapted to fit 
a wide range of strategic themes, to accommodate 
different numbers, group dynamics and institutional 
context whilst drawing on best practice from across the 
HE sector

6. LOW COST – resources can be easily adapted and reused 
with planning and examples feeding forward to the next 
event. 

‘Two member institutions have formally adopted 
the methodology as part of their quality processes 
(Salford and UWE) and now deploy the model 
on a regular basis at different scales within 
their universities’ course validation and CPD 
programmes.’ (Vanessa Wilson CEO, University 
Alliance)

There is now a need to adapt to current and future modes of 
professional development that may have changed temporarily 
or permanently over the 2020-21 academic year, and we 
would welcome conversations about how the Sandpit might 
support curriculum and staff development in your university.
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Saving inclusivity and accessibility from 
becoming a fast fashion trend – Lessons 
learnt from the higher education sector
Nicole Parkinson-Kelly, University of Ulster

When I was writing ‘The Evolution of Higher Education’ 
(Educational Developments, 21.2) this time last year, I did not 
expect that we would still be living under Covid restrictions, 
nor did I think we would have over half of the population 
vaccinated a year later. So much can change in such a short 
space of time! I hope that this time next year, we move just 
as quickly out of this pandemic so we can resume normal life 
again; however, whilst we have faced numerous obstacles 
and challenges, there are some valuable lessons to be learnt 
from the new digital age of academia. Topics which had 
been cast aside or neglected because other priorities took 
the centre stage have been dusted off and brought back 
into the limelight. The priority I will focus on is creating an 
inclusive and accessible education system, from accessibility 
to learning equipment, access to financial supports, and 
the accessibility and inclusivity of curricula and learning 
platforms.  

Access to equipment
With digital resources previously being used as secondary 

or supplementary forms of learning, pulling our tools and 
resources into the spotlight was not easy and it was quite a 
shock to see just how unprepared the sector was. I am aware 
that many Higher Education institutions deliver online-only 
courses for an international market, but the reality is that 
face-to-face courses understandably weren’t at this advanced 
stage, and academic staff lacked training to teach in an online 
space. This year has certainly tested our adaptability skills, 
and as I wrote in last year’s article, in order to adapt fluidly it 
is important to ‘listen and include students’ opinions on every 
key decision you make because ultimately you are deciding 
the fate of their degrees and their university experiences’. 
Students are the experts in their learning experience as they 
are the recipients of teaching and users of the resources, 
so it was and is vital to continue including them in these 
conversations going forward. It is from these conversations 
that we can identify areas for improvement or skills gaps that 
need to be filled. It is in these conversations that academic 
institutions started to focus on making the digital learning 
environment more engaging, inclusive and accessible. 

Our Days Are Numbered: 
Metrics, Managerialism,             
And Academic Development
A SEDA Paper by Professor Roni Bamber

Research, critiques, analysis and guidance through the 
metrication of modern higher education.

£24 – Papers on the SEDA web site
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A mistake made by the Higher Education sector far before 
Covid existed was assuming that every student is a digital 
native with a smartphone, laptop or tablet at home which 
could connect to Wi-Fi. When we first saw the step towards 
online submitting of assignments there was some pushback 
from the student body; however, with access to university 
and local libraries, the conversation soon fizzled out…
until Covid. When lockdowns were first implemented some 
students were digitally locked out of their student experience 
and university communications due to a lack of equipment. 
Luckily, since my piece last summer, Ulster University 
received funding from the NI Assembly to equip the student 
body for a period of online learning. It would take £500,000 
to fully and comfortably equip all students from the mid-
to-lower quintiles of household income with laptops’ 
dongles to access the internet, however the institution was 
only given £250,000. With this approximately 200 laptops 
were bought and given to students from the lowest family 
income households who applied for the support. Replicating 
the community spirit which was taking place between 
neighbours, the university stretched its capacity to support 
students with the resources it had. Our library gave all their 
‘leasing’ laptops to staff and students to support the move 
to working and studying from home. Likewise, there were 
stories of the Computing and Engineering departments 
lending full desktop PCs to students to take home, as their 
work and necessary software would be too demanding on the 
average laptop. 

On reflection, a strength from Covid was the generosity, 
support and genuine drive to ensure students from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds were not excluded from their 
academic experience; this secured accessibility to online 
classes and resources. This should not be a fast-fashion trend. 
A question or conversation to take away from this is, how can 
we continue to support students from lower family income 
backgrounds with the equipment to complete their degrees?

Access to financial supports
On the other hand, when additional financial supports were 
introduced by the Northern Ireland Assembly, some specific 
groups were ignored. We were delighted to see that our 
health and social care students received a £2000 bursary 
for their free work on the frontline of the pandemic. They 
were pulled out into the placement environment earlier than 
any normal year and they worked long hours to support the 
health service and trusts. Arguably, £2000 was not enough to 
cover the number of hours of labour that student healthcare 
placements injected into the sector; however, it was a great 
decision made by political leaders nonetheless. When the 
Covid Disruption Grant was announced at £500 per student, 
it was music to the student movement’s ears as, with the 
closure of the retail sector and the hospitality and tourism 
sector, many students had lost their jobs when businesses 
didn’t survive or the student didn’t receive furlough as they 
were on a zero hour contract. However, there is always a 
catch: part-time students, international students living in 
Northern Ireland, students from Northern Ireland studying 
elsewhere, postgraduate researchers and masters’ students, 
were not included in this grant. 

A motion was brought to the Northern Ireland Assembly 

to extend this to part-time students, international students 
and further education students and it passed. However, no 
grant has been delivered to these groups since. This was 
a massive frustration as the job losses, financial hardships 
and difficulties of that academic year were experienced by 
all students. The group that was serially excluded was our 
mature students who often make up most of our student 
parents and international student cohorts. Mature students 
also make up a high proportion of Ulster University’s student 
body, so are the largest contributors of student finance fees 
or self-funded fees in the institution. This problem extended 
to other areas of financial support. With the tight criteria for 
the Financial Hardship Funds (set by the Department for 
Economy), postgraduate students and self-funding students 
(both of whom are often mature students) are excluded from 
accessing support. This is due to a lack of access to data on 
household income as neither group submits this data to the 
Student Finance Company as they don’t receive supports 
from them. There is no emergency fund to plug a gap for 
these students, so ultimately, they continue to struggle 
without supports, and that has continued to be a prevalent 
issue throughout Covid. 

Whilst the financial supports helped some students and 
the money invested into digital provision equipped many 
students in need, we need to learn from this experience, 
noting that many mature students have missed out 
on supports on multiple fronts; if they are studying at 
postgraduate level, they missed out on both the Covid 
Disruption Grant and can’t get access to the Financial 
Hardship Funding. This is a gap that needs to be addressed 
and a trend that can’t continue. A positive lesson we can take 
away from this is the recognition of health and social care 
students’ work. These students spend a large proportion of 
their studies on placement and the student movement has 
been calling for paid placement opportunities for years. The 
cost of travel to placements, the time placements consume 
in a week preventing any chance at holding down a paid 
part-time role and the positive impact students have, are all 
arguments which could be discussed in paying students at 
least the minimum wage for the work they do on placement, 
especially in the public sector. 

Accessibility and inclusivity in learning and 
teaching/inclusivity in the curriculum
Now that we have looked at what reconnected our students 
into the learning community and what helped to put food 
on the table, let’s investigate the actual learning experience. 
Last summer, the Black Lives Matter movement saw a steep 
rise in support. A conversation that developed from this 
was on decolonising the curriculum. It is fair to say that we 
all have subconscious bias; having subconscious bias is not 
the issue but knowing that we have it and not acting on it 
is the problem. Naturally, when designing the curriculum, 
this subconscious bias impacts the content included and 
how it is delivered. Right now, we can see that there is a 
lack of diversity in the curriculum across the board. Where 
is the training for our health and social care staff on LGBT+ 
issues and Transgender Healthcare? Where is the content 
on the history and current affairs of the global South? Is 
there really diversity in the historical and influential figures 
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we teach about? Are the readings that we are setting 
students portraying a variety of perspectives and opinions? 
The National Union for Students UK has worked hard to 
develop a fantastic and informative library of resources on 
decolonising and diversifying the curriculum, which you can 
find in the useful resources section at the end of this article.

This is not an area of expertise for me, but it is a strong 
theme and essential theme to discuss and take lessons 
from. It should not be a trend that grows and fades, as 
unfortunately campaigns have done so often in the past. Our 
student body and staff teams are growing in representation 
of culture, disability, ethnicity, sexuality, gender identity and 
neurodiversity every day, so our curricula need to equally 
grow with it to represent our multicultural and diverse 
society. 

Universal design for learning/accessible 
learning environments
Universal Design for Learning can be defined as a framework 
to improve teaching and learning based on how students 
learn. It offers flexibility in materials and teaching methods 
to suit learners by creating a more equal and motivating 
environment for students to succeed. This is the future for all 
levels of the education sector as students are more engaged 
and success rates would increase if this approach is adopted. 
So how can we create a universal design for learning? Long 
gone are the days of relying on 3-hour lectures (with a black 
and white, text only, PowerPoint with only 5 slides for the full 
session) in a monotone voiceover. Trust me, students dread 
this experience as much a staff dread delivering it. Universal 
Design for Learning is about flexibility, adaptability and 
listening to your students’ needs. 

This is an ethos that is embedded in Ulster University’s work 
which can be evidenced through the Integrated Curriculum 
Design Framework and the institution and students’ union 
partnership agreement. The Integrated Curriculum Design 
Framework was developed by Ulster University’s Centre for 
Higher Education and Research Practice. It is a framework 
that has a three-phased approach to curriculum design, 
guiding programme teams to proactively design, develop 
and deliver a holistic and innovative curriculum for learners, 
industry and economy. It takes inspiration from the three 
dimensions of curriculum design of Knowing, Doing and 
Being (Barnett and Coate, 2005), asking questions such as 
what does the student need to know, what does the student 
need to be able to do and what does the student need to be? 
The framework encourages course teams to include other 
staff, students, employers and professional, statutory and 
regulatory agencies, to have an opportunity to contribute 
to the creation of a coherent fit-for-purpose curriculum. 
The University also has a partnership agreement with the 
Students’ Union which aims to create a supported learning 
environment, and a culture of staff-student partnerships. 

A project that was born from this partnership was Unitu. 
When courses went online, so did student representation. 
Ulster University launched Unitu, a student voice feedback 
platform which connects reps with their class cohorts 
without the need for emails, phone numbers or Facebook 
friend requests. Whilst there were some initial obstacles, 

the platform saw a number of successes and encouraged 
finding solutions to problems collectively and collaboratively 
between reps, students and staff. Engaging with the student 
voice is the first step to creating a universal design for 
learning, as it is these opinions and ideas which can alter 
course content and delivery to be more inclusive of those 
receiving the education.

During Covid we saw demand increase for accessible digital 
tools and material which had been discussed in the past, 
but since the digital space was primarily a supplementary 
tool, little was done to change it. With the sudden reliance 
on digital tools and resources alone, the online space 
was forced to adapt. We saw staff deliver and record live 
lectures with closed captioning and in Ulster we had funding 
approved to trial the Blackboard Ally extension for one 
year. This extension has some advanced skills to make the 
learning system more accessible. It automatically checks 
for accessibility issues and generates alternative accessible 
formats of resources for students to download, gives feedback 
to teaching staff on how to format their resources in a more 
accessible manner, and provides an institutional overview 
of the level of accessible content that is being delivered. 
As a civic university, these are just the first steps to creating 
a more inclusive and accessible higher education learning 
experience. As we develop our tools and approaches to 
become more universal for learners, retention rates will 
improve.

Conclusions
In the space of one year, we have seen some drastic 
differences in the Higher Education sector. I believe it is fair 
to say that we have seen an evolution in an accessible and 
inclusive higher education experience. It was a necessary 
evolution which unfortunately was forced by the pandemic, 
but with challenge comes resilience and lessons. The main 
lessons we can take away from this piece today are: 

• We need to continue supports for students who are 
not equipped with the digital means to have equal 
opportunity of success in their studies

• Our mature students, postgraduate students, international 
students and part-time students need emergency financial 
supports in place and need to be consulted in decision-
making around this

• With a diversifying society comes a need for an adaptable 
and diverse curriculum

• There is an array of tools and resources available to 
make the online space more accessible for students with 
different learning needs, so engaging with the student 
voice is still the key to success to ensure all learners’ needs 
are being met.

Creating an accessible and inclusive Higher Education 
sector and creating a Universal Design for Learning are 
not challenges when you include the Student Voice in the 
conversations. These issues are also not bonus features 
or fast-fashion trends in the student learning experience. 
They are standards that need to be met to support social 
mobility and equity of opportunity for success. I come to the 
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same conclusion as I did last year: for the higher education 
sector to reach its full potential, we must ‘listen and include 
students’ opinions on every key decision’. 

Resources
Barnett, R. and Coate, K. (2005) Engaging the Curriculum in Higher 
Education, Berkshire: Open University Press

Murphy, C. and Curran, R. (2020) ‘Empowering curriculum leaders 
to innovate: an overview of an integrated curriculum design 
framework’, Educational Developments, 21.1 SEDA.
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Parkinson-Kelly, N. (2020) ‘The evolution of higher education’, 
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Ulster University’s Integrated Curriculum Design Framework (https://
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Diversifying the curriculum: Understanding 
students’ approaches to reading lists and 
developing student curator roles
Kelly Stockdale, Biddy Casselden and Rowan Sweeney, Northumbria University

This article reports on findings of two 
small projects aimed at decolonising 
reading lists and the wider curriculum 
at Northumbria University. The 
projects were funded by an internal 
Educational Quality Enhancement Fund 
(EQEF) and involved the collaboration 
of Criminology, and Computer and 
Information Sciences (CIS) departments, 
running concurrently. They assumed 
that reading lists are a fundamental 
part of the curriculum, and therefore 
a crucial tool for helping to ensure a 
diversity of voices in the literature that 
we share with our students.

The first project focused on decolonising 
the CIS and Criminology curriculum by 
working with students to understand 
how they view their readings lists. 
Online focus groups with students were 
run, utilising Stockdale and Sweeney’s 
(2019) intersectionality matrix as a tool 
to help generate discussion and facilitate 
student perspectives on the diversity 
of their reading. The second project 
recruited two student curators from 
the CIS and Criminology departments 
to strengthen and develop areas of the 
curriculum where marginalised voices 
were less well represented.

These projects were not without 
challenges, particularly during the time 
of a global pandemic. There were some 

common themes and also interesting 
differences between the two subject 
areas which we consider. This article 
will share our research findings, discuss 
challenges faced, and talk through 
some of the practical steps taken which 
we hope will be of benefit for those 
working to decolonise their curriculum. 

Introduction
Decolonising the university and 
enabling marginalised voices to be 
heard is more important than ever, 
particularly with the advent of ‘Black 
Lives Matter’, and an increased 
realisation that we need to reflect 
on how inclusive our systems and 
structures really are. Northumbria 
University is a member of the Race 
Equality Charter and has adopted a 
university-wide working group aimed at 
decolonising the university. Within this 
work it is recognised that ‘decolonising’ 
has multiple and varied dimensions 
which are in many ways interlinked: 
it has been widely established that 
there are deep structural inequalities in 
terms of who teaches, and the type of 
contract and promotion opportunities 
offered; who is able to access higher 
education, and the student experience 
when studying at university; and the 
content of degree programmes, both 
in terms of course structure and the 
teaching materials used. Our work to 

decolonise the curriculum encompasses 
more than just racial inequality, and 
as such ‘acknowledges the inherent 
power relations in the production 
and dissemination of knowledge, and 
seeks to destabilise these, allowing new 
forms of knowledge which represent 
marginalised groups – women, working 
classes, ethnic minorities, lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) to 
propagate’ as argued by Begum and 
Saini (2018, p. 198).

Decolonising practices is not a simple 
task and involves a whole university 
approach. However, one small step 
towards decolonising work and 
addressing inequalities is to examine 
student perspectives of their reading 
lists, thus enhancing understanding 
of the student experience as well as 
prompting reflexive thought around 
which voices/knowledge inform 
learning. We then look to address the 
‘gaps’ in knowledge by working with 
students as co-creators to enhance 
and diversify their reading lists. Whilst 
recognising this is but one small aspect, 
Bird and Pitman (2019, p. 904) argue 
that reading lists have a key role 
to play as they are ‘representation 
devices, serving to reflect particular 
perspectives and knowledge’, and can 
therefore broaden and enhance the 
quality of student education, helping to 
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motivate and retain those who may feel 
marginalised (Begum and Saini, 2018). 
This article will consider our practical 
experiences of the research projects 
undertaken.

Overview of the projects
Working together as staff within the 
Criminology and Computer and 
Information Sciences (CIS) departments 
we proposed two projects which would 
run concurrently. Building on Stockdale 
and Sweeney’s (2019) exploration of the 
criminology curriculum, we posited that 
whilst one might expect social science 
students to have a broader awareness 
around structural inequality, this was 
not necessarily reflected in the way in 
which students may view and engage 
with their reading lists. Therefore, there 
was value in the project comparing 
Criminology and CIS students’ views 
to help build insight as to whether, as 
educators, we need give greater priority 
to teaching critical information literacy 
within our programmes. The first project 
sought to understand Criminology 
and CIS student perspectives on their 
reading lists. The second recruited two 
funded student curators from the CIS 
and Criminology departments, who 
worked with the University Library to 
strengthen and develop areas of the 
curriculum in relation to Black Minority 
Ethnic (BME), LGBTQ+, disabled, 
female (and intersections of these) 
voices and experiences.

Project 1: Working with 
students to understand their 
perspectives of reading lists
This project aimed to run focus groups 
during 2020/21 with separate groups 
of CIS and Criminology students in 
order to explore their perspectives of 
the key works and texts associated with 
their course. Stockdale and Sweeney’s 
(2019) ‘Inclusivity Matrix’ facilitated the 
mapping of their course-related reading 
and helped to generate discussion. 

Methods
Focus groups followed a format 
originally developed by Stockdale and 
Sweeney (2019) in previous research. 
Participants were drawn from a variety 
of modules in both CIS and Criminology 
programmes and aimed to comprise a 
diverse range of voices, including BME, 
LGBTQ+, and female students.

Conducting research during a 
global pandemic was not without its 
challenges, and as a consequence focus 
groups were conducted online using 
Microsoft Teams. Uptake from student 
participants was lower than originally 
hoped, with N=5 criminology students 
and N=13 CIS students.

Focus groups explored the following  
key questions/activities:

• Introductory discussion about their 
reading

• Students were asked to name 
authors they were familiar with 
or they remembered from their 
course. They were advised there 
were no right or wrong answers, it 
was not a ‘test’ of their knowledge 

• Students used Padlet to add       
‘post-its’ with authors’ names onto 
a shared virtual space thereby 
facilitating group discussion

• A further Padlet activity using 
Stockdale and Sweeney’s (2019) 
‘Inclusivity Matrix’ required 
students to add these names onto 
the matrix indicating whether they 
believed them to be White male, 
White female, BME male, or BME 
female (a non-binary option was 
also provided)

• The matrix also enabled further 
open discussion of class, and other 
intersections of marginalised voic-
es i.e. LGBTQ+.

Findings
The research largely mirrored findings of 
the previous research by Stockdale and 
Sweeney (2019): students saw a clear 
disparity that the key texts remembered 
from their course predominately 
were, or were assumed to be, ‘White 
male’. If a person of colour was noted, 
this tended to be a male and not 
female, hence the importance of the 
intersectionality matrix. 

Using the matrix helped students to 
see the unequal balance of reading list 
authors:

‘It’s very white… yeah, it’s 
bad! It doesn’t reflect...
everybody’s experiences.’ 
[CIS]

‘Well, it’s like very heavily 
male dominated and white 
males. Which is bad really…
because then you are 
only getting like one main 
perspective on topics.’ 
[Criminology] 

Some students found that using the 
inclusivity matrix triggered them to 
think about diversity, previously never 
considered:

‘I’m quite selfish as a student 
in that I just want the best 
information, I want the best 
sources. But from…thinking 
about like inclusion and 
things like that, it is definitely 
important, but to be honest 
it’s not really something that 
crossed my mind until you 
organised this session..’ [CIS]

Most CIS students did not see the 
background of the author as important 
to their studies, and were more 
concerned by the quality of the 
resource:

‘For me it doesn’t matter, it’s 
all about the quality. If the 
quality is good, if what I’m 
getting out of it is good then 
it doesn’t matter who wrote 
it. If the literature which I am 
using for my academic work 
is good then I go for it, I don’t 
see really why it would matter 
who wrote it.’ [CIS]

However, some CIS students had mixed 
views and showed an awareness as to 
why representation might be important, 
albeit only for specific issues:

‘I completely agree I want 
to read the best…whoever 
is the best thinker in the 
field regardless I don’t care 
about their backgrounds 
necessarily. However, I don’t 
think you can have a really 
representative discussion on 
something like AI [Artificial 
Intelligence] unless you have 
minority and female voices in 
that discussion, because there 
have been so many issues 
of them not being included 
and huge ethical issues with 
AI coding and things like 
that.’  [CIS]
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In contrast, most criminology students 
did think that engaging with texts 
written by authors from a range of 
backgrounds was important to their 
studies: 

‘I think it’s important yeah 
definitely, because you can’t 
like fully understand an issue 
or a topic if you’re not getting 
the full viewpoint and we are 
only getting the viewpoint 
of like white males. So, it’s 
important to think about all 
those other people that you 
don’t get to learn about.’ 
[Criminology] 

Both groups of students however, 
thought it was important to think about 
diversity following the matrix activity, 
albeit some were more confident than 
others as to whether it would change 
their approach in the future:

‘I think it has raised my 
awareness, I’m not sure that 
it’s going to change anything I 
do at the moment. I think the 
reason for that is that there is 
so much to do, I’m not sure 
I feel I have got the time to 
be worrying so much. That 
sounds awful, doesn’t it?’ 
[CIS]

‘Throughout my university 
experience it’s not something 
which I have really thought 
about, like I’ve never put 
in the time to look up who 
the person is behind the 
words. I have always just 
like judged on the character 
of their writing, but I think 
going forward if I was to do 
further research and studying, 
I would want to look for 
literature from people who 
not only have the academic 
capacity to tell you about 
topics but also authors 
who come from different 
backgrounds.’  [Criminology] 

In addition, some students asserted that 
they would be looking more critically 
at the sources they use in the future 
and would actively seek out different 
viewpoints:

‘For me I would like to go 
and research female BME 

background authors in my 
subject. Because I am quite 
astonished that I don’t 
know any authors from that 
background.’ [CIS]

‘Yeah, I think I would try to 
look for more diverse authors 
to try and get like those 
different viewpoints but rather 
than just kind of sticking to 
what I’m being told.’ [CIS]

‘Yeah, I think you always have 
to look at who it is that has 
written the sources that you 
are using. I know that there 
are many academics who 
come from a diverse range of 
backgrounds who we don’t 
really know about as much 
and I will try to include them 
and read their work more.’ 
[Criminology] 

Project 2: Working with 
student curators 
The second project aimed to employ 
‘student led curators’ from the 
Criminology and CIS departments 
to work with academic staff and 
library services to develop student-led 
resources including additional reading 
list material, publisher material, library 
displays, and virtual materials. The 
resources were intended to strengthen 
and develop areas of the curriculum 
in relation to marginalised voices and 
experiences. Curators were encouraged 
to define their own role, and work 
with the project lead and University 
library on the development of ideas 
and materials that best suited their own 
curriculum area and student population.

Methods
We recruited one student-led curator 
for Criminology and one for CIS. The 
position was advertised across all year 
groups with eight students across the 
two disciplines applying for the roles. 

Findings
There were real challenges to this 
project due to the global pandemic, 
especially in relation to staff time to lead 
the project and work effectively with 
students. The impact on ‘productivity’ 
of academics (particularly those 
with caring responsibilities, those on 
precarious contracts, and those with 
underlying health conditions/disabilities) 

during the pandemic has been 
well documented. It should also be 
acknowledged that the ability to think 
‘creatively’ has been severely restricted 
by the pandemic. It was difficult to 
conceptualise library space and student 
resources, as due to UK lockdown 
restrictions these now occupied both 
physical and virtual space. 

Interestingly, the student curators 
approached the project in very different 
ways; the CIS curator spent their time 
focusing on apps and web resources 
for students, whereas the social science 
student focused on developing a 
reading list resource that was populated 
with information about BME authors in 
the field. The student curators inevitably 
chose an approach that they felt most 
comfortable with. 

Unfortunately, the ability to create 
coherent projects was hindered by 
an inability to meet in person due to 
travel and lockdown measures. This 
culminated in the CIS student being 
unable to see the project through until 
the end. 

However, the social science student 
remained engaged and there were 
several key ‘outputs’ from her work. 
Firstly, the reading list resource created 
was shared with staff and will be 
incorporated into modules across the 
criminology programme. Secondly, 
library services are purchasing and 
creating a physical display of the texts 
compiled, and a blog post discussing the 
project will be shared online. 

Crucially, the success of the project 
runs deeper than these ‘outputs’. The 
following is written by Rajvir Kaur, the 
social sciences student curator, as she 
reflected on her role.

On the role of reading lists and 
resources, as experienced on her 
course:

‘Being a person of colour, race 
is something I always see, so I 
already knew that the reading 
lists and the module topics 
themselves weren’t diverse 
enough. I always felt like 
racial issues and topics were 
left to the last few lectures in 
the semester…and voluntary 
modules. In terms of reading 
lists I felt like I saw a lot of 
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repeated names…year after 
year on my reading lists...So 
more books need to be added 
to the library and reading lists 
should always be made with 
diversity in mind.’

On the things she has learnt in the 
curator role:

‘I’ve learnt a lot throughout 
the role around the 
acknowledgement within 
the criminology discipline 
that not enough BAME and 
LGBTQ+ voices are given 
the platform for their voices 
to be heard. I’ve learnt more 
effective ways to research 
books…I’ve also come to 
realise I myself overlook 
smaller communities and 
their struggles like indigenous 
people and their struggle 
throughout history and 
still today. Before this job 
I wouldn’t have been able 
to name an indigenous 
writer, but now I know 
about Linda Tuhuwai 
Smith, a Maori woman 
who wrote “Decolonising 
Methodologies” in 1999 and 
her father Sir “Sidney” Hirini 
Moko Haerewa Mead, who is 
a prominent anthropologist, 
historian and Maori leader.’

On the role of reading lists and 
resources, academic staff should 
consider:

‘I would say that more needs 
to be done to make sure the 
reading lists are diverse, not 
just in terms of race but also 
LGBTQ+. It may take some 
time to find more resources, 
but it will be worth it in order 
to provide a more diverse 
and open-minded approach 
to criminology. This will also 
encourage white students to 
think more about race.’

Advice to other students:

‘Be critical of the resources 
handed to you, of course we 
should never rely on just the 
reading lists but I would also 
urge students to look for their 
own books on even the basic 
topics, we need to be aware 

that it’s up to us to shed light 
on topics not mentioned by 
our lecturers…that extra time 
to research and think of the 
topics through the lens of 
BAME and LGBTQ+ people 
and how they would be 
impacted could make all the 
difference in your grade, we 
can’t trust that our lecturers 
will mention the significance 
of these issues.’

Concluding thoughts
This project is just the start of wider 
work relating to decolonising the 
curriculum: developing students’ critical 
information literacy skills so that they 
can begin to question the sources and 
resources that they use when learning 
and working with students to co-create 
more diverse material that can be used 
in teaching and learning. We recognise 
that this work is only one small step, but 
within it there are a range of broader 
debates; for example, as an academic 
team we have questioned our own use 
of the term BME and the dichotomous 
presentation with White. However, 
the research suggests that student 
knowledge is so rooted in White/male 
work that by visibly showing the lack 
of ‘other’ creates space for further 
discussions to be had. 

The matrix was also used as a practical 
tool to discuss why indigenous and/or 
LGBTQ+ and/or working-class voices 
were absent or marginalised, and 
served well as a catalyst for thought and 
discussion. 

Furthermore, once the bias within 
course reading lists is visible then the 
question arises ‘what other texts and 
resources should be incorporated’? 
Working with student curators to 
identify such texts and resources is 
an important next step. From our 
experience we recommend that work 
to develop students’ critical information 
literacy around their reading lists should 
be embedded first (ideally this would 

build over the course of the degree 
programme), and curator roles would 
develop from there. 

This work might vary across different 
disciplines: we found the cognitive 
shift for the CIS students, whose 
programmes tend to be less theory-
based, was perhaps more challenging. 
For many, ideas about using the 
‘best’ source materials prevailed, with 
little recognition of the deep-rooted 
imperialism and wider structural 
inequalities that lead to this sort of 
classification. Students placed a great 
emphasis on the texts on their reading 
lists being the ‘best’. As educators we 
need to commit to reflective practice 
in relation to the source material we 
use. It takes time to redevelop our 
programmes and courses. However, we 
can start the process by acknowledging 
the issue, reflecting on the range of 
resources we use and encouraging 
our students to do the same, thereby 
collaboratively working towards a more 
inclusive and diverse curriculum.
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Paul Ashwin’s latest book is not written 
as an academic book, as Paul states 
himself. It’s for your mother, uncle 
or friend who wants to know more 
about higher education. It asks some 
fundamental questions such as: What 
is a degree for? What can it offer to 
students? Is it only about getting a job? 
How can we measure the quality of an 
undergraduate degree?

The book’s overall argument is that 
economic objectives now dominate 
higher education thinking. The book 
describes how we have lost the main 
purpose of higher education, which 
Ashwin describes as ‘…purposes of 
undergraduate higher education should 
be understood as being to help students 
to gain an understanding of knowledge 
that can change their sense of who they 
are, what the world is and what they 
can do in the world’ (p. 37).  

This message is repeated throughout the 
book, using an accessible and engaging 
writing style, which is a joy to read. 
There are references throughout the text 
for the more interested reader. This is 
rare in many similar books, where the 
reader is not made to feel involved. As 
Paul says, ‘The argument in this book 
is intended to provoke reactions and 
counterarguments. The measure of its 
success is not how many people agree 
with it but how many people use it to 
inform further ideas about how we think 
about university education’ (p. 20). 

In chapter 1, Paul describes the 
rationale of why he chose to write 
this book and why a transformative 
approach to higher education matters. 
There is a section on who this book 
is for, some discussion on the funny 
terminology of higher education, 
which I’m sure those involved in higher 
education can agree with completely.

In chapter 2, the book moves on to 
‘Challenging Myths about the Purposes 
of University Education’. The chapter 

discusses two myths that underpin the 
economic view of the purposes of a 
higher education: the myth of graduate 
premiums and the myth of generic skills. 
Here, Paul argues that by signalling 
these two myths, they undermine the 
knowledge, educational processes 
and higher educational settings, which 
greatly add to the student university 
experience. 

In chapter 3, the book continues on 
to elaborate on the seven elements 
‘Challenging Myths about the Key 
Elements of University Education’. 
These myths are: the inspirational 
teacher, the naturally brilliant teacher, 
the perfect teaching method, student-
centredness, the assessment of students’ 
work as a transparent measurement, 
the naturally gifted student, and the 
conservative and instrumental student. 

By engaging with these myths, six 
principles for high-quality educational 
processes are established and discussed 
further in chapter 4, ‘Challenging 
Myths about Measuring the Quality of 
University Education’. Here three sets 
of measurement myths are expanded 
upon: the myth of commercial 
university rankings, the myth of big data 
and the myth of the silver bullet. These 
myths are explained in terms of the 
impact of institutional gaming on these 
measures of educational quality and 
the costs of creating valid measures of 
educational quality.

Chapter 5 makes the case for the 
purpose of higher education based on 
the ideas established in chapter 2. The 
key argument here is that understanding 
the purposes of an undergraduate 
degree in terms of students developing 
transformational relationships with 
disciplinary and/or professional 
knowledge is crucial.

By making a case for a particular way 
of understanding ‘the key elements 
of university education’, chapter 6 

outlines a view of the educational 
processes involved in higher education 
that are aligned with the six principles 
developed in chapter 4. 

In chapter 7, Paul makes a case for a 
particular way of understanding ‘the 
key elements of university education’. 
The chapter outlines a view of the 
educational processes involved in 
higher education that are aligned with 
the six principles developed in chapter 
4. Finally, chapter 8 is focused on 
‘transforming and sustaining university 
education’, developing on the ideas in 
the book.

This is a thought-provoking, enjoyable 
book that all educational developers, 
heads of educational development and 
senior leadership in universities should 
read, discuss and above all act upon. 

I will leave the last words of this review 
to the author, Professor Paul Ashwin: 

‘This book offers a manifesto 
for transforming university 
education. It challenges 
unhelpful myths that distort 
our understanding of the 
educational potential of a 
university education and 
sets out an alternative vision 
for university education. 
This is important if we are 
to work towards university 
education that consistently 
enables students to transform 
their sense of who they are 
and what they can do in 
the world. It is this kind of 
education that will prepare 
them to work with others 
to make a contribution to 
the transformation of society 
and to meet the undoubted 
challenges that face the world 
in the future.’ (p. 23)

Santanu Vasant is the Head of Teaching 
Excellence and the ExPERT Academy at 
the University of West London.

Transforming University Education: A Manifesto 
Professor Paul Ashwin 
Bloomsbury
ISBN  9781350157255

Book Review
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Getting stuff done: Leading through influence 
in higher education 
Kevin L. Merry, De Montfort University, Leicester

Introduction 
Many modern Higher Education (HE) institutions operate 
according to a matrix organisational structure. In a matrix 
structure, individuals work within their own area, department 
or function, as well as across different teams and projects. 
For example, in the HE context, a project that seeks to 
enhance the quality of teaching might include educational 
developers and curriculum design specialists, as well as 
those with specialist skills and expertise in academic quality, 
digital education and equality, diversity and inclusion. 
Teams that are created to deliver projects tend to be 
temporary, with team members likely to find themselves 
in a position in which they are managed by more than one 
person – their usual functional manager who will assume 
line management responsibility, and the leader or manager 
of the project for which they are involved. For the project 
manager, an interesting situation arises in which they are 
required to organise, assign, direct and apprise work tasks of 
colleagues that they do not possess formal line-management 
responsibility for. Subsequently, for the project manager, 
a unique set of leadership skills is required, enabling them 
to lead through influence rather than managerial authority 
or power. The remainder of this article will focus on how 
the author has successfully led several strategic learning 
and teaching projects at De Montfort University without 
possessing line-management responsibility for those in the 
project team, using a series of leadership-through-influence 
principles known as CAMPFFIRE? CAMPFFIRE? can be of use 
to educational developers because many find themselves in 
the position of leading projects consisting of colleagues that 
they do not line-manage. 

CAMPFFIRE?
In the same way that an actual campfire provides a symbol 
of shared experience, togetherness and a collective bond 
between campers, the CAMPFFIRE? mnemonic provides a 
useful operational approach to leading project teams toward 
shared goals. This stands for Communication, Autonomy, 
Mistakes, Process, Fun, Feedback, Incentives, Rapport, 
Example, Why(?).

Communication
Pick up any leadership book or access an online article on 
leadership behaviours and you’re likely to find a lengthy 
list of communication skills possessed by effective leaders. 
Since CAMPFFIRE? is about leading through influence, and 
because of the stickiness of information that comes in threes 
to the brain (Cowan, 2001), thankfully there are only three 
communication skills to be remembered. Firstly, Be Personal 
in communications with team members. People don’t really 
care much about your knowledge until they have knowledge 
about how much you care. Good leadership is about building 
meaningful relationships with people. Leadership must be 

personal in order to ensure open trusting communication 
that will make more collaboration, problem-solving and 
innovation possible, as well as developing rapport and 
subsequent trust (Schein and Schein, 2018). If you have a 
rapport with team members and they trust you, they’re more 
likely to do stuff for you. 

Ask How Can I Help? According to Grant (2014), it is 
important to lead with a servant’s heart by giving ideas, 
knowledge and time. Therefore, it is critical to ask colleagues 
what you can do to help them. In fact, asking how you can 
help comes before asking them to do something for you. 
This communication behaviour reflects the classic reverse 
pyramid approach to leadership – instead of the leader being 
at the top of the pyramid with those they lead below them 
serving the leader, the leader is instead at the bottom of the 
pyramid supporting those that they lead to excel at their jobs 
(Blanchard et al., 2013). 

Finally, Listen. The greatest commodity any of us can have 
at work is understanding. We learn and subsequently 
understand much more through listening than we ever 
do from speaking. As such, to lead through influence you 
must listen first and speak last (Sinek, 2011). To be listened 
to makes us feel valued, which builds rapport and trust, 
and also forms the basis for helping and supporting staff. 
Through effective listening, leaders support the creation of 
environments that facilitate employee empowerment and 
enhance organisational performance (Brownell, 2008). 

As part of several projects I have led at DMU, I have 
always tried to engage in regular 1-2-1 meetings with 
team members, to ensure that everyone in the team can 
experience the three key aspects of communication listed 
above. For example, a 1-2-1 meeting is personal, and 
provides an opportunity to ask each member how you 
can help them with their role on a project or piece of 
work. Finally, 1-2-1s are ideal opportunities to listen to the 
individual concerns team members may have. 

Autonomy
Your team may not possess a choice over what it is they are 
required to do to support the completion of a project, but it 
is likely they will have a view on how whatever it is they’re 
doing should be done. Indeed, you probably recruited your 
team based on their expertise and skills in various areas 
important to your project. As such, in this scenario, they are 
the experts. Providing team members with autonomy over 
how they fulfil their role is essential in building trust and 
motivation, and it has proven benefits in relation to increasing 
intrinsic motivation and satisfaction with work among 
team members (Oostlander et al., 2014; Gao et al., 2019). 
As part of a project entitled Developing and Recognising 
Effective Teaching (DRET) that I led at DMU, colleagues 
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with expertise in several distinct areas were recruited to the 
project team. Areas included academic quality assurance and 
enhancement, widening participation, technology-enhanced 
learning, equality, diversity and inclusion, student welfare 
and many other specialisms. In each case, it was made clear 
to colleagues in team and 1-2-1 meetings that they would be 
trusted to approach the work in whichever way they felt was 
most effective. 

Mistakes 
Making mistakes is an essential part of the process of 
continuous improvement and an important driver for 
organisational change (Weinzimmer and Esken, 2017). 
Mistakes should never be feared or considered as something 
that must never happen. Innovation never happens when 
people are fearful of mistakes. As famed basketball coach 
John Wooden once said, ‘If you’re not making mistakes, 
then you’re not doing anything’. Therefore, it is important 
to create a culture where people know that it is ok to make 
errors, because if they do, you have their back. It is your 
privilege as the leader to assume ultimate responsibility for 
errors. That’s part of the responsibility of being a leader, and 
reflects the reversed pyramid in action. As above, in those 
team and 1-2-1 meetings for the DRET project, as well as 
being given the trust to approach their work on the project 
however they wanted, colleagues were also reassured that 
they would be supported fully in the face of errors, challenges 
or mistakes that might occur in the course of their work. 

Process 
When the product or output from a project requires buy-
in from stakeholders in order for it to be adopted, process 
becomes especially important. A clear example is when 
a project output initiates changes in how people are 
expected to do their work, and this frequently happens as 
part of projects in HE. For example, at DMU, a result of 
our institution-wide Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 
project was a new mandatory training and development 
framework. The purpose of the framework was to encourage 
colleagues to adapt and modify their teaching to better 
reflect the principles of UDL and as such change their 
practice. Although the design and delivery of such changes 
are frequently undertaken by a small number of people, it 
is essential that the stakeholders impacted by the change 
receive the opportunity to give their opinion or influence 
the design and/or delivery of the changes. If not, when 
the change is implemented, it is likely they will reject its 
implementation or undermine its intentions. Hence, getting 
processes right is a critical aspect of change management.

Getting the process right can be long and arduous, especially 
because it should include discussion and feedback from 
all those with a vested interest in the change. However, in 
the long run, investing in proper process ensures the best 
possible product, reflecting the interests of key stakeholders. 
The tendency in many spheres is for leaders to reward 
the products or outputs from a project or piece of work. 
Conversely, as a leader, it is also important to praise and 
where possible reward the application of thorough processes, 
since these may in some circumstances be more important 
than the products resulting from them, especially where 
change management is concerned.   

Fun
People work harder, are more committed and are prepared 
to go that extra mile if their work is enjoyable and they 
have a genuine bond with the people they work with. For 
example, team members may be up to 12% more productive 
when they are happy (Oswald et al., 2009; Sgori, 2015). 
To foster a sense of fun, for several of the projects I have 
led, I have always dedicated several of the team meetings 
to awaydays with refreshments, lunch and some quizzes 
or games to add a fun element. Such activities also enable 
leaders to get to know team members in a more personal 
capacity which is essential in developing rapport. 

Feedback
A key way to influence others is to provide feedback, and 
as such, the ability to effectively provide feedback and 
performance-coach colleagues has become one of the 
most important leadership skills across multiple sectors 
and industries (Bowness, 2017). Being adept at providing 
feedback represents a significant part of the performance-
coaching role. In this sense, ensuring that feedback is 
objective, based on observation, strengthens or corrects 
important behaviours, encourages the development of a 
growth mind-set, and supports action planning, is essential. 
Leaders can make performance coaching part of their day-
to-day practice by approaching feedback using models, such 
as OIA – ‘observation, impact and action’. As before, regular 
team and 1-2-1 meetings provide ideal opportunities to 
deliver as well as receive important feedback. As can be seen 
below, being unafraid to ask for feedback on your leadership 
is an essential way to lead by example. 

Incentives
We are human and as behaviourist theory tells us, we like 
incentives. Providing intangible incentives that increase 
intrinsic motivation has been shown to provide a powerful 
motivating force in the work place, enhancing productivity 
and innovation (Ritala et al., 2020). Intangible rewards which 
include those that have no material or monetary value but 
keep team members feeling recognised and motivated appear 
to be more powerful in encouraging innovation than tangible 
rewards such as money or other material items (Ritala et 
al., 2020). For example, on several of the institution-wide 
learning and teaching projects I have led, I have incentivised 
team members by discussing with them how their work on 
the project may support an application for a DMU Teacher 
Fellowship (DMU TF), Advance HE Fellowship, National 
Teaching Fellowship (NTF), or even promotion. Indeed, 
several colleagues that have contributed to projects, including 
the development and delivery of our Postgraduate Certificate 
in Learning and Teaching in HE (PGCLTHE) and the project 
supporting the institution-wide transition to UDL, have used 
their experiences to support successful SFHEA, DMU TF and 
NTF applications. 

Rapport
As per the Be Personal aspect of communication, building 
meaningful relationships with people by taking an interest 
in them both professionally and personally helps to establish 
rapport and trust – two key ingredients when influencing 
(Schein and Schein, 2018). As a leader, it is important to 
reciprocate by showing a human side, making personal 
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disclosures and allowing people to get to know the person 
that exists beyond the office. When leading various awaydays 
as mentioned previously, I’ve always made a point of finding 
out a little bit about my team members on a personal level, 
usually over a coffee or a sandwich. Finding common ground 
(interests, children, where you live etc.) can be a strong 
bridge-building technique and supports others in seeing you 
as more than the lead employee on a particular piece of 
work.

Example
Leading by example serves to boost the credibility of 
words, and as such can be a powerful leadership behaviour 
(Hermalin, 1998). The perception of integrity and 
trustworthiness of a leader is said to increase if they ‘practice 
what they preach’ (Bass and Steidlmeier, 1999).

It will come as no great surprise that great leaders lead 
by example. However, in reality, how many actually do? 
Despite being the leader, it is equally critical for leaders to 
demonstrate that they are part of the team too. Projects often 
involve distinct work streams of activity possessing designated 
work stream leads. Where possible, a leader should lead 
a work stream for themselves and as per the feedback 
aspects, set an example by asking for feedback on their work 
stream often and from the broadest possible stakeholders. 
Although a move such as this may appear to be inviting 
vulnerability on the leader, who traditionally is required to 
demonstrate strength (we often hear about ‘strong leadership 
skills’), the opposite is actually true. Inviting feedback on 
performance as an example of how to operate supports the 
development of authenticity, trust and empathy – all further 
influencing skills. For example, despite leading the DRET 
project, I was personally responsible for several of the project 
outputs, including programme leadership of the PGCLTHE 
programme. To lead by example, I proactively sought regular 
feedback from the project team on my leadership of the 
PGCLTHE, as well as my leadership of the entire DRET 
project, making necessary adjustments and modifications to 
my work and leadership approach based on the feedback. 
In the evaluation of the project, several team members 
commented on how the culture of proactively seeking 
feedback was a real strength of the project and central to its 
success. 

Why(?)
Simon Sinek (2011) tells us that people don’t buy into what 
we do, they buy into why we do it or the higher purpose 
of our work. Therefore the first thing to do when leading 
through influence is to articulate a clear higher purpose or 
why for the work being undertaken, and then espouse that 
higher purpose in every aspect of the work. ‘What we have 
in common is our commitment to transforming lives through 
teaching…our students are ambitious and we want them to 
succeed in achieving their goals, whatever their background’ 
is a far more inspiring, motivating and worthy cause than 
simply stating, ‘We offer educational courses in a range of 
subjects’. 

When leading through influence, starting with ‘why’ is the 
first critical step. For example, following an expansion of 
my Academic Professional Development team, I organised 

a meeting with the new members to collaboratively create 
a statement of higher purpose to underpin all of the work 
we do as academic developers. Together we created the 
following purpose statement: ‘We exist to lead a culture 
in which academic staff are empowered to provide a 
transformative life-enhancing educational experience for 
students, via innovative, evidence-based academic practice 
development initiatives’. On a personal level, when work is 
challenging and the light at the end of the tunnel appears a 
long way off, I remind myself of the purpose statement as a 
means of focusing my energy and effort, as well as keeping 
my spirits up. 

Conclusions
Educational developers are frequently required to lead 
teams of colleagues through influence rather than managerial 
hierarchy or power. Leading through influence can be 
tricky, but by utilising the basic principles in CAMPFFIRE?, 
leadership through influence can be more manageable 
for the leader and hopefully more inspiring, stimulating 
and empowering for those in the team. Subsequently, 
the efficiency and effectiveness with which projects are 
completed can be potentially enhanced, supporting the 
successful attainment of strategic goals.  
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‘I don’t want to talk about it’: The role of 
dialogue in virtual observation
Stephanie Aldred, Orlagh McCabe, and Stephen Powell, Manchester Metropolitan University

This article provides an overview of 
the steps taken in moving classroom 
observation schemes online as a 
response to changes in modality of 
delivery. Reflections are based on the 
collective experiences of academic 
developers working in a large, post-
92 university, navigating changes to 
observation practices made as a result  
of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Gosling (2002) usefully distinguished 
observations as being based on an 
evaluation model, a developmental 
model, or a peer review model. 
Here we explore how developmental 
observations (as key elements on 
our taught programme) and peer 
observations (undertaken annually 
in faculties by teaching staff) moved 
swiftly to encompass online learning 
environments; we consider the shift of 
focus required in both cases and the 
resources developed to facilitate the 
process.

In the, arguably, less ‘performative’ 
online teaching environment (with more 
use of asynchronous self-made and 
open-source materials) the professional 
dialogue emerged as being a more 
prominent and central component of 
reflective and developmental feedback. 
This move has enhanced the use of 
observation as a formative assessment 

tool and increased the opportunity for 
staff to reflect more philosophically 
about pedagogy and practice, which 
in itself has been shown to improve 
teaching practice and offer a suitable 
vehicle for professional development 
(Thomson and Trigwell, 2016).

Institutional observation 
At the authors’ institution, there are 
more than 1600 permanent academic 
members of staff working across a 
diverse range of disciplines. As part of 
their ongoing professional development 
teaching staff are required to engage 
with peer observation. In addition to 
this, participants who are enrolled on 
our Postgraduate Certificate in Learning 
and Teaching in Higher Education 
(PGCLTHE) programme are expected 
to engage with multiple observations of 
practice.

The institutional scheme was revised 
in 2018 to allow greater flexibility, 
transparency and efficiency for staff. A 
more staff-centred approach was sought 
to embrace development of a range 
of planning, teaching and assessment 
activities, including technological, 
pedagogic, and procedural issues. The 
professional dialogue was placed at the 
centre of this scheme with much more 
focus on learning opportunities for the 

observer, than on the performance of 
the observed.

In the move to online learning (as a 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic) 
we were keen to ensure the dialogic 
ethos of the scheme remained, while 
supporting colleagues inhabiting new 
teaching and learning territories. 
Subsequently, providing a dialogic yet 
robust approach to observation for our 
PGCLTHE participants developing the 
virtual approaches became a central 
concern.

All participants on the programme are 
required to engage with three different 
observations. They are observed on 
their teaching practice by a member 
of the academic development team; 
they are also observed by a workplace 
supporter (a colleague/mentor); and 
they themselves observe a qualified 
practitioner, ideally one with 
AdvanceHE Fellowship. 

We had noticed that in the 
developmental observations within 
the PGCLTHE, observers joined online 
sessions at the same time as student 
participants. This presented a challenge 
for a number of reasons, but importantly 
prevented the tutor from having an 
informal dialogue beforehand, based 
on the earlier provided session plan, 
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that could potentially determine the 
focus and the desired outcomes of the 
observation, whilst also putting the 
observee at ease. In order to overcome 
this, a pre-observation dialogue was 
encouraged which acted as an informal 
opportunity to become acquainted 
with the participant and arrange a 
professional dialogue to take place 
following the observed session.

We were keen to ensure that the 
observation approach was accessible 
and flexible yet allowed for an authentic 
exchange with defined outcomes. 
Following a number of discussions with 
tutors and participants it was decided 
that a choice of three options would be 
offered:

1. Observation of a ‘live’ online 
teaching session – A session plan is 
provided, synchronous teaching is 
observed, followed by a sharing of 

a review sheet and a one-to-one 
debrief

2. Observation of a live recorded 
online teaching activity/session − 
A session plan is provided along 
with a recording of a 15-minute 
episode of teaching, followed by 
a sharing of a review sheet and a 
structured professional dialogue

3. Observation and review of a 
teaching activity − involving the 
scrutiny of a block of teaching 
or particular teaching activity, 
including reviewing session plans, 
assessment briefs and Learning 
Outcomes, schemes of work and 
other relevant resources. This to 
be followed by a professional dia-
logue, which may have an agreed 
theme, for example, ‘inclusive 
practice’.

Online approach
The move to online meant that both 
developmental and peer observation 
schemes had to be similarly ‘pivoted’ 
to embrace and support the new 
activities being undertaken, such 
as the development and evaluation 
of podcasts, screencasts, audience 
response techniques, etc.

Below (Table 1) is an example of some 
suggested themes used to facilitate 
peer observation online. The process 
aims to generate professional dialogue, 
encourage mutual support, and 
offer a chance to share methods and 
approaches that work. 

Observations for peer observation 
included the discussion of planning, 
delivery, and assessment, including 
the uses of technologies and ways of 
calibrating marking and moderation.

Topic Procedure Dialogue theme

Assessment Verified assessment briefs, marking schemes and 
marking standardisation/calibration activities can 
be shared. Samples of work and marking issues 
can be discussed.

Moderation processes.

How is the assessment aligned with the LOs? Is it 
assessment of learning, or for/as learning?

(How) was the assessment pattern altered for the online 
environment?

What advantages or disadvantages have been found/
predicted?

How effective were moderation processes?

Inclusivity and diversity A week’s activities can be shared and discussed in 
terms of an inclusive practice strategy.

Are there any advantages of the online environment in 
terms of inclusivity? Any disadvantages? Can solutions be 
found if the latter?

Student engagement Strategies for student engagement incentivisation 
and monitoring can be shared. Use of forums, 
quizzes, formative assessments etc. can be 
explained/shown and discussed.

What opportunities are there for regular monitoring of 
engagement?

What works in terms of motivation in this environment?

How do we find out which activities students enjoy and 
benefit from?

Synchronous sessions Webinars, teams events or other ‘live’ online 
sessions can be joined by the observer. They 
should take notes on the delivery, approaches 
used and student response to material and 
activities presented.

What was the level of engagement?

What was the advantage of the ‘real time’ delivery?

Were there any challenges? If so, are there solutions?

What tools, apps or techniques could you use to 
improve participation and engagement?

Self-developed resources A sample of podcasts, screencasts, captured 
lectures or similar resources can be shared. The 
observer should note the alignment to LOs and 
assessment, communicative effectiveness and 
other points of interest.

Was the length suitable?

Were there other tasks associated with the input?

What skills would students need to get the most out of 
the delivery?

Any disadvantages/solutions?

Are there opportunities to use open educational 
resources in your teaching?

Table 1    Suggested themes to facilitate peer observation online
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The move to online required a 
reconsideration of the balance of the 
dominant approach of timetabled, 
synchronous face-to-face teaching 
supported by self-access learning, 
typically using the institutional virtual 
learning environment (VLE), with the 
now dominant online approach using a 
mixture of synchronous online classes, 
HyFlex, Hybrid and self-access learning 
through the VLE. This significant change 
required a revisiting of course and 
session design, and delivery. With the 
move to online, importantly, the whole 
concept of ‘contact time’ seemed less 
relevant, just as the idea of ‘student 
engagement’ was no longer synonymous 
with physical attendance. Although 
beyond the direct purpose of this paper, 
changes such as this point towards 
questions of resourcing, where time and 
effort is directed within the constraints 
of a finite observer resource.

The power of dialogue
The professional dialogue activity has 
become a central feature of practice 
in the move to online observations 
and is more formally embedded into 
the observation process. A properly 
structured, albeit informal, conversation 
allows tutors to explore pedagogical 
knowledge and techniques in relation 
to their personal and professional 
development. The dialogue is a key 
feature of the ‘semantic space’ in which 
practice is articulated (Kemmis and 
Heikkenen, 2012). In this context the 
co-construction of approaches and 
personal philosophies is of heightened 
importance, with the ‘evaluation 
of teaching’ aspect of teaching 
minimised. The dialogue may cover 
‘quantitative’ elements (degrees of 
student engagement, time on task, 
number of different interaction patterns, 
range of technologies used etc.) and 
‘qualitative’ aspects including affective 
responses to situations, feelings about 
student dynamics, sense of the learner 
experience, etc. Additionally, we also 
wanted to create a space that was 
reflective, open, and democratic. This 
was recognised by academic teaching 
colleagues when co-developing the 
dialogic process which encompassed key 
elements such as offering a ‘slower pace’ 
and ‘time out’ to listen and be listened 
to, facilitating a broad exploration of 
practice (Ellinor and Gerard, 1998; 
Ashgar and Pilkington, 2018).

Observation events are taken seriously 
by PGCLTHE students. During the 
professional dialogue, the observer 
(education developer) tries to bring 
together strands of the whole course in 
substantive dialogue, discussing issues 
such as teacher and student confidence 
levels, application of theories of 
learning, as well as practical matters 
such as effective use of technologies. 
To promote an authentic exchange, 
the observer will bring out their own 
learnings, and (genuine) questions 
for reflection, including on student 
activity the teacher may not have 
been able to monitor. As such the 
education developer may play the role 
of facilitator, ‘guide on the side,’ co-
creator, mentor, sounding board and 
critical colleague, rather than ‘assessor’. 
The observed teacher in their turn 
brings discipline expertise, knowledge of 
the students and, very often, innovative 
ideas and techniques for dissemination.

A vignette
Observers and observees found 
that structured conversations on 
practice were at least as effective as 
receiving notes on what was ‘seen’ in 
a particular session. As one new-to-
teaching participant put it, following a 
professional dialogue on a session which 
had to be abandoned, due to technical 
problems: ‘You got me to think about 
why I planned to do things, not just 
commented on what happened. This 
is much more useful.’ The discussion 
also encompassed other possible 
approaches, their potential strengths, 
and techniques that the participant had 
deliberately not selected, and why. The 
observer took care to point out ideas 
she had gleaned from the conversation. 
The early career tutor felt it was a more 
balanced, transparent, and authentic 
exchange of experiences than the 
traditional development procedure, 
with far less associated stress.

Discussion
In addition to providing a vehicle 
for professional development, the 
professional dialogue can also reinforce 
relational dynamics through the 
provision of a space to explore emotions 
in learning and practice. Murphy and 
Brown (2012) suggest that a relationally 
focused approach to pedagogy ‘takes 
seriously ideas of trust, recognition 
and respect’, which they suggest lie at 

the heart of the students’ experience. 
They further reason that this provides 
a domain for ‘doubt, confusion and 
relational anxiety “agendas”’ (Murphy 
and Brown, 2012, p. 643). Through our 
experience of undertaking professional 
dialogue with our learners we have 
found this to be the case for both the 
observer and the observee. Relational 
pedagogy contests an individualised 
approach to knowledge acquisition 
yet acknowledges the value that ‘self’ 
and ‘other’ recognition can have in this 
process. This recognition provides a 
space for deeper consideration of the 
relationship that exists ‘between’ co-
constructors of meaning.

Many of our learners have used the 
professional dialogue to share their 
experiences of teaching in a period of 
heightened anxiety for both staff and 
students. These sometimes emotional 
and enlightening discussions have 
provided further insight into the 
challenges many staff face which has 
prompted us as ‘academic developers’ 
to respond with more nuanced support 
for individuals and programme teams. 
This has further enhanced our ability 
to be proactive in anticipating the 
needs of staff at a time when national 
and institutional directives have forced 
potentially tumultuous change.

We have found that the scheme so 
far has provided an accessible, open, 
and reflective route for participants. 
Participants report feelings of 
empowerment and reassurance 
which enable them to share and build 
on their own existing approaches 
and techniques (including online 
pedagogies) with greater confidence. 
It enables discussion of theory in 
a naturally ‘applied’ context, and 
developers are able to share relevant 
resources (including institutional 
support the participant may not be 
aware of) as well as published material 
as indicated by the discussion. The 
shift from the emphasis on the one-off 
‘performance’ to a more considered 
interaction around personal philosophy 
and practice importantly lends the 
process a more balanced and collegial 
ethos; a genuine interchange of ideas in 
both directions is enabled. This in turn 
encourages a more proactive stance 
from the participant who is no longer 
tempted to be the passive receiver 
of knowledge but instead becomes 
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empowered through ‘technical’ agentic 
conversation (Gibson, 2000). Having a 
robust process aligned to key principles 
of constructive alignment, socially 
constructed activity and staff-centred 
practice, has led to authentic and valid 
new learnings for the institution as 
a whole, which in turn, we believe, 
have also impacted positively on our 
students.

Conclusions
The pivot to online teaching included 
a widening of the concept of 
developmental observation possibilities: 
PGCLTHE candidates critically re-
evaluated content, delivery modes and 
technological resources. An unforeseen 
benefit was the re-evaluation of how 
and when to observe synchronous 
versus asynchronous sessions, returning 
to the first principles of constructive 
alignment. There were also opportunities 
to share emergent techniques that 
afforded multi-sensory possibilities in the 
new environment, for example setting 
personal and meaningful ‘offscreen’ tasks 
for students even during asynchronous, 
remote delivery.

The fundamental change for our 
approach has been the reinvigoration of 
professional dialogue in all its meanings, 
featuring an ever-widening range of 
versatile and accessible observation 
opportunities. This approach has led to 
greater authenticity in the process and 
facilitated genuinely reflective dialogue 
which have informed, and enhanced, 
practice for both the observer and 
observee.
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Post-pandemic pedagogy: Status quo, 
evolution or (revolutionary) transformation?
Peter Gossman, University of Worcester, and Steve Outram, Independent Consultant and 
Researcher

Introduction
Globally, all higher education institutions (HEIs) have had 
to cope with the exigencies of responding to the Covid-19 
pandemic. A common, if not universal, response has been 
to suspend face-to-face teaching and replace it with online, 
digital teaching and learning or, in a smaller number of cases, 
institutions have introduced hybrid or blended learning 
comprising a mixture of face-to-face teaching with online 
support. This latter response has been utilised most often 
where students are required to attend face-to-face sessions 
such as undertaking laboratory or studio-based work. The 
response to ‘locking down’ a university was sudden and 
academic staff have been described as having to ‘scramble to 
adapt their teaching materials and curricula’ (Binns, 2020).

We are now at a stage where ‘post pandemic’ there are 
possibilities to change the way Higher Education pedagogy 
takes place. According to Educause’s ‘Top IT Issues, 2021: 
Emerging from the Pandemic’ (Educause, 2020) we have 
three options: restoration, evolution, and transformation 
or revolution. We could revert to the pre-pandemic ways, 

we could evolve via a partial reversion, but with inclusion 
of the ‘best-bits’ of online teaching based on our recent 
experiences, or we could seek to be more revolutionary. 
In either an evolutionary or (unlikely) revolutionary 
scenario, each institution, based on how it, intentionally 
or unintentionally, views teaching and learning, will 
make decisions that will alter the sector. In this article we 
consider some of the issues around the types of decisions 
institutions are making. Many are practical but they must (or 
perhaps could or should) stem from how good pedagogy is 
conceptualised.

A ‘fantasy’ conceptualisation
In order to allow a discussion of practicalities in this article, 
we propose that our ideal institution has overtly stated what 
its pedagogical approach might be. Broadly, one that involves 
‘active’ learning, constructivism and student ‘engagement’. 
A consideration here is, if there is significant change in this 
conceptualisation, how that change might be presented 
to the students so that they understand the new nature of 
learning requirements it might place upon them. A further 

‘I don’t want to talk about it’: The role of dialogue in virtual observation
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question: do universities currently do enough ‘presenting’, 
overtly explaining to students how they might go about 
learning and the conditions that make this possible, including 
perhaps some early work around metacognition?

Related to this conceptualisation are the practical ways in 
which module content is made available to students. Broad 
options are:

• Geographically same location (face-to-face, same        
location in synchronous real time) 

• Online (face-to-face, in synchronous real time)

• Online/offline (asynchronous engagement with material 
(videos, recorded lectures, readings, handouts and so 
on)

• Or some combination of these.

The way these are then organised and sequenced within a 
VLE is a key aspect of an institution’s pedagogical (stated or 
otherwise) approach. Also, how important is the language 
used for students’ recognition of what they need to do 
to learn? The new VLE, Aula, is pitched as a ‘learning 
experience’ platform! 

Developing and adapting new learning and 
teaching strategies
To examine the practicalities of any new pedagogic 
development it is helpful to revisit some of the fifteen vital 
elements in the development and implementation of a 
successful learning and teaching strategy outlined by Graham 
Gibbs (2009).

The first of Gibbs’ levers for change in his work is develop 
individual teachers’ practice (training, with a focus on 
competence). What is clear is that academic staff have rapidly 
developed their capabilities in developing and delivering 
different online and ‘hybrid’ learning experiences. As one of 
our Educational Developments committee members reports: 

‘...There’s been a feeling that people were thrown 
into the deep end with the tech and doing things 
on the hoof – but some of the stuff tried had a really 
positive impact and, more to the point, would not 
have been tried had the pandemic not intervened.’ 
[Virendra Mistry]

For many academic colleagues, therefore, there has been a 
journey of experimentation, innovation and consolidation. 
What we do not yet know is how these compare with what 
went before and also across disciplines and institutions. The 
sixth of Gibbs’ elements is identify successful emergent change 
and spread best practice across the university, which is linked to 
the eleventh − undertake evaluation and obtain and interpret 
evidence, including benchmarking, scholarship of teaching and 
educational and institutional research, in order to recognise 
institutional progress and steer future development. Arguably, 
the Covid pandemic has had a ‘ratchet effect’ on learning 
and teaching in HE and a return to the status quo ante is no 
longer possible, however much one might wish to do so. In 
which case, there is an urgency to exploring what pedagogic 
approaches have worked and why. 

The second of Gibbs’ strategic elements is develop teacher 
thinking, HoD thinking, PVC thinking, about teaching and 
learning (education with a focus on understanding). There is 
a case that the need to move to online and hybrid delivery 
was so sudden that ‘front line’ academic staff became quickly 
adept at developing new strategies ‘on the hoof’, and senior 
manager thinking now needs to be supported in ‘catching up’ 
or, at the very least, supported in their reflections of where 
to go next. In the USA and possibly the UK there is now a 
sense that there is likely to be increased ‘churn’ amongst 
senior managers; in which case, the role of the academic and 
educational developer has never been so central in securing 
the future of their institutions (Times Higher, 2021).

This necessary developmental change will take time. 
As people who work within the field we all know and 
recognise that the implementation of change as an aspect 
of development is ‘tricky’. If our institution is ahead of the 
game and has a planned, fully realised strategy for the new 
world pedagogical order, a development unit can initiate its 
own plans to embed the strategy. (Let’s assume the plan is a 
good one and the unit is behind it!). Teaching staff then need 
to engage with the developments and initiate change within 
their own work.

The seventh in Gibbs’ list of strategic imperatives is develop 
learning environments (at the level of programmes) focusing 
on curricula, in the widest sense, assessment environments, 
co-ordination between courses, progression, the affective and 
social environment of learning etc. Undoubtedly, academic 
staff have had to adapt all of these features in new, flexible 
ways, including reducing the amount of curriculum content, 
developing new forms of assessment, delivering bite-
sized online sessions – in short, they have developed new 
pedagogic approaches to meet the needs of their dispersed 
students.

The next element in Gibbs’ framework is develop learning 
resources (libraries, e-learning, learning spaces, access to 
digital resources, laboratories, studios). Here, too, we have all 
faced the challenge of delivering digitally. 

For an institution to adopt a more online teaching presence 
post-Covid, they must take stock of the physical kit available 
to staff in their offices (and at home) but also more widely 
across a campus. The use of Panopto, as an example, 
needs greater pedagogic consideration than fitting rooms 
with the hardware if an integrated live recording or pre-
recording of material approach is part of the new pedagogic 
conceptualisation. Staff clearly need education and training in 
the use of both hardware and software. 

One thing that is perhaps most easy to implement is an 
online approach to student tutorials. It is hard to argue (unless 
there are some particular circumstances) that these, into 
the future, should be anything other than online. Here the 
facility to record fulfils a pedagogical purpose for the student 
allowing revisiting of conversations. There is also a sustainable 
and practical agenda – no travel time and pollution (although 
the recording needs to be stored somewhere which has some 
environmental cost).

Working away from the campus has highlighted very real 
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concerns about access. As Peter reports from his experiences 
at his university: 

‘Over the last year I have taught many online 
sessions and I do not think I have had one where all 
the students have had uninterrupted experiences. 
During a PGCLTHE session I noticed one participant 
dropping out and logging back in again over five 
times! There are the common refrains of “I can’t 
hear you”, “you’re on mute”, “you have frozen”, or 
“you are breaking up”. Some parts of the country 
are perhaps better served with “faster-shire” 
broadband, but it is wrong to assume that the 
infrastructure is currently up to the job. This form of 
“digital poverty” is real and very apparent.

The other digital poverty − computer availability 
− is also real. Students may be able to borrow 
machines but I know access remains problematic. 
In one session three students let me know (for 
attendance) that they were all clustered around 
one computer. In another scenario a couple were 
sharing their computer, between themselves and 
their children. Intended synchronous becomes 
asynchronous.’

Similarly, Steve shares some of his experiences delivering 
online workshops:

‘I live in a rural area and my broadband capacity is 
limited. This means that, often, I have to get one of 
the participants to show my presentations, arrange 
online activities and organise breakout rooms etc. 

There were other common experiences. Of 
course, we have all recognised the unanticipated 
consequence of being able to “see” each other in 
our domestic environments and gain a much richer 
appreciation of the people we work with. Similarly, 
I have been able to deliver workshops where 
participants join from several countries, but on more 
than one occasion, a parent has reported, usually a 
mother, that she can only find a block of time to do 
any work after her children have gone to bed.’

Just as educational developers now need to support academic 
staff in their development of new pedagogies and teaching 
and learning approaches, so there is a need to enable 
students to work effectively in these new environments − 
developing online learning skills and being able to foster 
their engagement in digital environments with all the myriad 
details that suggests. 

With hybrid, or hyflex modes, there is, of course a further 
debate. Can (should?) one teaching environment replicate 
another? An in-room group student experience of preparing 
an interview schedule is not the same as an online one. A 
critical question has to be which method is best for learning? 
And, how can this question be answered as it is the diverse 
individual students who are doing the learning? This is further 
complicated by possible variations in the skill and ability of 
tutors to facilitate group work either face-to-face or online.

To support the development and adaptation of new 

approaches to learning and teaching, institutions have had 
to adapt their quality assurance and quality enhancement 
practices, and the Quality Assurance Agency for the UK 
has quickly prepared some helpful advice with a number 
of helpful case studies (QAA). For example, QAA Scotland 
has published helpful advice within the context of Scottish 
Enhancement themes. But this needs to be applied locally 
and needs to be implemented in a way that has a positive 
influence on teacher development. 

Similarly, there are many infrastructure concerns and 
challenges for all institutions as they move into the new 
post-Covid higher education world. One such infrastructure 
concern that has become a priority for consideration is 
timetabling; for example, in a typical institution timetable 
planning (for the allocation of physical rooms and the 
avoidance of staff and student timetable clashes for online 
teaching) takes place for September from March onwards. 
This means decisions about changes to patterns of teaching 
‘delivery’ need to be made in the autumn/winter of the 
preceding academic year

This is further complicated with hybrid or hyflex teaching 
where students would not want a morning at the institution 
followed by an online module in the afternoon.

Physical fabric of the university
This leads to further questions in relation to the configuration 
of classrooms and learning spaces and how best to arrange 
them to support these new approaches – the new normal in 
relation to pedagogic development might well be the more 
widespread use of collaboratory working. 

Similarly, ‘the new normal’ in higher education teaching 
and learning may not abandon the use of lectures, but what 
working through ‘lockdowns’ has revealed is that tutors have 
very rapidly been creative and innovative in their adaptation 
of presenting, with interactive activities, in a variety of mixed-
mode environments. 

The penultimate element in the Gibbs framework is a need 
to integrate and align several of the above in a coordinated 
institutional strategy, and link this to parallel strategies (Estates, 
Research, Student Support etc) with a focus on strategic 
planning and orient all these towards a common goal, with 
a focus on corporatism. Within the context of developing a 
post-Covid learning and teaching strategy, this is vital. 

Fortunately, higher education development supported by 
supra-national agencies such as the European Union, have 
had a significant impact on the development of digital 
teaching and learning. For example, the work of the Digi-HE 
project, co-funded by the Erasmus+ Project of the European 
Union, is extremely helpful. In its review of 20 instruments 
from around the world designed for the self-assessment of 
digitally enhanced learning and teaching (DELT), including 
the JISC digital framework, the project has examined the 
increased strategic focus on DELT across most European 
universities, which is also reflected in many national and 
European policies. One such initiative is DigCompOrg, the 
European Reference Framework for Digitally-Competent 
Educational Organisations, developed through a mixed-
research approach including a comprehensive review of 
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academic and ‘grey’ literature, in-depth analysis of existing 
frameworks and self-assessment questionnaires promoting the 
integration of digital technologies in education and training 
systems at national/international level, and a process of expert 
and stakeholder consultation (Volungevičienë et al., 2021). 
The DigCompOrg Framework can be seen in Figure 1. A 
good case study that demonstrates an integrated approach is 
Welsen et al. (2020).

The Different Elements of the DigCompOrg Framework 
comprise the core elements of respective self-assessment 
systems including:

• Policy and governance, including strategy, leadership, 
vision and philosophy, digital transformation, 
organisational digital culture, administration, legal 
framework

• Financing and funding, including sustainability

• IT infrastructure including systems, platforms, tools and 
their application, along with digital resources

• Course, programme and curriculum design, including 
assessment practices 

• Professional development, digital skills and staff support

• Student training, development and support, including 
digital identity and wellbeing digital citizenship, and 
integrity

• Accessibility and usability of digitally enhanced learning 
resources and environments

• Collaboration and networking

• Quality management. 

Similarities with Gibb’s work can be drawn.

Figure 1    The different elements of the DigCompOrg framework

Conclusion
Of course, a critic might argue that to consider whether to 
restore, evolve or transform is to focus on a managerialist 
perspective. What we would like to suggest, however, is that 
there is a real opportunity at the moment to consider anew 
what good pedagogic approaches look like; to reflect on 

what has worked well and how we have met the challenges 
of the last 18 months. If every higher education provider 
can now offer online and hybrid/hyflex courses, what makes 
any particular one distinctive? There must be a multitude of 
stories that are being told about how colleagues have fared in 
the lockdowns and, as the often-misquoted aphorism tells us 
– the plural of anecdotes is data. 
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Endnote – Peter
My grandson has a virtual reality (VR) headset, I have tried it 
and thought it felt a little like the 21st-century equivalent of 
the 1970s ‘ping-pong’ TV video game. It was fascinating to 
see things in VR and to be able to, in the virtual world, pick 
up things and move them around but it felt a long way from 
pedagogic technology. However, I also watched Guy Martin’s 
TV show where he set the world’s fastest tractor speed record 
(no idea why!). In this show Guy Martin had the help of JCB, 
Ricardo Engineering and Williams (F1) Advanced Engineering. 
At one point (a clip is available at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=c0oPjHo5iHc) Guy and staff from the engineering 
companies (from separate geographical locations) are in a VR 
room where they are ‘looking’ at the tractor. The Williams 
engineer then illustrates how air would flow over the tractor 
if it could reach 100mph. He then illustrates the improved 
flow after aerodynamic additions. The teaching possibilities of 
this are obvious although perhaps it will be another few years 
before it is widely available. 

In the meantime, the ability to prepare high-quality online 
resources exists. It is easy to imagine a future in which 
modules are centrally produced and students purchase a mix 
and match as they wish (or as they are required to construct 
an accredited qualification). A national record of modules 
taken is maintained, students are lifelong learners, module 
assessment is nationwide (like current A-levels) perhaps even 
automated, there are locally run work placement modules, 
and tutors are freelance and support allocated students. A 
kind of national OU. Any takers?
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Post-pandemic pedagogy: Status quo, evolution or (revolutionary) transformation?

This is such a great book that I am 
not sure why it took me so long to 
read (aside from pivot online). It is a 
book that should be the second line of 
reading for new HE staff after they have 
read some ‘classic’ foundation work and 
settled into their roles. 

The author divides the book into five 
sections of his own devising: curiosity 
(48 pages), sociality (48 pages), emotion 
(36 pages), authenticity (22 pages) and 
failure (48 pages). These in turn are 
structured around the scientific research 
and a discussion of how that work can 
inform teaching practices.

Curiosity is the first section, after the 
Introduction, and as a reader you settle 
quickly into the relaxed, readable, style 
and tone. The chapter (like all of them) 
is full of fascinating material. Science 
tells us, Eyler notes, that we are innately 
curious and that this search for the 
novel in the world is innate and part of 
being human. It may wane but adults 
retain some aspects of childlike curiosity 
and it is this that teachers could/should 
tap into.

There is discussion of how curiosity 
can be conceptualised including 
Loewenstein’s ‘information gap’ 

− the distance between what one 
knows and what one wants to know. 
Mentioned also is epistemic curiosity 
and its association with cognition and 
knowledge acquisition (although he 
does not specifically mention Bendixen 
and Rule’s 2004 paper which discusses 
a mechanism for epistemic change).

Our innate curiosity leads to us use 
information to build knowledge and 
complex conceptual frameworks. Our 
brains, to enable us to do this, are six 
times larger than expected compared 
with other species. This provides a 
capacity that allows the combining 

How Humans Learn
by Joshua R. Eyler
West Virginia University Press, 2018, pp. 312

Book Review



2 www.seda.ac.uk

EDUCATIONAL
DEVELOPMENTS
The Magazine of SEDA

Issue 19.4
2018
Editorial Committee
Amy Barlow
University of Portsmouth

Dr John Bostock
Edge Hill University

Dr Carole Davis
Queen Mary University of London

Dr Peter Gossman
University of Worcester

Professor Alison James
University of Winchester

Steve Outram
HE Consultant and Researcher

Ellie Russell
National Union of Students

Professor Claire Taylor FSEDA
Wrexham Glyndwr University

Professor James Wisdom
Higher Education Consultant

Dr W. Alan Wright
University of Windsor, Canada

2018 (Vol.19)
Annual Subscription Rates
Individual subscriptions are £40 
sterling per year (4 issues) within 
the UK. Overseas subscribers 
should add £5 sterling postage and 
packing for delivery within the EU 
or £8 sterling for the rest of the 
world.

Packs of 10 copies (each copy 
containing 4 issues) are available 
for £290 sterling.

All orders should be sent to the 
SEDA Office, either with payment 
or official order.

NB SEDA members automatically 
receive copies of Educational 
Developments.

28

EDUCATIONAL DEVELOPMENTS 22.3  SEPTEMBER 2021

and re-combining of material into a 
hierarchy of mental constructions. We 
then undertake processing thought to 
correct and enhance these constructs. 
This in turn also accounts for human 
creativity, the ability to create novel 
constructs.

This kind of researched informative 
approach is adopted through the whole 
book and is interspersed with useful 
‘getting started’ sections. These prompt 
the reader to consider how the ideas 
outlined might be implemented in their 
practice. At the end of each chapter 
there is also a very succinct summing up 
called ‘key takeaways’.

The second section tackles what is 
termed ‘Sociality’ and in this Eyler 
approaches by ‘delving into our nature 

as social beings’ (p. 66). He notes, as a 
highlight here, that a social classroom is 
one that has:

1. A sense of belonging 

2. A classroom management 
philosophy that privileges 
community building

3. An instructor who models 
intellectual approaches (the 
ways this can be done (p. 88) 
are wonderful and includes the 
challenging ‘exhibiting positive 
regard and empathy for all 
students in the class’).

There is, of course, much else in this 
chapter worth reading about and 
implementing in practice, as there is 

in the remaining three chapters, but 
writing them here would spoil the 
enjoyment of this readable and useful 
book. I feel, like a great Dylan album. 
(say Oh Mercy or Desire), that this is 
a work that I will revisit frequently – 
highly recommended.
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SEDA News
Rethinking the Remit of the 
University in Challenging Times
SEDA’s Winter Conference 2021, in collaboration with the 
Scottish Higher Educational Developers (SHED).

December 2nd and 3rd 2021, Radisson Blu Hotel, Glasgow.

This will be the Conference SEDA would have held in May 
2020, had we not been locked down. All the workshops 
and presentations have been updated to reflect current and 
emerging issues. 

Programme and booking details coming soon.

SEDA Office
We welcome Roz Grimmitt, back from maternity leave, and 
Deborah Ko who is assisting in the office. Joseph Callanan has 
moved on to the Anna Freud Centre and Liz Kellam-White has 
left the ACU; we thank them both for their hard work on behalf 
of SEDA.

SEDA Vice Chair
We welcome Dr Clare Saunders as SEDA’s incoming 
Vice Chair. Clare has had almost twenty years’ experience 
in educational development, starting her career in the 
Subject Centre for 
Philosophical and 
Religious Studies 
(now part of 
Advance HE) and 
subsequently leading 
the educational 
development teams 
at the Universities 
of Birmingham 
and Greenwich, 
before joining St 
Mary’s University 
Twickenham 
in September 2021 as their new Head of Academic 
Professional Development. She is also a Principal Fellow of 
the Higher Education Academy.

Partnerships for Enhanced and Blended Learning (PEBL)
SEDA has been delivering the Association of Commonwealth Universities’ PEBL project with universities in East Africa since 2017. 
This capacity-building project has been so successful that a second scheme is now being implemented with 12 universities in West 
Africa (PEBL WA). SEDA will be training a cadre of academic staff to implement the blended learning environment and support 
the development of pedagogic expertise in blended learning formats. With SEDA-accredited qualifications, they will go on to lead 
development in their partner institutions.


