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Facing a collaborative future,

where to begin...

Sandy Sparks and Steve Outram, Higher Education
Consultants

Introduction

Higher education in the UK has faced and continues to face momentous challenges.
In addition to the obvious challenge of finance, universities and colleges face
numerous other challenges such as growing competition, internationalisation,

the advent of the ‘global classroom,” the likely impact of Al expansion, and staff
demoralisation. So, what can be done, and where to begin?

If one were to ask ChatGPT what the future holds for UK universities, the reply would
likely be nuanced, highlighting their existing strengths, as well as including some
generic features, such as:

1. Developing digital and Al-powered education, including digital learning and
smart campuses, Al-driven personalised learning, virtual reality (VR) simulations,
and online degree programmes.

2. Expanding industry and employer partnerships, including growth in degree
apprenticeships, work placements, and industry-led courses that enable students
to gain real-world experience.

3. Strengthening research and innovation. Developing research and innovation is a
familiar goal for most institutions, alongside the pursuit of excellence in learning
and teaching. This future research development is also often nuanced, linked
to a developing institutional niche and regionally based. In both teaching and
research, there is a growing trend towards greater interdisciplinarity.

4. Crowth of flexible and professional learning. The future for most institutions
is likely to include the development of flexible and professional learning,
including more emphasis on online, hybrid, and part-time learning to cater to
working professionals and lifelong learners as well as the development of micro-
credentials and short courses for skill-based learning.

5. Commitment to sustainability and green innovation. As universities move toward
carbon neutrality, most institutions are likely to focus on eco-friendly campus
initiatives and sustainability-focused programmes.

6. Strengthening global reach. Similarly, most institutional strategies include
increasing global engagement and expanding strategic partnerships worldwide to
enhance the impact of research and education.

7. Enhancing student experience, wellbeing, and inclusivity. Building on the steps
they have already taken, a focus on student wellbeing and an increasing concern
for inclusiveness are likely to be future concerns for higher education institutions.

ChatGPT is often considered an unreliable source of information for accurately
predicting future developments. Yet the seven characteristics outlined above can

be recognised in most HEI strategies, and the critical question is how they can be
achieved? There is a growing trend in the literature, as well as from experience, that

SEDA Supporting and Leading Educational Change




EDUCATIONAL
DEVELOPMENTS

The Magazine of SEDA

Issue 27.1
2026

Editorial and SEDA
Blog Committee

Dr John Bostock SFSEDA
Bath Spa University

Dr Kerry Dobbins
University of Warwick

Dr Marios Hadjianastasis
University of Birmingham
Professor Annie Hughes
Kingston University

Dr Aisling Keane
Queen’s University Belfast
Dr Emma Kennedy
University of Greenwich
Dr Virendra Mistry
University of Chester
Steve Outram

HE Consultant and Researcher

Santanu Vasant
Independent Higher Education Consultant

Professor James Wisdom
Higher Education Consultant

Our articles are discoverable via
EBSCOhost.

2026 (Vol. 27)

© SEDA.

Educational Developments is SEDA’s
quarterly magazine, promoting
innovation and good practice in
Higher Education. The open archives
of both Educational Developments
and the SEDA Blogs are available on
the SEDA website.

Educational Developments” and the
SEDA Blogs' readership ranges from
full-time educational developers in
units to everyone who is interested in
matters such as learning, teaching,
assessment, course design and the
wider process of educational reform.

If you wish to contribute an article
(max. 3000 words) please find the
contributor guidelines on the SEDA
website for useful details.

greater collaboration is necessary to address these future issues. Indeed, for some
authors, it can only be achieved through greater collaborative working.

‘So, what’s new?’

Of course, working collaboratively has always been a feature of higher education
life. Programmes and courses could never get off the ground without collaboration
between academic and professional services colleagues. There may be times,
however, when this describes colleagues cooperating rather than collaborating.
Cooperation occurs when a group of people work together in support of someone
else’s objectives. For example, it is a colleague who contributes a module to a
programme without a commitment to its overall aims or a colleague who gives
critical feedback to something you have written. Collaboration is when colleagues
work together to support a shared objective. It implies shared ownership and
interest in achieving successful outcomes. Arguably, universities and colleges now
require a higher level of genuine collaboration to navigate a volatile, uncertain, and
ambiguous future.

Reasons for greater collaboration

Collaboration is a necessity for success

There is a consistent message in the research literature that no single person has
the knowledge, expertise and experience to accomplish all the objectives now
required for higher education institutions (HEIs) not just to survive, but to thrive in
the coming years. For example, as HEIs responded to the pandemic’s lockdowns,
collaboration was essential to achieve the rapid transition to online learning,

at the very least between academic staff, students, IT services, and educational
developers. Such collaboration will continue to be necessary to navigate an Al- and
digital-driven future.

Collaboration is necessary to support student wellbeing

Research undertaken by Red Brick Research for the Global Student
Accommodation Group (GSA) in 2018 found that ‘key stressors” included financial
pressures, academic stress, long commute times, social pressures, concerns about
employability, balancing work and study, and housing problems. Increasing
collaboration between various University functions and communities was central to
the report’s recommendations, which included:

a. Creating networks linking partners that influence the entire student experience

b. In-residence community environments with on- and off-campus student
accommodation providers

c. Effective signposting to student services

d. Learning from student groups in other countries to inform understanding of

cultural differences and support transnational student mobility.

Collaboration is necessary to support future research and enhance its impact
There is a long history of multinational collaboration in research. Large, complex,
and challenging questions require the creativity, expertise, and funding that
accompany international collaborative research. However, research collaborations
are increasingly necessary at more local levels, particularly as more researchers
incorporate community engagement into their research. For example, the Heseltine
Institute for Public Policy, Practice, and Place at the University of Liverpool, an
interdisciplinary research institute, not only undertakes research with and for local
communities, but also empowers them to conduct their own research using the
Community-Led Research Training Toolkit (Heseltine Institute for Public Policy,
Practice and Place, 2021). And, of course, research collaboration enables one to
publish more widely.

The trend towards increasing interdisciplinarity in both research and teaching
The late Paul Ramsden, architect of the famous Course Experience Questionnaire
and the first CEO of the Higher Education Academy, argued in one of his final
articles that the future of learning and teaching would be interdisciplinary and
transdisciplinary:
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‘We need to encourage universities and colleges to
explore new models of curriculum. Government
and funding bodies should incentivise and support
the radical realignment of undergraduate curricula:
we require transdisciplinary curricula that extend
students to their limits, that develop skills of
inquiry and research, and that are imbued with
international perspectives.” (Ramsden, 2008)

Interdisciplinarity, by its very nature, requires high levels

of effective collaboration in both research and teaching.
Pratt-Adams et al. (2025) usefully describe the difference
between interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity.

The former entails integrating several disciplines to

create new knowledge. There are several definitions of
transdisciplinarity, but a common element in most is the
inclusion of a non-academic member in the collaboration,
such as a transdisciplinary programme that has increased
access to industry, providing students with work experience.
Additionally, the development of interdisciplinary curricula
or research questions is crucial for any engagement with the
UN Sustainable Development Goals, which an increasing
number of universities in the UK, as well as those overseas,
are now prioritising. These trends, together, also enable
colleagues to develop distinctive interdisciplinary research
and curriculum niches.

Prioritisation of internationalisation strategies
Prioritisation of internationalisation strategies became
important, particularly following the experiences of
‘lockdown’ through the COVID-19 pandemic, which acted
as a catalyst in the development of online expertise and
international engagement. As Knight (2004) suggests, HEIs
are internationalised for social, cultural, political, academic,
and economic reasons. Included in this internationalisation
of institutions is the development of interculturally
competent ‘globally ready” graduates even when they

do not leave the campus. Indeed, an approach has been
developed, Collaborative Online International Learning
(COIL), to achieve these outcomes. COIL is a form of virtual
exchange that enables students from different countries to
collaborate on a meaningful project relevant to their studies
using digital technology. It is axiomatic that successful COIL
initiatives require effective collaboration between tutors,
students and professional service providers in different
countries (Hackett et al., 2023).

The trend to develop more partnerships within an HEI,
between HEIs and with external partners

Sellen et al. (2021) describe how they initiated a project
to design the packaging and branding for CLEAN Meds
(Carefully Selected and Easily Accessible at No Charge
Medications) in collaboration with a team of doctors,
pharmacists, and patients. This project was a co-created
experiential learning opportunity through an undergraduate
advertising and packaging studio class, as well as a project-
based learning opportunity. The authors, comprising
academics, students, and practitioners, present several
critical reflections and issues, including conceptual and
regulatory tensions that arose when design suggestions did
not align with bureaucratic protocols.

www.seda.ac.uk
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Dimensions of collaboration in higher
education

Collaboration occurs in various forms in higher education. In
practical terms, this is both an advantage — there are many
opportunities for collaboration — but there are also many
collaboration challenges, including the following.

Informal vs formal

There is evidence from colleagues reflecting on their
experiences of responding urgently to the COVID-19
pandemic that the informal collaboration between
academic staff, students and professional services in rapidly
transitioning to online delivery took formal institutional
management by surprise — academic leaders and managers
had to ‘catch up” with what the colleagues they were
managing had already done.

Working with others in your discipline

It may seem surprising that working with colleagues in one’s
own discipline could be considered challenging. As we have
suggested, genuine collaboration is messy and complicated
— it is not the same as seeking cooperation from colleagues
who may guard their individual autonomy closely. Nor

is it about what has come to be termed ‘a convening'.

This neologistic noun-from-a-verb has many definitions,

but one that is often used is the Rockefeller Foundation’s
resource ‘Gather: The Art and Science of Effective
Convening’, which defines a convening as:

a. Composed of diverse stakeholders who represent a
range of perspectives on a topic, often from different
organisations

b. For accomplishing a clear purpose (e.g. drive toward
decision-making or alignment) and intended outcomes

c. Designed to draw on all participants to generate insight
and action beyond what any single actor could achieve
on his or her own

d. Typically, in-person gatherings of 10 to 80 participants
last from a half-day to as long as a week.

The University of Liverpool’s THRIVE project is a UK
example that explores the use of convenings to establish
new types of research teams. A critique of convenings
suggests that while they can foster dialogue and
collaboration, their effectiveness depends on a well-
structured approach, inclusivity, and effective follow-
through. Without clear actions, diverse participation, and
accountability, they risk being performative, resource-heavy,
and ineffective.

Working with others from other disciplines — Being inter-
disciplinary

Pratt-Adams et al. (2025) describe some of the challenges
they faced and continue to face in their campus-wide
interdisciplinary initiatives, including staff resistance, a lack
of student engagement, and the need to engage external
stakeholders such as employers, as well as resolving logistical
challenges.

Working with international partners
The challenges that collaborating colleagues face in
developing international partnerships are well documented.
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These include acknowledging cultural differences, a lack of
intercultural competence, working in different regions with
varying time zones, quality assurance and accreditation
disparities, language barriers, differing funding systems, visa
and border control issues, supporting international students,
and providing support for ‘flying faculty’.

Getting started

At the outset, supporters of greater collaboration are clear

that ‘it doesn’t just happen’. Effective and sustainable
collaboration requires the development of an organisational
culture that values collaboration, including the development of
collaborative leadership. As Mokoena (2018) has argued:

“The challenges facing organisations today require an
exhaustive review of the strategic role of leadership.
The complex and ambiguous situations encountered
by the contemporary organisation make it difficult
for a single external leader to perform all leadership
functions successfully.”

Further, as Kennedy (2008) has stated:

‘In higher education collaboration takes on various
hues — students collaborate on group projects, faculty
seek the benefits of collective intelligence in the
development of their own ideas as they explore their
research programs, and staff collaborate on delivering
products and services in support of research, teaching
and learning.’

Collaborative leadership is therefore needed to support a
variety of different collaborative situations, requiring new ideas
about leadership and the identification and development of
new leadership skills. It is clear that existing leadership styles,
including types of distributed leadership and transformational
leadership, do not adequately apply to collaborative networks.
A fresh set of values and skills needs to be developed that
engages with the interdependence of participants, promotes
horizontal management, and emphasises relationship-building
and process over goal and task achievement, as well as the
need for accompanying changes in university systems.

Not least, in an attempt to reflect on the future of one’s
institution, there is a need for everyone to be able to participate
in an institution’s collaborative future, including that often
‘invisible’ cadre of colleagues who provide all of the technical
support and without whom any future collaborative initiatives
are not likely to be successful. The inclusion of technical staff is
vital to any holistic, collaborative development. For example,
Planning for Higher Education, the journal of the Society for
College and University Planning, consistently includes articles
detailing collaborative campus planning activities, including the
necessary collaboration needed for multi-campus institutions,
the development of multi-institutional consortia to share
experiences and resources, and the increased collaboration
between estates colleagues, private contractors, professional
services including IT, students and faculty members, in the re-
design of teaching spaces. Collaboration in planning is essential
to facilitate collaborative learning.

How to get started?

Several recent valuable resources address the development
of a collaborative university or college, including Abegglen et

al. (2023) Collaboration in Higher Education: a new ecology
of practice. This is a most helpful resource that not only
addresses obvious types of collaboration, such as student
collaboration, but also includes discussions of creativity

and social justice. Similarly, Barbara Gray and Jill Purdy, in
Collaborating for Our Future Multistakeholder Partnerships for
Solving Complex Problems (2018), suggest that ‘organizations
have been turning to partnerships to meet challenges, which
as single organizations they cannot handle on their own’ (p.
17), and they go on to identify the criteria for developing
effective partnerships, and also ways in which partnerships and
collaboration might fail.

Although published in 2010, Collaborative Working in Higher
Education: the social academy, edited by Lorraine Walsh and
Peter Kahn, still has much to offer, and there is also Building
Communities of Practice in Higher Education: co-creating,
collaborating and enriching working cultures, edited by Camila
Devis-Rozental and Susanne Rose Clarke (2024), with its
explicit focus on communities of practice.

There is a growing number of resources to support the
introduction and development of interdisciplinary teaching and
research. In addition to the excellent Pratt-Adams et al. (2025)
Introducing Interdisciplinary Modules in Higher Education:
enhancing sustainability and student employability, which
provides both a conceptual framework, a series of case studies
as well as covering how institutional change was accomplished,
there is also the collection of resources offered by the Times
Higher’s compendium of interdisciplinary resources which can
be found at https://www.timeshighereducation.com/campus/
keywords/interdisciplinarity-0

Professional development

Making the transition to becoming a collaborative institution
is facilitated by the development of new professional
development programmes for all stakeholders — faculty,
administrative staff, professional services staff, students,
institutional senior managers, and others. Further, there is
also a need to consider how the institution is organised. For
example, Angela Lewellyn Jones et al. (2008), describe how,
traditionally, academic staff and student support services are
often housed in different buildings, with staff reporting to
different managers within the organisational structure.

An example of a programme to support collaborative
leadership development with technicians is one developed

by Sandy Sparks for the Vivian Thomas Technical Leadership
Programmes, funded by UKRI Research England (and
delivered by Sandy and Steve through 2024-2025). This
programme comprised an online launch meeting, two in-
person workshop days and an online half-day to complete the
programme. Topics included:

* How to create and spot opportunities for collaborations
* Managing collaborations

* Are you collaboration ready?

* lIdentifying collaboration opportunities

* Different rules for different collaborations

* Institutional support for collaborations

* Tools/techniques

* Application to the workplace

* Next steps — what do | need to do?

www.seda.ac.uk



This was a highly successful programme that surfaced,
amongst other things, the challenges technicians face
when working with academic colleagues, such as different
working languages and cultures, differing expectations, and
varying rewards and recognition.

And finally

We want to offer an activity that we have used together

Facing a collaborative future, where to begin...

and separately to introduce collaborative interdisciplinary
research and interdisciplinary curriculum development.

It works equally well in both situations. It is an adaption
of the Lotus Flower exercise. Here are the guidelines,

for example, for developing an interdisciplinary research
project in less than an hour.

1) What is the difference between multi-disciplinary,
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research

2) What is the Lotus Flower?

=

E
H
[E] G

In the | position is the name of the proposed research
project.

Surrounding the 1 is A to H. These are the main elements
of the project, such as funding. Imagine that ‘Funding’ is
the label on Cell A.

This then becomes the centre of the Lotus Flower in the
top left-hand side.

Developing an interdisciplinary research project

1213
a_aja
6|5
1[2]s
?HT.
7165

The cells surrounding ‘A" in the top left-hand corner,
numbered 1 to 8, then provide details related to funding.

* Participants are allocated to tables to ensure a good

disciplinary mix and then given the following instructions:

You have just been informed that you need to create a

brand new transdisciplinary or interdisciplinary research

project

* Place this at the centre of your ‘lotus flower’

* Now identify the elements that support this new
programme and write them in A-H

* Your new project must:

* Be inclusive (and represent all of the disciplines on your
table)
* Engage with internationalisation
¢ Be collaborative, and
* Engage with UNESCO Sustainable Development Goals
* Now move your new elements into surrounding ‘petals’
where they become the new ‘cores’.

Typically, we have found that participants can quickly
become energised and work collaboratively to complete
the Lotus Flower in under an hour. Indeed, on most
occasions when we have delivered this activity, at least
one group has become so excited about the outcome
that they have continued to develop the project after the
programme has ended.
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The necessity of brokering to make the

ecosystem thrive
Antony Hill and Cathy Minett-Smith, University of the West of England

Introduction

Universities are an ecosystem of
different groups and interests. This
brings variety and richness but also,
by definition, complications due

to interconnected relationships.
Typically, the learning and teaching
(L&T) portfolio sits at the heart of this
interconnectivity.

To explore these interactions, it's
useful to frame the different groups
and interests through the lens of
Communities of Practice (CoP). A

CoP is a group of people who ‘share

a concern or a passion for something
they do and learn how to do it better as
they interact regularly’ (Wenger, 1998).
That interaction takes place within a
specific context with accompanying
values and norms that shape practice,
underpinning how members learn from
each other and develop their identities.
Hence, learning and practice are
inseparable as they are a by-product of
human activity in context (Christensen,
2016). These deep-rooted specific
cultural and historical contexts (Ibert,
2007) significantly influence the social
interactions that take place within
communities.

Teaching and learning developments
often involve working across community
boundaries. Whilst the challenge

or problem may be shared across
the communities, the contexts and
values that fundamentally underpin
the necessary social interactions may
not be. The boundaries of CoPs can
therefore be defined as sociocultural
differences between practices
leading to discontinuities in action or

interaction (Akkerman and Bakker, 2011).

For educational development to
thrive, CoPs need to be connected
through brokering, achieved by
identifying the boundary objects, such
as artefacts, processes or discourse
that can be used to support boundary
interactions (Wenger, 2000), enabling a
commonality of purpose and approach
to emerge through collaboration whilst
preserving the integrity and identity of
the individual CoPs.

This begs the question — what role does
Senior L&T Leadership have in bridging
these boundaries between CoPs?

Why brokering?
An ecosystem can only thrive when
groups interact. It's important to

acknowledge that this doesn’t
necessarily happen naturally, and these
connections need to be facilitated and
nurtured. This is where brokering is
essential.

Brokering is a complex activity, which
involves the processes of translation,
coordination and alignment of different
perspectives (Wenger, 2000). Brokers
may have peripheral memberships of
multiple CoPs, but more importantly,
they must have enough legitimacy

to influence the development of
practice, mobilise attention and address
conflicting interests. Consequently,

they need to be skilled in linking the
knowledge and practices of CoPs
thereby enabling the introduction of a
practice element from one community
to another. Colleagues occupying L&T
leadership roles are often charged with
the responsibility of making this happen.

Senior leaders’ credibility to lead in the
L&T space is often associated with their
active engagement in multiple CoPs both
internal and external to their institution.
However, whilst brokering, they must
strive to be neutral within the CoPs that
they are brokering between, to retain
credibility and establish trust. Being

www.seda.ac.uk



perceived to be more connected to one
CoP than another could compromise
their objectives of brokering.

For effective brokering in a complex
context, there must be overlaps
between the communities such as a
commonality of purpose or challenge.

Senior leaders need to be adept at
focusing on the principles underpinning
the commonalities of purpose or
challenge rather than the manifestations
associated with them in each CoP

to weave a holistic approach to
educational development. In so doing,
they become effective brokers of
change (McGrath 2019). Brokering
supports diplomatic leadership, where
CoPs are collaboratively brought

along through transparent debate to
acknowledge, appreciate and value
difference to determine an agreed

way forward. Flowing the other way,
good practice can be rolled out in a
meaningful way that has impact by
permeating into the CoPs.

As Sutherland (2018) puts it: ‘A

more holistic approach to academic
development would pay attention to the
whole of the academic role, the whole
institution, and the whole person’.

uswa®

University
committees
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Challenges

That's the ideal, but what are the
challenges we need to consider? The
variety and richness brought by the
complexity of institutions requires
brokering between a potentially
enormous number of CoPs, which
often is simply not possible without
the careful selection of the approach
(which, in itself, generates exclusion).

Perhaps the most significant challenge
comes in the form of the invisible
barriers to collaboration. This can
often be an unarticulated perception
of difference (or the ‘unwritten

rule’), with the motivations and
principles of one particular CoP seen
as incompatible with another. These
can come in many forms including
different academic disciplines, or the
classic perception of ‘central” against
‘local” CoPs. Hence, the identification
of appropriate boundary objects and
boundary interactions is vital to ensure
that the focus is on the commonalities
rather than the differences. Even if true
incompatibility is actually incredibly
rare, the perception of this is much
more common.

Individual professional identity is

B%\ﬁ

University
Professional
Services

Universities ecosystem brokering model

External entity

e.g.
AdvanceHE

The necessity of brokering to make the ecosystem thrive

often linked with being part of a
particular CoP. Therefore, any actions
that are perceived as undermining

the uniqueness of their CoP can

be interpreted as a threat to their
professional identity. Often this

leads to resistance to change, and
entrenchment with a CoP that may

be striving to protect the status quo.
This is why neutrality of the broker in
these situations is vital. Inevitably, there
may be some form of personal bias

to different CoPs, whether conscious
or unconscious. Leaders need to be
cognisant of these potential biases and
mindful of how they may influence
engagement from some COPs.

When considering brokering through
the learning and teaching leadership
lens, what does it mean to develop into
this space?

Leadership development

The nature of senior L&T roles is
about working with teams, where the
achievements and impact of that leader
are articulated through the success

of others. Brokering gives context

and framing to this. For leaders to be
developed in this space, they must be
supported to engage with a widening
network of CoPs, be able
to understand them, and
to evolve the skill sets
needed to broker. A key
role of the broker is to
facilitate the transfer of
knowledge and learning
between individuals and
CoPs with skills closely
aligned with those
needed to be effective
facilitators of learning

as opposed to didactic
teaching. Brokering to
support change at an
individual level, such as
an academic looking to
change their practice, is
achieved by the broker
connecting them to
appropriate individuals
through their knowledge
of practice in either
internal or external
CoPs. Transformational
change projects require
a rethinking of practice
at a deeper and more
profound level (McGrath,
2019). In this context,
brokering is more
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complex, demanding a maturity of
influential skills to make purposeful
connections between multiple
communities, disciplines, departments,
and individuals in the organisation,
including academics, managers, leaders
and professional service colleagues
(Sutherland, 2018).

One must also be aware of and develop
an approach to the institutional vs.
individual drivers for brokering, and

to manage the conflicts that might

arise from this. Success in brokering

is often dependent on an individual’s
effectiveness in working with colleagues
on a personal level. However, the
primary purpose is to achieve strategic
alignment with the key themes that the
broker is advocating for. Identifying
allies from within communities is key to
success. However, the broker needs to
stay focused on the primary purpose as
the main measure of success (Elkington
and Arnold, 2024). An illustrative
case-study of successful brokering as

a senior L&T leader, would be the

role of Dean of L&T at UWE through
the institutional UWE programmes
initiative, enacted over the 24/25
academic year. The institutional aim
was to ensure that all programmes

(of which there are several hundred
due to the size of the university) were
aligned to a key set of principles (both
structurally and in ethos), which would
facilitate an inclusive, outstanding
programme experience which could be
delivered efficiently and effectively. The

institutional aims were clearly logical;
however, by only focusing on these,
successfully brokering between the CoPs
(Schools/Subject Areas/Quality etc.)
would not succeed as the needs and
connections between them would not
be addressed, resulting in the perennial
sector-wide challenge of a ‘centrally
perceived’ drive not being meaningfully
embedded on the ground. Through the
role of the Dean of L&T, with the ability
and conscious intention to straddle the
CoPs, through identifying allies and
working through compromise whilst
maintaining the core of the institutional
aims, it has been possible to broker
meaningful change.

In conclusion, if institutions are
genuinely committed to authentic
educational development, they need
to invest in developing brokering skills
in their senior learning and teaching
leaders to drive meaningful change,
whilst respecting and integrating the
identity and expertise of the various
CoPs that are vital to the university’s
ecosystem.
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The futility of detection: Time for universities

to invest in true Al preparedness
Tadhg Blommerde, Gergely Lanyi and Harry Fisher, Northumbria University

This article is written by an educator and two undergraduate
students. It is a follow up to Blommerde et al. (2024), also

published in this magazine, that called for universities to turn
off their Al detectors. In this work, we repeat this appeal and

argue that student Al literacy is the best solution to prevent the

misuse of this technology.

While the pursuit of academic integrity is paramount, Al
detectors are a misdirected effort, creating more problems
than they solve due to their inherent inaccuracies, biases,
and ethical concerns (Northern lllinois University, 2024),

ultimately fostering distrust at universities (Gegg-Harrison and
Quarterman, 2024). The very premise of accurate Al detection
is a myth, and it is not an approach that universities should be
using (Zhang et al., 2024).

Students often turn to Al for assistance, or sometimes misuse,
when they lack confidence in their own knowledge or writing

abilities Johnston et al., 2024). However, by teaching students
to engage with Al, understand its limitations, and critically
evaluate Al output, universities can foster a more realistic
understanding of what the technology is truly capable of and
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where its use is appropriate. As a result, students become less
likely to misuse Al, recognising that it is a flawed technology
that cannot replace their hard work or genuine critical thinking.

We recommend that universities turn off their Al detectors and
proactively cultivate comprehensive Al literacy among students,
fostering equitable, transparent, and future-ready educational
environments that genuinely enhance learning while maintaining
academic integrity (Kramm and McKenna, 2023). This means
teaching students to use Al effectively, critically, ethically, and
responsibly, enabling them to understand the technology’s
deficiencies and build confidence in their own abilities.

The illusion and cost of Al detection

Al detection software is a flawed approach that wastes
university time and resources. Its premise is a myth, as
demonstrated by persistent inaccuracies.

Student co-authors say: In a seminar last year, we used different
Al chatbots, such as Claude and Gemini, to write a literature
review as quickly as possible. We then submitted the output

to Turnitin and were given our Al detector reports to review.
The results were all over the place, with some submissions
getting scores of 0% and others up to 60% likely Al. This made
us question how accurate Al detectors are, whether they can
produce false results and flag human writing as Al, and why
universities are spending so much money on them.

The proprietary algorithms of Al detectors are opaque,
undermining trust and fostering adversarial relationships.
With Turnitin, students cannot even view their own Al-
detection reports, unlike plagiarism scores (Han et al., 2022).
Consequently, many prestigious institutions in the UK,
including Durham, Newcastle, Oxford Brookes, Kingston, and
Dundee universities have already abandoned these tools.

Furthermore, Al detectors exhibit bias against non-native
English speakers, misclassifying their writing as Al-generated
(Liang et al., 2023) and penalising those using tools like
Grammarly to support their writing (Gillham, 2024). This
exacerbates challenges for international students. The rapid
development of ‘Al humanizers’, like Ryne or Undetectable

Al, which disguise Al writing, confirms that the ‘detection arms
race’ is unwinnable, and diverts valuable time and energy from
meaningful education (Wall Street Journal, 2025).

The path forward: Cultivating critical Al
literacy

The way forward is not to fight against the tide of Al but to
respond to it in a manner that genuinely enhances learning.
Ardito (2023) argues against the use of Al-detection tools in
higher education, citing a misalignment with the educational
landscape and a neglect of transformative learning.

Al tools are integral to modern workplaces, yet academic bans
create a harmful disconnect, hindering student preparedness.
Engaging with Al in education offers an opportunity to
innovate, enhancing productivity, creativity, and decision-
making skills vital for future careers (Pescuma, 2023).

However, current Al detection practices undermine this
potential. Students at UK universities strongly dislike Al
detectors and have petitioned to have them turned off
(University of Bedfordshire, 2023; Lancaster University, 2023).
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The constant fear of false accusations redirects student energy
from valuable learning to detector-related worry, a genuine
waste of their time and effort.

Student co-authors say: Al has strengthened our ability to think
critically, work creatively, and produce higher-quality work in
less time. During one of our modules, we utilised ChatGPT to
assist in structuring market research, refining a business plan,
and critically evaluating competitors. Rather than replacing our
own thinking, the Al acted as a sounding board, challenging
assumptions, suggesting alternative strategies, and helping

us communicate ideas more clearly. Using Al saved time and
deepened our understanding of theory, as we could instantly
explore how different strategic planning tools, such as SWOT
and PESTLE, applied to the project. Additionally, when preparing
academic work, such as a research proposal, Al helped us
improve the clarity of our writing and adhere to APA formatting,
thereby increasing both the quality and efficiency of the work.

Cultivating critical engagement with Al output
Instead of relying on questionable Al detectors, universities
should encourage innovative approaches to assessment writing
and the ethical use of technology. Educators should encourage
students to use Al as a tool to enhance their critical thinking
and creativity (Li, 2025). For instance, students could use Al

to generate initial drafts or outlines of their work, which they
can then refine and expand upon, adding direct quotations or
comparing and contrasting literature, things that Al cannot do
well at the time of writing. This process helps students develop
their analytical and editing skills, as they learn to critically
evaluate and improve Al-generated content.

An increased focus must be dedicated to critically engaging
with Al output. When students thoughtfully question, critically
evaluate, and ethically engage with Al, it extends existing
critical thinking and digital literacies, helping students develop
an active awareness of Al’s capabilities and limitations, and
understanding why its content should not be treated as a
single source of truth (Novak Education, 2025). Universities
should provide students with digital literacy training to help
them critically assess Al-generated content. Activities that show
students examples of inaccuracy, bias, logical, and stylistic
problems in outputs can be instrumental. Students must verify
Al outputs against other established sources for accuracy. This
productive engagement is a far more valuable use of student
time than navigating issues related to detection.

Teaching students how to write high quality prompts and
critically engage with Al output reveals the technology’s

true nature. Students quickly recognise the flaws in Al by
engaging with it, seeing for themselves its deficiencies, such as
hallucinated sources, no meaningful engagement with citations
even when they are real, Al output not adhering to word
counts, long-winded and inauthentic writing, unconvincing
points, excessive use of numbered or bulleted lists, biases in
the Al output that users must be alert to, and the significant
time it takes to determine the accuracy of every claim and
statement and to provide supporting evidence for them.
Through this process, students can develop confidence in their
own abilities, recognising that they can do a better job than
Al, demonstrating genuine engagement with sources, strong
argumentation, and clear and succinct writing.

Student co-authors say: Our Al literacy has improved greatly
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in recent times because of what we are learning at university.

In our seminars we were able to test out different Al tools

and prompts to get a better idea of how the technology

works. Prompt engineering has helped us greatly in getting
better responses from Al. The Al needs more detail in order to
have better outputs. If the prompts are too basic, the Al will
essentially just write long paragraphs of useless nonsense or
over-explains simple concepts. We, of course, check the validity
of anything the Al says by finding our own evidence.

Practical frameworks

There are numerous frameworks available to help students
structure their instructions or prompt an Al (Juuzt Al, 2025),
or to critically engage with the output (University of Montana,
2025). One popular example of an integrated framework is
PREP/EDIT by Fitzpatrick et al. (2023).

PREP is an acronym for:

e Prompt: What is the purpose of the prompt?

* Role: What should the role or voice of the output be?

* Explicit instructions: What are the specifications of the
output?

e Parameters: What are the boundaries of the output, i.e
word count, formality?

EDIT is an acronym for:

* Evaluate: Does the output adhere to the instructions?

* Determine accuracy: Is the text accurate? Are there false
claims?

* Identify bias: Is the language emotive? Is the logic sound?

* Transform: How can the output be improved? Are correc-
tions, citations, counter-arguments, or extra text needed?

PREP/EDIT empowers students to engage deeply with Al, not
just for generating content, but as a starting point for critical
thought and refinement, ensuring they develop confidence in
their own ability to identify weak aspects of the output and
make improvements.

Student co-authors say: In the final assessment for one module,
we were tasked with marking and critiquing a research proposal
for an undergraduate project that was written entirely by Al.
We were given a prewritten (very detailed) prompt to use

with the Al. The assessment really showcased the limitations

of Al. As a probability-based language model, Al is unable to
adapt its output based on context, it doesn’t think and will
generate words that don’t make sense in a particular context.
For example, when writing from the perspective of a student,
the Al described how the research project will revolutionise the
field and change policies. This was obviously unrealistic, as a
typical university student doesn "t have either the research skills
or the resources to be able to conduct a breakthrough piece

of research. It also failed to consider the guidelines for student
research at our university and was quite disconnected from
what projects of this type look like in reality.

Redefining academic integrity: Innovation
over policing

The negative impact of Al detection tools on the student experience
is profound. These tools can create a climate of suspicion and
anxiety, where students feel they are constantly under surveillance
(Han et al., 2022). This environment is not conducive to learning
and can significantly detract from their overall educational
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experience. Instead of relying on flawed Al detectors, universities
should integrate Al into the educational process. This shift moves
towards more reliable and ethical assessment methods that
genuinely evaluate students’ understanding and capabilities. The
goal is to foster critical thinking, creativity, and practical skills aligned
with real-world applications.

Preparing for the future workforce

As Al becomes increasingly integrated into the workplace, it

is essential for students to develop proficiency in using these
tools (Abdelwahab et al., 2023). By incorporating Al into the
curriculum, educators can help students gain the skills and
knowledge they need to succeed in a technology-driven job
market. This preparation can help to ensure a workforce that is
capable of harnessing the potential of Al and using it responsibly.

Ethical use of Al: Guiding principles

Educators have a critical role to play in teaching students
about the ethical use of Al (Chauncey and McKenna, 2023).
This includes understanding the limitations and biases of Al
tools. By fostering an ethical mindset, educators can help
students navigate the complexities of Al and academic integrity,
ensuring that its use aligns with institutional and broader
societal values and goals.

Practical steps for universities: Moving
beyond detection

To transition away from Al detection tools and towards a
more constructive use of Al in education, universities can take
several practical steps.

Developing Al literacy programmes

Universities should offer courses and workshops that

teach students and faculty about Al, its capabilities, and its
limitations. These sessions can cover topics such as how Al
works, prompt engineering, its applications in different fields,
and best practices for using Al ethically and effectively.

Integrating Al into the curriculum

Al should be integrated into the curriculum across disciplines.
This can include incorporating Al tools into assignments and
projects, as well as teaching students how to use Al effectively
to conduct research, analyse data, and create content

(Wood and Moss, 2024). By including Al as a part of the
learning process, universities can help students become more
comfortable and proficient with these technologies.

Fostering a culture of innovation

Universities should encourage a culture of innovation where
students and faculty are empowered to experiment with this
technology and how it could be used to enhance learning.
Many university staff are resisting Al, forcing students to
conceal their use of it and impeding them from becoming
more experienced and sophisticated users of it (Watermeyer
et al., 2024). To address this, universities could create
innovation labs, offer grants for Al-related projects, and host
events that showcase innovative uses of Al in education and
the workforce.

Promoting collaboration and peer learning

Collaboration and peer learning can be powerful tools for
enhancing Al literacy and proficiency. Universities can create
opportunities for students across disciplines to work together
on Al-related projects, share their experiences, and learn
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from each other. This collaborative approach can help build
a community of learners who are skilled in using Al and
committed to its ethical use.

Conclusion: A forward-thinking approach

to education

The significant drawbacks, inaccuracies, biases, ethical
concerns, and the disconnect with professional practices,
necessitate that universities turn off their Al detectors
(Ghaffary, 2023; Bowen and Watson, 2024). This move does
not abandon academic integrity but shifts towards more
reliable and ethical assessment methods that genuinely
evaluate students’ understanding and capabilities. Al-
detection tools fail to account for the nuanced ways students
use Al, leading to potential biases and unfair penalisation of
non-native English speakers (Liang et al., 2023). The lack of
transparency in these tools further complicates their ethical
use, undermining trust in the academic system (Han et al.,
2022). For students, the time spent worrying about, or trying
to bypass, Al detection is time wasted that could be far better
used in developing valuable Al literacy skills.

Instead of relying on flawed Al detectors, universities should
integrate Al into the educational process. Continuous
feedback mechanisms can help students understand their
strengths and areas for improvement, while Al-driven tools
can enhance research and writing skills. Establishing clear
guidelines for ethical Al use and fostering a culture of
responsible Al integration will better prepare students for the
modern workplace.

It is time for universities to turn off their Al detectors and
instead dedicate resources to teaching students how to
critically engage with Al output and use these powerful tools
effectively, critically, ethically, and responsibly. Al detection is

a waste of student time and institutional resources. Turning

off Al detectors allows universities to create a more inclusive,
innovative, and future-ready educational environment.

This approach aligns educational practices with real-world
applications, ensuring that students are equipped with the skills
and knowledge needed to thrive in a technology-driven world
(Abdelwahab et al., 2023). It is time to embrace Al’s potential
and enhance education by focusing on supportive, ethical, and
forward-thinking teaching and assessment methods.
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Generative Al and multimodality
Educational developers play a pivotal role in highlighting and
modelling best practices across higher education. We are now

presented with a new challenge: the rise of Generative Al
(GenAl).

GenAl is often initially conceived as a text-generator. OpenAl’s
2022 release of their flagship ChatGPT platform was almost
entirely text-focused, and this still characterises the technology
for casual users. Subsequent competitors, such as Microsoft’s
Copilot or Google’s Gemini, also focused on textual input and
output, at least as a starting point. Yet GenAl platforms have
far greater capacity to create, and combine, multiple forms of
information including text, image, sound, video, etc. GenAl is
now multimodal.

Pedagogy, too, is often most effective when it is multimodal.
Students receive and communicate information in varied
forms. Using multiple modes within teaching can help convey
greater meaning and foster deeper understanding (Kress,
2009).

Given that GenAl can create and reformat information
multimodally, a key area for educators is the use of GenAl in
multimodal learning, teaching and assessment. We realised
this was happening a) in multifarious ways and in isolated
pockets of practice, and b) largely subconsciously as educators
discovered/explored the technology.

To address this, we assembled a group of researchers from the
Universities of Liverpool, Edge Hill, Sheffield Hallam, Lancaster,
Bangor, and Surrey, and Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University
(XJTLU) in China. Our project aims to identify and categorise
different multimodal learning designs using GenAl across the
HE sector and create a space to share these practices. We are
also interested in how GenAl is embedded into multimodal
pedagogy. Key questions included: Are particular approaches
common across educational practice? Are there distinctions in
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how staff understand or engage with the technology compared
to students” perceptions? What decisions do educators make
when selecting GenAl applications to embed in multimodal
forms of pedagogy?

We considered the outcomes and impacts of these activities,
the opportunities and challenges presented, and whether
ethics, inclusivity and sustainability of GenAl use are factored
into design. Our ultimate aim was to produce a practical
guide for educational developers and educators interested in
embedding GenAl into multimodal pedagogy, which also paid
close attention to inclusivity, diversity and sustainability.

How we did it

Our methodology combined breadth and depth. We wanted
to capture both the scale of current practice across the sector,
and the richness of individual experiences from using GenAl in
multimodal pedagogy across different stakeholder groups. We
consequently adopted a mixed-methods design in four stages:

1. A scoping literature review identified where scholars
positioned GenAl in multimodal spaces and situated our
findings within the wider landscape of emerging work on
GenAl and multimodality

2. An exploratory survey allowed educators to provide their
initial thoughts. This was circulated to the SEDA JISCMail
list during winter 2024-2025 and was designed to identify
current uses of GenAl to support multimodal teaching,
learning and assessment, alongside the opportunities and
challenges perceived by practitioners. This attracted 52
responses

3. Collecting case-studies allowed us to explore current
practices in greater depth

4. Focus groups with educators, educational developers
and students probed their thoughts and perspectives
on GenAl use, and how they thought it might affect (or
perhaps should affect) multimodal teaching, learning and
assessment.
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It is worth briefly zooming in on this fourth stage. Facilitating
focus groups was perhaps the most complex aspect of our data-
gathering. We ran three thematised focus groups (learning,
teaching and assessment) across three groups of stakeholders
(educators, educational developers, and students) — a total

of nine sessions in Spring 2025. This enabled us to compare
perspectives both within and across stakeholder groups, and

to foreground the different experiences, opportunities and
challenges they raised. Sessions were conducted online to
support participation across multiple institutions. Altogether 44
participants took part: 15 educational developers, 17 educators
and 12 students.

A further vital element was the creation of a student advisory
group. Paid student interns were recruited to help shape the
design of activities and provide feedback, both on emerging
findings and the construction of the educators” guide. This
ensured that student voices were not only captured in data
collection but were also embedded in the project’s design and
implementation. The students helped to facilitate student-
facing focus groups, and contributed to data analysis, collating
the case studies, and writing the guide.

Key findings

Our data-gathering provided a multifaceted picture of how
GenAl was being incorporated into multimodal pedagogy.
Perhaps the most interesting finding was that much of the
work being done in this space is subconscious. Anxieties
around GenAl’s apparent threat to the academic status quo
co-exist alongside excitement about its potential to enable
new pedagogic practices. This means that multiple innovations
emerge but with little awareness of their multimodal nature or
benefits. Indeed, we often had to explain what we meant by
‘multimodality” and redirect conversations back to multimodal
pedagogy rather than GenAl in general. This was especially
evident in our literature review. While there were pockets

of practice across disciplines, few were conscious of the
connection between GenAl and multimodal pedagogy. Rather,
many simply worked the technology into their practice to
enhance their practice, with multimodality almost arising by
accident.

That said, we were able to extrapolate trends from our dataset
on multimodal uses of GenAl. Some of the most revealing data
came from comparing survey responses (late 2024) with focus
groups (Spring 2025). We discerned a shift from predominant
use of ChatGPT in the survey to multifarious and specific-
purpose tools in the focus groups. The technology is rapidly
diversifying, which is perhaps challenging for consistency

in approach, but offers opportunities for discipline-specific
multimodal pedagogies.

Both the survey and focus groups highlighted trends in how
lecturers, educational developers and students use GenAl in
multimodal contexts. Lecturers and educational developers
tend to use GenAl to transform existing static content into
something multimodal and interactive. Students often use
GenAl to reformulate content, e.g. producing revision aids
such as flash cards, or converting lectures into more accessible
formats.

We used these findings to develop our GenAl and Multimodal
Learning guide, offering advice to replicate or construct
activities. The following sections of this article highlight three
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key areas from the guide in more detail:

1. Teaching: how GenAl can represent subject knowledge
multimodally

2. Learning: how students could encounter, explore, evaluate
and express ideas via multimodal GenAl

3. Assessment: how students could use GenAl to create or
critique/reflect on multimodal artefacts.

Teaching

GenAl can expand the scope of multimodal teaching by
helping educators create and adapt content across diverse
media, from images and video to podcasts and interactive
simulations. Examples we found of multimodal GenAl for
teaching included:

* Using GenAl to quickly create visual content to:
o Generate diagrams, icons or visuals for posters/pres-
entations, supporting critical analysis of outputs
o Create infographic elements or icons to represent con-
cepts and data visually
o Design visual metaphors for abstract ideas, combining
imagery with reflection
o Produce short videos, narrations or animated explain-
ers to present complex ideas experientially, or turn
lecture notes into visual summaries.
* Integrating multimodal GenAl into teaching delivery to:
o Provide an Al-powered Q&A chatbot for interactive
student support
o Generate multimedia lecture components such as
visuals, analogies or quizzes
o Create multimodal briefs or materials with diagrammat-
ic/audio elements.
* Using GenAl in collaborative and creative processes to:
0 Auto-generate ideas, text or images for brainstorming
in digital spaces.
* Activities explicitly teaching Al literacy and criticality to:
o Design tasks where students evaluate Al outputs for
accuracy and bias(es)
o Run activities experimenting with prompt variations to
expose GenAl limitations
o Engage students in reflecting on their own use (or
rejection) of Al.
* Co-create multimodal output/delivery:
o Generate short lecture video snippets for VLEs
o Summarise documents into alternative formats for
accessibility.

The Educators' guide provides full details, but we outline some
case studies which exemplify this in action:

* Vivien Shaw (Northern College of Acupuncture) enhanced
engagement with low-cost multimodal video explainers,
turning GenAl-transcribed lectures into concise narrated
videos, valued for clarity and accessibility

* laura Sharp, Eric Davies, Mia Wilson and Ailsa Foley
(University of Glasgow) created a gamified immersive
experience to help students understand the consequenc-
es of their academic decisions. They used GenAl to create
images, animation and voiceovers, with 96% of students
reporting improved understanding of plagiarism

* Rob Lindsay (University of Liverpool) designed an inter-
active GenAl-supported activity with avatar animations
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and branching dialogue to help students practise resolving
peer conflict in group work and build collaboration skills

* loannis Glinavos (University of Westminster) employed
streaming avatars and synchronous Al assistants in online
legal education to increase social presence, reduce isola-
tion and presentation fatigue, and support learner satis-
faction and wellbeing through multimodal interaction.

Learning

Multimodal learning in higher education involves students
engaging with, creating, and critically reflecting on artefacts
across different modes including visual, textual, auditory, spatial
or digital. Embedding multimodal designs can also help ground
abstract concepts in sensory experiences, fostering richer
discussion and peer learning.

Examples of multimodal GenAl used for learning included:

* Personalised learning and self-paced study, such as
creating revision quizzes, flashcards, or personalised
podcasts from notes

* Just-in-time support and study help e.g. asking GenAl to
explain complex concepts in different formats

e Critical thinking, metacognition and reflection, such
as evaluating Al outputs for bias or exploring multiple
perspectives through scenario-based dialogue

* Collaborative and dialogic learning e.g. role-playing with
Al as a patient, client or peer to apply knowledge and
skills

* Creating accessible and inclusive resources e.g. generating
transcripts, summaries, or translations to support
neurodiverse learners

* Creating and transposing content across modalities e.g.
turning lecture notes into slides, text into podcasts, or
presentations into narrated videos

* Advice and study-related support, e.g. consulting Al
chatbots for neutral advice on group conflicts or study
challenges

* Organisation and admin help, such as using Al to
make schedules, to-do lists, or reference formatting in
multimodal formats

* Specialised disciplinary support e.g. embedding custom
Al models in architecture to develop design aesthetics or
marketing simulations.

* These approaches can support deeper reflection, critical
thinking, and creative engagement by shifting students
from being passive consumers of content to ‘active
meaning-makers’. Some of the case studies exemplify
this, such as:

* Ayaat Jaway (University of Liverpool) designed an
activity for medical students, using ChatGPT to generate
simplified explanations, tailored diagrams, and exam-style
questions from their notes, supporting scaffolded and
personalised learning

* Simon Campion, Radoslaw Dorociak and Ceorg Meyer
(University of Liverpool) created a multimodal learning
experience with an Al-powered Mary Seacole avatar built
with Epic MetaHuman technologies. This enables learners
to interact in 40 languages through text and speech

* Maede Seyedeh Mirsonbol (University of Torino), and
Natasa Lackovic (Lancaster University) asked learners to co-
create images using GenAl, encouraging them to visualise
and share personal interpretations of key concepts.

14

Assessment and feedback

Students can use GenAl to create multimodal artefacts,
combining different forms of information, organised in a
way that conveys a point or argument. Examples collected
included:

* Providing access to previously challenging forms of
assessment that make use of multimedia, such as audio or
video

* Acting as a catalyst for students’ creative expression, by
providing ideas for structuring assessments, conceptual
starting points, and multimodal elements of assessments
themselves

* Developing assessment literacy by reformatting,
rephrasing or breaking down assessment briefs and
marking criteria, or providing sample assessment artefacts
to critically evaluate

 Simplifying the research process before constructing
an assessment artefact, helping organise, summarise
or reconceptualise work, and identify gaps or
under-explored perspectives

* Helping students engage with tutor-provided feedback
and/or understand it better

* Acting as a source of formative feedback on drafts,
particularly from an ‘impartial’ position.

Once more, some of our case studies exemplify this in action,
such as:

* Sue Beckingham (Sheffield Hallam University) used GenAl
platforms such as Napkin.Al and NotebookLM to unpack
a dissertation assessment brief via an infographic and
podcast discussion

* Tom Hartman (University of Nottingham) designed an
Al-enabled activity where students identified wildlife
through photos, birdsong apps and Google Lens, and
then critically evaluated and marked a ChatGPT-gener-
ated essay, fostering both species recognition and critical
appraisal of Al outputs

* Samuel Saunders (University of Liverpool) developed an
activity where students used NotebookLM to generate a
podcast of their draft assessments, which they then reflect on
and use to enhance the draft before summative submission.

Potential benefits

Our data highlighted a wide range of benefits in integrating
multimodal pedagogic strategies using Gen Al. Multimodal
GenAl could introduce diverse ways of engaging learners,
lower barriers to creating rich content, and boost creativity by
offering new avenues for idea generation. It could also increase
efficiency, freeing educators to focus on human-centred
teaching, while enhancing student interest, engagement and
preparation for their digital, Al-augmented future.

For learning, GenAl can reduce technical barriers by enabling
students to create artefacts without advanced skills, while
also supporting adaptive, cross-media learning tailored to
individual needs. It can enable personalised explanations in
different modalities, foster reflection and critical thinking, and
build digital literacy through prompt design and evaluation

of outputs. In addition, multimodal uses of GenAl could
promote inclusion by providing accessible alternatives and
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support disciplinary knowledge through modes such as visual
storytelling or aesthetic reasoning.

In assessment and feedback, GenAl can broaden the range

and authenticity of tasks, helping students build professional
capabilities for an Al-enabled workplace. Its use could enhance
assessment literacy by rephrasing briefs and producing sample
outputs and offer opportunities for dialogic, multimodal
feedback. It could also save staff time by generating feedback
in multiple forms.

However, technology alone is not enough; pedagogy must
lead its use, rather than be led by it. This will help ensure

that multimodal tools enhance creativity and criticality,

rather than serve only functional purposes. GenAl brings new
opportunities, lowering technical barriers and expanding
possibilities for multimodal pedagogy, but its adoption must be
thoughtful and critically guided.

Considerations and responsible use

We are not GenAl evangelists. We recognise that integrating
GenAl into multimodal education brings pedagogical, social
and ethical challenges. We also recognise that there are many
who wish to consciously avoid using GenAl as a direct result of
these challenges, and that the decision not to use GenAl is just
as pedagogically valid as using it. In either case, the responsible
use (or the conscious decision not to use) requires addressing
and balancing concerns such as accuracy, bias, equity, privacy
and critical engagement. Developing Al literacy is therefore
essential for informed, equitable and values-driven education
strategies.

One route is embedding Al literacy and criticality into
curricula; another is highlighting the broader costs of Al/
GenAl in both environmental and social contexts. Beckingham
and Hartley (2025) identify four key costs of GenAl: to the
individual, environment, knowledge and future jobs — all
involving both quantitative and qualitative factors and leading
to a call for action (Figure 1).

lists of GenAl platforms can help, though will need constant

updating.

More widely, environmental costs are also significant: we
know that multimodal GenAl, especially for images, audio
and video, consumes considerable energy, an issue that

is compounded by the fact that precise information on its
environmental effects is actually difficult to obtain (Luccioni et
al., 2024).

Moreover, costs to knowledge include risks of undermining
how students build and retain information (Yan et al., 2025)
or narrowing perspectives due to LLMs’ inherent nature.
Studies show that students who start by clarifying their own
understanding before consulting GenAl can experience major
benefits (Naughton, 2025). Finally, future jobs are a pressing
concern with occupations involving information-processing
such as computing, administrative and sales occupations at
highest risk (Tomlinson et al., 2025).

The key implication for higher education is the need to foster
critical reflection in students. Universities should work to
ensure that students are asking the right questions: is the use
of GenAl really necessary for the task, or are there any ‘less-
damaging’ alternatives? Small changes can also reduce impact
and promote responsible practice (Welsh and Milne, 2025):

* Use GenAl mindfully e.g. consider free image libraries
before generating visuals

* Limit iterations by crafting clear prompts

* Practise digital decluttering by deleting unnecessary
drafts and histories

* Run GenAl demonstrations collectively rather than
individually.

Embedding these strategies not only reduces the ‘costs” but
also strengthens critical engagement in learning and teaching.

Conclusion

GenAl is already embedding itself into multimodal learning,
teaching and

Figure 1 Cost of Generative Al to the individual, environment, knowledge and future jobs

On an individual level, accountability and transparency are
essential. Students must learn to question outputs, since

all GenAl models are innately biased and have no concept
of accuracy. Legal considerations around privacy and data
protection also apply to any uploaded material, while

equity of access is problematic. Many functions or GenAl
applications can sit behind paywalls. Institutionally approved
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assessment.
Individual Environment Knowledge Future Jobs show higher
* Subscription fees * High energy * Erosion of human * Job displacement education
* Accountability consumption expertise and automation educators
* Over reliance * Carbon footprint * Misinformation and + New skills are designing
« Safety and mental * Water usage hallucinations requirements multimodal,
health s E.waste * Loss of diverse * Wage suppression multi-
perspectives e Creative perspective
* Over saturation of professions at risk activities
Al-generated using GenAl
content that develop
students’
cognitive

skills, subject

knowledge and their digital and GenAl literacies. Much of this
work across the sector remains experimental, driven by an
interest in (or in some cases, concern about) the technology.
The next step is to make it more conscious, ensuring that
responsible use of GenAl is integrated purposefully into
multimodal pedagogies as deliberate pedagogical design.

Our wider guide (Varga-Atkins et al., 2025) is designed to do

15



EDUCATIONAL DEVELOPMENTS 27.1 MARCH 2026

precisely this, providing practical examples and pedagogic
justifications for embedding GenAl into pedagogy. We also
offer an overall model for embedding GenAl into multimodal
teaching, learning and assessment, which can be used as a
starting point for developing new forms of pedagogy that are
both multimodal and Al-enabled.
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Inclusive Curriculum Essentials: A practical

guide to making inclusivity actionable
Atm Shafiul Alam, Yue Chen and Michael Chai, Queen Mary University of London

Introduction
Across higher education, the call

grade disparities and limit the time for
student-centred activities (Duncan et

Essentials (ICE) toolkit addresses,
offering a practical guide for teaching

to make teaching, learning and
assessment more inclusive is both
urgent and enduring. Whether driven
by institutional strategies, sector-

wide frameworks like Advance HE’s
‘Framework for inclusive teaching and
learning in higher education’ (Advance
HE, 2024), or by the moral imperative
to support an increasingly diverse
student body, inclusivity has become

a shared goal. While such strategies
and frameworks are important,

they often remain distant from the
classroom realities faced by lecturers,
especially those in Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM)
disciplines or transnational education
(TNE) contexts, where challenges exist
such as large class sizes, content-heavy
syllabi, and traditional, high-stakes

assessments that exacerbate pre-existing
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al., 2023). In TNE settings, additional
complexities include language barriers,
differing academic expectations, and
culturally homogeneous cohorts that
may mask underlying diversity in
learning styles or engagement norms
(Alam et al., 2020; Jayatilake and
Rosunally, 2024).

Despite growing awareness, many
educators feel unsure how to adapt
their practices in ways that are

both effective and manageable. As
highlighted in Advance HE’s Framework
(Advance HE, 2024), staff often

seek concrete, practical guidance

on inclusive delivery, something that
bridges the gap between high-level
aspiration and the learning experience
of diverse students. This is precisely the
challenge that the Inclusive Curriculum

staff. We have developed it (Figure

1) in response to common concerns
from educators across disciplines,

and it focuses on six actionable items
across three core domains: Teaching
and Learning Materials, Methods, and
Assessment. These help to embed
inclusivity into daily practice and foster
a more equitable environment for all
students.

The aim is not to overhaul curricula but
to equip educators with a lightweight,
evidence-informed tool to reflect on
and adjust day-to-day practice. By
breaking inclusivity into small, tangible
steps, the toolkit empowers staff to
create more equitable and engaging
environments for all students without
specialist knowledge or extensive
redesign.
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Figure 1

Literature review

Over the past decade, extensive research
has explored inclusive learning in higher
education. While institutional frameworks
often articulate a commitment to
inclusion, many studies highlight the
persistent gap between intentions and
everyday academic practice.

A key sector-wide resource is the
‘Framework for inclusive teaching and
learning in higher education” (Advance
HE, 2024), which adopts a values-

based approach centred on accessibility,
participation, and flexibility. However, its

Inclusive Curriculum Essentials: A practical guide to making inclusivity actionable

Collaborative
Design

Collaborative
development by
inclusivity
experts

From aspiration to action: the toolkit’s development journey

conceptual focus offers limited practical

guidance for time-constrained educators.

Similarly, the Quality Assurance Agency
(QAA) for Higher Education’s ‘Inclusive
higher education framework’ (QAA,
2023) covers five domains, including
curriculum design, assessment, and
belonging, but remains high-level and
policy oriented. The ‘StepChange
mentally healthy universities framework’
(Universities UK, 2020), although
focused on wellbeing, includes prompts
relevant to inclusive teaching. Yet

with over 100 items and a strategic
scope, it demands substantial time and

institutional capacity.

By contrast,
institutional

tools offer more
practical support.
University College
London’s (UCL)
‘Inclusive curriculum
healthcheck’ (UCL,
2018) provides four
reflective prompts
on representation,
accessibility,
language, and
outcomes.
Manchester
Metropolitan
University’s ‘Inclusive
curriculum toolkit’
(MMU, 2021) adopts
a practice-based
model spanning
programme design,
teaching, assessment, and evaluation.
Though effective, such tools often rely on
broader institutional embedding for full
impact.

Despite these developments, a gap
remains in accessible, educator-facing
tools that support inclusive curriculum
delivery. The ICE toolkit addresses this by
offering a lightweight, adaptable resource
that translates inclusive principles into

six actionable items, each with examples
and reflective prompts. To contextualise
its contribution, Table 1 compares it with
other key UK frameworks.

Framework/tool Focus areas Audience Key features limitations

Advance HE (2024)

Sustainability,
QAA (2023)
perspectives

StepChange (UUK, 2020) SR —

Representation,

UCL (2018) accessibility, language,
outcomes

MMU (2021) Curriculum review,

ICE Toolkit (this paper)

Table 1
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Values, design principles,
reflective practice

co-creation, global

Mental health, inclusive

redesign, team reflection

Teaching materials,
methods, assessment

Policy makers, educators

Curriculum designers

Senior leadership

Individual educators

Course teams, educators

Programme directors,
educators

Sector-wide design
principles; values-based
approach

Integrates inclusion with
sustainable and future skills

Whole-institution audit;
over 100 questions

Four reflective prompts;
adaptable

Four-stage model with
practical tools and
resources

Six targeted actions with
examples; easy to use

Comparison of key inclusive curriculum frameworks and tools in UK higher education

Strategic; lacks practical
classroom tools

Broad; less actionable for
individual staff

Indirect teaching focus;
time-consuming

Limited guidance on
implementation

Most effective when
adopted by full course
teams

Early-stage use; further
evaluation needed
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From aspiration to action:
The origins of the toolkit

The ICE toolkit emerged from a practical
concern shared by many educators:
how to make teaching more inclusive in
achievable and subject-relevant ways,
especially in large, diverse classes? This
question regularly surfaces in sector-
wide surveys, observation debriefs,

and curriculum design discussions.
Colleagues showed strong interest in
inclusive practice but felt overwhelmed
by guidance and unsure where to
begin. Rather than introducing another
framework, the aim was to create a
simple, practice-oriented guide that
supports reflection without requiring
policy expertise.

The development process was
intentionally collaborative. Academic
developers from the Queen Mary
Academy (QMA), Directors of
Education, Programme Directors

(PDs), Inclusivity Leads, lecturers, and
learning technologists helped shape its
structure. In 2023/24, QMA delivered
six bespoke workshops through the
Scholarship Working Group (SWQ) in
the School of Electronic Engineering and
Computer Science. Aligned with Queen
Mary University of London’s (QMUL)
‘Principles of inclusive practice’ (Queen
Mary Academy, n.d.), the workshops
aimed to raise awareness and provide
tools for inclusive teaching. Each session
included feedback on the ICE toolkit,
helping participants consider its use

in their own context. All resources are
available to staff via the Education Hub.

Initial drafts were piloted with PDs,
and staff feedback led to refinements
in language and focus. Throughout, the
team maintained a supportive tone to
encourage low-stakes experimentation.
A core design aim was to keep the toolkit
lightweight, accessible and practical. It
comprises three themed domains, each
with a three-column layout: (1) guiding
statement, (2) real-world example, and
(3) reflective checklist. Its six inclusivity
actions offer quick-reference prompts
that support small, meaningful changes
without the need for major redesign or
policy deep-dives.
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Figure 2

Toolkit structure and key
components

At the heart of the ICE toolkit are six
concise, actionable items, distributed
across three core domains (Figure

2). Each domain targets areas where
educators have the most direct influence
and includes two clearly defined actions,
accompanied by real-world examples to
support implementation.

Domain 1: Inclusive teaching and
learning materials

This domain encourages reflection

on both the content we teach and
how accessible it is to all learners. The
materials we provide are the bedrock
of student learning. Ensuring they

are accessible and representative is a
foundational step.

Actionable Item 1: Guarantee full
accessibility in all course materials

This is a non-negotiable starting point.
If students cannot access the materials,
they cannot engage with the learning.
The principle of Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) encourages removing
barriers at the design stage, rather than
treating accessibility as an afterthought

(CAST, 2018).

In practice:

* Commit to 100% accessibility for
all core materials, especially lecture

The three core domains of the Inclusive Curriculum Essentials toolkit

materials and essential readings

* Use accessibility checkers, alt text
for images, and correct document
structure

* Use heading structures for
screen-reader access and refer to
institutional training.

Actionable Item 2: Reflect diverse
perspectives authentically

The content we choose sends a powerful
message about who belongs in our field.

A curriculum that includes diverse
perspectives not only enriches learning
but also helps more students see
themselves reflected in the subject. This
is key to building the ‘Global’ curriculum
envisioned in frameworks like QMUL’s
Active Curriculum for Excellence (ACE).

In practice:

* Review reading lists, case studies,
and examples. Are they dominated
by a single demographic or world-
view?

* Integrate voices from scholars of
diverse backgrounds

* Avoid culturally or socioeconomi-
cally exclusive examples by offering
a broader range.

These actions align with sector
recommendations such as those outlined
in the ‘Framework for inclusive teaching
and learning in higher education’
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(Advance HE, 2024), which highlights
inclusive content as a gateway to student
belonging.

Domain 2: Inclusive teaching and
learning methods

Inclusive teaching is not just about
what we teach, but how we engage
learners. Our methods can either create
barriers or foster a vibrant, participatory
community of learners.

Actionable Item 3: Utilise varied and
active instructional approaches

Relying on a single teaching method

(e.g. lectures) inevitably favours certain
learners. Incorporating varied active,
collaborative methods offers more entry
points for student engagement and aligns
with the ‘Active’ and ‘Collaboration’
hallmarks of QMUL’s ACE Framework.

In practice:

* Combine lectures with active
learning strategies like think-pair-
share for quick reflections

* Use case- or problem-based
learning for deeper engagement

* Encourage peer learning through
small group discussions.

Actionable Item 4: Promote inclusive
participation inside and outside the
classroom

Student wellbeing and academic success
are intrinsically linked. A classroom
where students feel safe, respected,

and valued is a prerequisite for effective
learning (Universities UK, 2020).

In practice:

* Co-create ‘ground rules’ for
discussion early in the module

* Model inclusive communication
and set clear roles in group work

* Gently intervene where needed
to maintain a respectful learning
environment.

Domain 3: Inclusive assessment and
feedback

Assessment and feedback are arguably
the most high-stakes areas of a student’s
journey. These practices can either
reinforce barriers or promote equity. An
inclusive approach ensures assessment
measures learning fairly and feedback
supports growth.
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Actionable Item 5: Use a range of
assessment formats that reflect diverse
strengths

Students should be able to demonstrate
learning without being limited by the
assessment format. Offering diverse
assessment types across a programme
aligns with UDL principles (CAST, 2018).

In practice:

e Use a mix of assessments (e.g.
reports, presentations, portfolios,
digital artefacts)

* Remove potential barriers in each
format

e For oral assessments, offer flexible
delivery (e.g. live, pre-recorded,
small group).

Actionable Item 6: Provide timely,
constructive, and accessible feedback

Effective feedback should be prompt,
specific, and delivered in a way that
supports student learning. Accessible
formats ensure all students can
understand and act on the guidance
provided.

In practice:

* Meet institutional turnaround times
for feedback

* Focus comments on clear,
actionable steps

* Consider using short audio or
video feedback for clarity and
personalisation.

These practices reflect Advance HE's
guidance on inclusive assessment and
are particularly relevant in disciplines
where traditional forms dominate, such
as STEM.

Connecting practice to
pedagogy: The theory behind

the toolkit

While the ICE toolkit is designed for
practical use, its foundation is rooted

in established pedagogical theory.
Understanding these links can support
reflective practice and strengthen
confidence in implementing inclusive
adjustments. The toolkit’s six actionable
items bring key learning theories into
applied teaching practice.

Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
UDL (CAST, 2018) promotes designing
learning environments that are accessible
and effective for all students from

the outset, avoiding retrofitting. This

principle aligns with recent reviews of
inclusive practice in higher education
(Jones-Devitt and Donnelly, 2024).

* Connection to the ICE toolkit: The
toolkit operationalises all three core
principles of UDL (CAST, 2018):

o Representation: This UDL
principle is directly addressed
by Actionable Item 1 (Accessible
Materials) and 2 (Diverse
Perspectives), which promote
varied formats and viewpoints

o Engagement: This is enacted
through Actionable Item 3
(Varied and Active Methods)
and 4 (Inclusive Environment),
supporting motivation through
collaboration and psychological
safety

o Action and Expression: Reflected
Actionable Item 5 (Diverse
Assessments) and 6 (Accessible
Feedback), which give students
multiple ways to demonstrate
learning and receive timely,
constructive feedback.

Constructivist and socio-cultural
learning theories

Constructivism posits that learners actively
build knowledge, while socio-cultural
theory highlights the importance of
interaction. Creating safe, collaborative
spaces supports both learning and
wellbeing (Universities UK, 2020).

* Connection to the ICE toolkit: The
toolkit adopts a constructivist,
learner-centred approach. ltem 3
encourages active, collaborative
strategies like group work and
problem-based learning. ltem 4
fosters the supportive environments
where this collaborative learning
can happen effectively.

Inclusive pedagogy

Inclusive pedagogy treats learner
diversity as an asset rather than a
challenge (Advance HE, 2024), requiring
educators to reflect critically on practice
and remove systemic barriers (Stentiford
and Koutsouris, 2022).

* Connection to the ICE toolkit: The
entire ICE toolkit embodies inclusive
pedagogy. It shifts the focus from
student deficits to curriculum design
and teaching environments (Advance
HE, 2024). All six items support
manageable changes that embed
inclusion into everyday practice.
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These theories underpin the toolkit’s
structure and intent. Their alignment
with the toolkit’s core domains is
summarised in Table 2.

workloads and diverse classrooms.
Anonymous feedback gathered from PDs
and Lecturers though internal workshops
indicated that while the initial format of
the ICE toolkit was valuable, it did not

Theory/Framework Key principles Application in toolkit

Design for diverse

needs from the outset;
use multiple means

of engagement,
representation, and action

UDL

Emphasises varied
strategies, accessible
materials, and flexible
assessment across all
domains

and expression

Constructivist and socio-
cultural learning theories

Teach for diversity; include
all learners, not just those

Inclusive pedagogy
with needs

Reflective practice in

higher education
awareness

Table 2 Pedagogical foundations and their
application in the ICE toolkit

Challenges and lessons
learned

One key challenge was avoiding the
perception that this was just ‘another
checklist’ or a compliance tool. Some
staff, particularly those unfamiliar with
inclusion frameworks, initially asked
whether the toolkit would be linked to
performance monitoring. We addressed
this by clearly communicating its
reflective, optional nature, positioning
it as a developmental aid rather than a
judgment tool.

Another challenge was discipline
specificity. Some colleagues from non-
STEM disciplines questioned its broader
applicability across diverse subjects,
particularly during its presentation

to the Inclusive Curriculum Steering
Committee of QMA. This feedback
informed ongoing work on expanding
the examples and better aligning
them with various disciplines. While
the toolkit is intentionally general to
support adaptability, we are exploring
subject-specific examples in areas like
engineering, law, and business.

As reported across the sector, many
educators express a need for resources
that are time-efficient and immediately
usable, particularly amid growing

20

Learners build knowledge
through social interaction
and real-world relevance

Improve through critical
reflection and ongoing self-

Emphasises authentic
examples, co-creation,
and active participation

Promotes proactive,
adaptable approaches for
all contexts

Encourages reflection via
prompts and real-world
examples

suit time-constrained teaching realities.
This feedback process forms part of an
ongoing evaluation cycle aimed at refining
the toolkit based on user experience

and practical relevance. Insights from

this cycle led to the development of the
three-domain model, featuring six clear
prompts with concise explanations and
examples, to reduce cognitive load and
increase usability.

What surprised us most was that
simplicity, rather than being a limitation,
actually encouraged engagement.

Staff appreciated the toolkit’s brevity
and plain language, particularly when
compared to lengthy reports or policies.
The ‘three-domain, six actions’” model
allowed teams to take one item at a
time and still feel like they were making
progress. This simplicity enhanced
approachability which, in turn, built
confidence, especially among staff new
to inclusive teaching as it resonates with
real teaching contexts, not just abstract
institutional principles.

Lesson: Effective tools don’t need to be
complex. They need to be clear, usable
and relevant to everyday practice.

Looking ahead

The next phase of development focuses
on embedding the ICE toolkit more
widely across QMUL and beyond. It has
been introduced in career development

workshops and is under consideration
for inclusion in staff induction materials.
We are also developing student-facing
prompts to encourage learners to reflect
on the inclusivity of their experiences,
creating a feedback loop to inform
ongoing improvement.

We are exploring adaptations for various
delivery models, including 12-week
London-based teaching and block
formats in TNE. The toolkit’s simplicity
and flexibility make it well-suited to
these contexts, and colleagues in other
faculties and institutions have expressed
interest in piloting it. To support
implementation, we are prioritising
gathering insights through both
qualitative and quantitative feedback
from stakeholders (e.g. PDs, lecturers,
and students) and longer-term impact
analysis. A dedicated teaching assistant
will review the accessibility of module
areas within the institutional learning
platform. This will provide structured
evidence of the toolkit’s effectiveness
and highlight areas for enhancement.
By combining simplicity with structured
review, we aim to refine the toolkit
into a sustainable model for advancing
inclusive curriculum practice.

Conclusion

Creating a truly inclusive curriculum is not
a one-off task but an ongoing process of
reflection and refinement. The Inclusive
Curriculum Essentials (ICE) toolkit was
developed in response to a clear and
recurring need: practical, accessible
guidance for embedding inclusion

into everyday teaching, learning, and
assessment. By distilling key pedagogic
principles into six focused actions across
three domains, the toolkit offers a
grounded, actionable starting point. Early
feedback shows that simplicity, relevance,
and flexibility matter. Staff are more

likely to engage with tools that align with
their needs and fit their workloads. This
underscores a broader lesson: inclusion
does not always require grand strategies —
sometimes, it starts with a checklist and a
conversation.

Looking ahead, the focus is on adapting
the toolkit for wider institutional use,
expanding discipline-specific examples,
and incorporating student perspectives.
We hope this model empowers educators
and prompts broader reflection on what
inclusive curriculum practice can look
like, one small step at a time.
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The six Inclusive Curriculum Essentials
offers a practical entry point for all
educators. By focusing on materials,
methods, and assessments, we can
create more equitable, engaging learning
environments. Inclusion is a shared
responsibility, and small, consistent
actions can make a lasting difference to
student success and belonging.
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Trinity’s ESD framework as a design tool to
support teaching staff embed ESD in the

curriculum

Caitriona Ni Shé, Claire McAvinia, John Gallagher, Cuisle Forde, Cicely Roche and
Jonathan Hodgers, Trinity College Dublin, Ireland

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is an educational
approach that aims to support learners in acquiring the
knowledge, competencies, and attitudes that will enable

them to work and live in a world that supports a sustainable
and prosperous future for people and the planet. ESD is seen
as an essential enabler of the UNESCO-defined Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), which provide a shared blueprint
for addressing the global challenges we face, including those
related to poverty, inequality, climate change, environmental
degradation, peace and justice (United Nations, n. d.).

Trinity College Dublin have articulated their commitment to

key areas of focus in the Trinity Sustainability Strategy 2023-
2030 (Trinity Sustainability, 2023). As part of this vision, it is
intended that all students will have the opportunity to develop
the ‘knowledge, skills and attitudes to think, plan and act with
responsibility and compassion for themselves, each other and
the planet’. The Trinity curriculum will support students in
developing the key competencies required to work towards the
achievement of the SDGs. In order to design the curriculum,
Trinity staff will be provided with access to resources and
developmental programmes that will enable them to embed

pedagogical approaches that achieve the transformative

ESD through the identification of Education as one of four

www.seda.ac.uk

learning required for ESD.
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One such resource that has been developed is the Education
for Sustainable Development Hub. In this hub, the Trinity
ESD Curriculum Design Framework is outlined along with a
step-by-step approach for using the framework. In this article,
we outline the rationale behind the development of this
framework and report on a first exploration into how it has
been used.

What is ESD?

There are many definitions of ESD, but they all refer to the
type of education that is required in order to achieve societal,
economic and ecological wellbeing now and into the future
(Sterling, 2012, p. 8). A number of frameworks have emerged
that aim to support educators with embedding ESD into the
curriculum. Trinity has focused on the development of learning
objectives and/or outcomes in the context of the SDGs based
on UNESCO (2017) guidance, to assist in the development

of eight key competencies. The achievement of these eight
competencies by individuals is considered an essential
component of education for sustainable development. These
are not intended to replace competencies required for specific
situations, but to encompass them. Furthermore, UNESCO
identified three recommended pedagogical approaches

to facilitate the achievement of these key competencies:
learner centred, action orientated and transformative. These
approaches, or principles, are used to guide the design of the
learning processes within ESD. Specific teaching and learning
methods in line with these principles are needed to facilitate
the learning process.

The Trinity ESD Curriculum Design
Framework

In May 2023, a team of Trinity ESD Fellows was established,
funded through the Irish Higher Education Authority of
[reland’s Strategic Alignment of Teaching and Learning
Enhancement initiative, to support the development of an
ESD strategy and implementation plan in conjunction with
Trinity Sustainability and the Centre for Academic Practice.
The initial work of this team focused on researching the
definition and practice of ESD within higher education.

This process led to the adoption of the UNESCO (2020)
definition of ESD as education which ‘empowers learners
with knowledge, skills, values and attitudes to take informed
decisions and...responsible actions for environmental
integrity, economic viability and a just society...It is holistic
and transformational and encompasses learning content and
outcomes, pedagogy and the learning environment itself’. A
set of criteria were developed in order to explore ESD within
the Trinity curriculum. From a Trinity perspective, essential
components of ESD include the eight key competencies

and the three pedagogical approaches outlined by UNESCO
(2017). However, in order to recognise the interconnection
and interdependence of the Biosphere, Society and Economy,
as represented in the three tiers of the SDGs ‘Wedding Cake’
(Rockstrom and Sukhdev, 2016), it was considered important
to develop curricula that cut the three tiers, i.e. ‘cut the cake’,
rather than focusing solely on individual SDGs.

These criteria for ESD have been incorporated into the ESD
Curriculum Design Framework as a foundation for curriculum
(re)design within Trinity (Figure 1).
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* Problem/case-based learning
+ Interdisciplinary teamwork
« Critical self & peer reflection

PEDAGOGICAL
APPROACHES

- Alearner-centred approach
- Action-orientated learning
« Transformative learning
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(UNESCO)

« Anticipatory

+ Systems thinking
« Critical thinking
- Integrated problem-solving
« Self-awareness
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+ Normative

- Strategic
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Figure 1 Trinity ESD Curriculum Design Framework

There are four elements presented in the framework. First, the
three ESD themes, relate to the SDGs and the desire to ensure
that cutting the cake is achieved within the curriculum, and
the three tiers are addressed. Second, the ESD competencies
required to be developed by learners throughout their
education. The third element contains the Pedagogical
Approaches recommended by UNESCO which can be enacted
by the Teaching, Learning and Assessments Strategies listed

in the fourth element. It is intended that the Framework
supports the embedding of ESD using a constructive alignment
model of curriculum design. Constructive alignment is based
on the principle that the intended learning outcomes are
appropriate and clearly defined, the teaching and learning
strategies support the required learning, and the assessment
tasks are aligned with the outcomes (Biggs, 1996, 2003). To
that end those involved in curricula (re)design for ESD can

use the Framework to help them develop measurable learning
outcomes that address ESD competencies within the context of
SDGs across the three tiers of the cake, using teaching, learning
and assessment (TLA) strategies that enact learner-centred,
action-orientated and transformative pedagogical approaches.
We believe that this approach to curriculum design allows for
flexibility within disciplines while ensuring ESD is embedded in
a manner that avoids so called ‘greenwashing’.

The ESD Resource Hub

A set of web-based resources has been developed and made
available on the Centre for Academic Practice website to
support teaching staff in the embedding of ESD into Trinity
programmes or modules using this framework. Resources,
toolkits, and examples are provided to support the process,
with a particular focus on using the fishbone templates from
the CRAFTS toolkit (Higgins and Calvert, 2024). Following the
logic of the Framework, a step-by-step approach to curricula
(re)design is adopted. Step 7 involves the identification of SDGs
and ESD themes that can be addressed within a programme
or module. Where staff cannot readily identify SDGs, they are
provided with probing questions relating to the Biosphere,
Society and the Economy. Staff are encouraged to plan that
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the SDG content within their modules ‘cuts the cake” and
facilitates partnerships, helping learners towards a deeper
understanding of sustainable development. Step 2 involves
writing learning outcomes that encompass ESD competencies.
While every learning outcome for a programme or module
does not necessarily address an ESD competency, teaching
staff are supported in identifying which ESD competency is
addressed in which relevant learning outcomes. To support
staff with writing effective learning outcomes that encompass
the ESD competencies, an adapted form of the head, heart and
hands metaphor applied to learning domains by Calvert et al.
(2022) is used. It is desired that at least one ESD competency
from each learning domain is addressed (Figure 2).

Bloom’s taxonomy can then be used to guide staff in choosing
the desired level of proficiency of the learning outcomes.

Q Cognitive

Domain
Ways of Thinking

Domain
Ways of Being

Systems

thinking Normative

Critical thinking

Self-awareness
Anticipatory

Figure 2 ESD competencies mapped to the cognitive,
socio-emotional and behavourial learning domains

Step 3 involves the selection of appropriate teaching,

learning and assessment strategies that enact the UNESCO-
recommended pedagogical approaches. For example, in-class
peer discussions can be enacted as learner-centred in that

the learners take an active role in the construction of their
knowledge, action-orientated when learners are required to
recommend, or take, action as a result of the discussions, and
transformative when learners are required to reflect on the
discussion and associated actions and the impact that this has
had on their own personal or professional values. In this step,
staff are also guided to ensure that the assessment assesses the
relevant ESD competency/learning outcome at the desired
level of proficiency, and that the teaching and learning activities
support learners to achieve the outcomes. Examples of suitable
TLA activities are included in the resource. Finally, the next
step is Learning Design and for this we recommend using a
methodology such as UCL's ABC Learning Design.

Example: the Perspectives module ‘Perspectives on Teaching
and Learning in Higher Education’ (hereafter, Perspectives) is a
5 ECTS level-9 module offered as part of the Special Purpose
Certificate (SpCert) in Teaching, Learning and Assessment

for Academic Practice within Trinity. The main aim of this
module is to enable participants to clarify conceptions of,

www.seda.ac.uk

Socio-Emotional WBehavioural

and reflect on, their approaches to teaching and learning in
higher education. They are facilitated to articulate their own
teaching philosophy, and to apply theories of education and
the principles of designing teaching for learning in their own
practice.

In the first semester of the academic year 2025-26, the
Perspectives module was attended by 18 Trinity staff involved
in teaching. The module is made up of five topics, each
structured with pre-class, in-class and post-class activities.
Each topic has a three-hour synchronous session, depending
on whether the topic sessions are either in-person or online.
A final session, micro-teaching, facilitates participants with

an opportunity to put some of their learning into practice.
While achievement of the module learning outcomes is
graded as pass/fail and based on a final assignment submission,
participants are required to
attend the sessions and engage
in the activities in a consistent
manner.

Domain
Ways of Doing

ESD implementation in
Perspectives

Prior to the start of the module,
we began the process of
redesigning the Perspectives
module using the Framework.
Our intention was twofold.
Firstly, we wanted to determine
if the Framework could help

us embed ESD and if the ESD
resource hub provided a useful
methodology for using the
Framework. Secondly, we aimed
to provide an opportunity for
Trinity staff to reflect on their
own teaching through the lens of ESD, thus supporting Trinity’s
Sustainability Strategy.

Stategic

Integrated
problem-solving

Collaborative

Due to time and resource constraints we decided to take a
two-pronged approach. In the first instance, we agreed that
wherever we identified relevance to either an SDG or an ESD
theme within an existing module topic, we would highlight
this. For example, when discussing the context of academic
practice, and the role of teaching in Trinity, we highlighted the
potential impact that the Trinity Sustainability Strategy might
have. In the second instance, we decided to carefully examine
two of the five module topics using the Framework and to
redesign the curriculum where appropriate. In this article,

we explore in further detail how Topic 2, ‘How can | design
effectively for student learning — constructive alignment’, was
redesigned. We also outline some of the changes that were
made in Topic 4, ‘How can technologies mediate teaching and
learning effectively’.

Following the step-by-step approach presented in the ESD
Resource Hub, we began by examining the SDGs already
present in the topic. This process required us to carefully
examine the SDGs and ESD themes as presented in the ESD
Resource Hub. The ESD themes evident were documented
using an adapted version of the CRAFTS fishbone template. As
step 2 involved developing new learning outcomes, these ESD
themes were also modified, and the final version is shown in
Figure 3 overleaf.
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SpCert. Pergpectives (% ECTS) Seszion 2 and 4. CNS

2025-26 Michaslmas

%
O
:
3

e
;
{

Socloty SOG4, 4.7

Blosphere S0G13

[subject to threshold concept and discipline)
Econaomy SOGL0, 10.2 & 10,4 & 505, 5.1 &
55

[others subject to threshald concept and
discipline)

Partmerships SOGIT, 17.14 & 17.17

[miking the disciplines within the growps)

O Week,/Topic 2

Figure 3 Adapted version of CRAFTS fishbone for ESD Themes evident
in Topics 2 and 4 (note that the remainder of the Topics in this diagram
are blank as they were not examined in this way)

Having identified the ESD themes we moved onto Step 2

Blosphere 50613 & 5066, 6.4 Carban
dootprint and data centre waker use

Soclety SDGT, 7.2 & 5DGA, 4.7 Efficient
ENergy

Ecomonmy 5043 Innovation using tools & 506G
10 using technology to allow egual acoess

Parnerships S0G17, 17.14 &£ 17.17
{mixing the disciplines within the groups)

o Week/Topic 4

to examine whether the current learning outcomes for the
module topic addressed ESD competencies. What we found
was that while a number of competencies were evident, they
may not have been developed in the context of ESD, thus we
redesigned the learning outcomes (Figure 4).

Current Theme Outcomes

Revised Theme outcomes

1. To describe what is meant by threshold concepts and
their relevance within the disciplines.

2. To outline teaching strategies that are effective for
teaching/learning a discipline-specific threshold

concept.

3. Tounderstand the connection between threshold
concepts and the learning theories coverad last week.

To explain constructive alignment and its significance
in designing teaching for learning.

5. Towrite effective session outcomes.

6. Tooutline what is involved in planning /designing a
session, leading into session planning

Figure 4
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4. Tounderstand the connection between threshold
concepts and the learning theories covered last week.

6. Towrite effective session outcomes.

Learning outcomes for Perspectives Topic 2, those highlighted in green encompass ESD
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Trinity’s ESD framework as a design tool to support teaching staff embed ESD in the curriculum

As topic 2 related to designing for learning and constructive Trinity vision of ESD. Once we had redesigned the learning
alignment, we added a learning outcome relating to the outcomes, we explored the ESD Resource Hub section on ESD
ESD Framework. The intention of this was to ensure our competencies and identified the competency, learning domains
learners engaged with the Framework while partaking in the and the desired level of proficiency that were encompassed in
topic activities, as well as gaining an understanding of the the Topic Outcomes (TOs) (Figure 5).

SpCert. Perspectives (% ECTS) Session 2 and 4. CNS

2025-26 Michaslmas
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HEAD i HEAD
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o
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Figure 5 ESD competencies evident in Topic 2 and Topic 4 of was adapted. For example, in the pre-task, participants were
Perspectives. TO denotes the Topic outcome number, Advanced etc asked to use the Trinity ESD Curriculum Design Framework to
refers to the level of proficiency achieved, and the Head etc. refer help them identify SDGs relevant to their discipline. Within

to the learning domain (note that the remainder of the Topics in this

s ST the session itself, one of the collaborative activities focused on
diagram are blank as they were not examined in this way)

identifying effective teaching strategies that scaffold students

Finally, we examined the current pedagogical approaches to understand a disF:ipIipe-specific threshold concept. The )
used within the topic and adapted the teaching and learning groups had to consider if any of the SDGs were linked to this
activities where appropriate. While we could identify that our dlSCllenaw Fhreshold concept, and how they could then be' used
pedagogical approaches are learner-centred, action-orientated in the teaching and Iez?rnlng of the concept. These pedggoglcal
and transformative, they were not necessarily enacted in the approaches and teaching strategies have been mapped into the
context of ESD. Thus, the focus of a number of the activities adapted version of the CRAFTs fishbone (Figure 6).

SpCert. Perspectives (% ECTS) Session 2 and 4. CNS

2025-26 Michaslmas

Q Week/Topic 1 o Week/Topic 3 o Week/Topic 5

L J

Learner Centred: investigating Gendal

Learner Centred: sourcing relevart
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Action orlentated: design
constructive alignment with ESD
Transformative: need for ESD

Action oriertated: Designa
technology implementation

Transformative: considering ESD as
part of using technology

O Week/Topic 4 O Week/Topic &

Figure 6  Evidence of the three pedagogical approaches in Topic 2 and Topic 4
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Participant feedback and our reflections
During the session many of the participants discussed how
they had not really considered their teaching in terms of ESD
prior to this session, and while many had heard of the SDGs,
this exercise helped them identify links between SDGs and
their discipline that they had not considered previously. In
subsequent topics of the module, they included these SDGs
in other activities, such as when they designed session plans.
Within the online session for Topic 4, ‘How can technologies

+s Rate the following questions with 5 strongly agree to 1 strongly disagree

Strongly disagree

Economy)

I understand the necessity to consider the three tiers of the SDG wedding Cake (Biosphere, Society and

mediate learning effectively?’, we discussed the use of
technologies, particularly GenAl in the context of energy and
water consumption. This encouraged a lively discussion on the
effects of some manufacturing and production activities (such
as the beef industry) on sustainability. Towards the end of the
module, we asked them to complete a brief anonymous survey
on their understanding and attitude towards the embedding of
ESD into their curricula (Figure 7).

® .

Strongly agree

I am confident that | can identity SDG related content or topics within my teaching

I plan to integrate ESD competencies, in the context of relevant SDGs, in my teaching

competencies in my teaching

I plan to select teaching, learning and assessment methods that support the development of ESD

| found the ESD resource on the Centre for Academic Practice website useful

I plan to go back and study the ESD resources on the website in the future

Figure 7

Discussion and conclusion

The Trinity ESD Curriculum Design Framework, and the
associated ESD Resource Hub, were designed to help support
teaching staff in Trinity embed ESD in their curricula aligned
to the criteria identified by the ESD team. As the developers
of this Framework and methodology for using it, we wanted to

26

VevOox

Audience Engagement

Results of the anonymous survey conducted towards the end of the Perspectives module

determine if the Framework could help embed ESD and if the
associated ESD Resource Hub is usable. Thus, we redesigned
elements of one of our modules following the step-by-step
approach presented in the ESD Resource Hub. While the
approach was somewhat tedious, as the templates required
to be revised iteratively, and our rationale for the selections
had to be documented, it ensured a thorough examination of
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our curriculum. Due to the nature of the work we do, the
use of competency frameworks, learning domains, and levels
of proficiency are not new concepts, which allowed us to
move more quickly through the process than others may
experience. In addition, we tend to generally embrace the
three pedagogical approaches, and we have already used
the ABC Learning Design methodology in the design of our
sessions. These factors, along with the fact that we designed
the Framework and resources, ensure that we have a deep
understanding of ESD, the Framework and step-by-step
process. Notwithstanding these advantages, the Framework and
the methodology helped us redesign elements of our module
to embed ESD in a comprehensive manner.

We had, in the previous iteration of Perspectives, attempted
to embed ESD using a lighter touch. At the end of that
previous attempt, we had concluded that while we ensured
our participants were aware of ESD, they had not developed

a depth of understanding of the process that would support
them to effectively embed ESD. Thus, the positive feedback
from our participants in this iteration (Figure 7) concurs with
our reflections. We were particularly pleased to see that the
participants understood the three tier concept, as this is one of
the criteria that is somewhat unique in the Trinity consideration
of ESD, one which supports the avoidance of ‘greenwashing’.

In addition, we had asked in class for verbal feedback on

the Framework and the ESD Resource Hub and a number of
comments received have been taken on board. These align
with the results of the survey, in that the participants rated the
CAP website resources (last two questions on the survey, Figure
7) less favourably than the other questions. This is feedback
we can use to enhance the Resource Hub further. Thus,

the presentation of the materials on the website may need
further editing, and this may become evident as we use the
Resource Hub to support us in the development and delivery
of workshops for staff who are embedding ESD into their
programmes or modules.

In conclusion we have found that it is possible, if somewhat
onerous, to use the step-by-step approach outlined in the

ESD Resource Hub. However, by following these steps we

are satisfied that we have now embedded ESD in the manner
defined by the criteria inherent in the Trinity ESD Curriculum
Design Framework. It will be important for us when promoting
the use of this Framework not to underestimate the time
involved for staff in programme and module redesign. We are
also confident that many of the participants on the Perspectives
module will reflect on their own modules and intentionally
embed ESD into their curriculum, thus supporting the Trinity
Sustainability Strategy.
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Reclaiming powerful knowledge in curriculum

design

Jo Kukuczka, University of Warwick

Introduction

In today’s world, the knowledge of the
powerful rules. It excludes, divides,

and predominately benefits dominant
groups and individuals. The fact that this
happens at the expense of others often
goes unacknowledged.

But this expense is still there. In
academia, it can be argued that it is
predominantly paid by the students

— perhaps not all students, but certainly
some. Widening-participation students,
international students, disabled students,
neurodiverse students, Black students,
female students, students who are
carers, and so on — all pay the price

for wanting (and being promised)

more. Despite our best intentions, their
experience of curriculum is often that

of disconnected modules and concepts,
unclear outcomes, over-assessment,
constraining assignment formats, and
unhelpful feedback. As a result, instead
of empowerment and success, many
drop out or lose their passion for a
subject that brought them to university in
the first place.

But it does not need to be this way.

We now know that access to Higher
Education (HE) does not equal success
for everyone, and that to turn this access
into success, we need to turn to powerful
knowledge (Clarence, 2021), the nemesis
of the knowledge of the powerful.

This article shares what this powerful
knowledge is, why it is important in the
context of responsive HE curriculum
design, how it is taught, and what are

its implications for practice. Specifically,
this piece shares reflections on designing
and teaching my Postgraduate Award

in Curriculum Development in Higher
Education programme (PCA CDHE) at
the University of Warwick.

The role of powerful
knowledge in responsive
curriculum design

Powerful knowledge refers to forms of
understanding that can, in principle,
be accessed by everyone. It equips us

28

with the conceptual tools and languages
needed to make sense of the world, to
interpret how social systems operate,
and to recognise patterns of inclusion,
exclusion, visibility, and marginalisation.

The curriculum offers a crucial arena for
interrogating what counts as powerful
knowledge and for considering how it
enables us to participate in conversations
about our shared future. This knowledge
is not generic or interchangeable; it is
specialised and, through engaging with

it, learners are shaped in significant

ways. Developing such specialised
understanding is integral to building a
strong graduate identity, enabling students
to think critically, act effectively, and adapt
across diverse and changing contexts.

In HE, this process unfolds within
disciplines — communities of practice
with their own histories, conventions,
and rules of the game that structure how
knowledge is created, communicated,
and applied. As Clarence (2021)
argues, for curricula to be genuinely
responsive to wider social, cultural, and
economic contexts, they must make
these disciplinary rules explicit while
also enabling students to question and
navigate them. Achieving this requires
curriculum designers to understand

not only the nature of the discipline

— what its game is and how it operates
— but also how students are becoming
particular kinds of knowers as they
engage with this knowledge over time.

Theory as powerful
knowledge

If powerful knowledge is central to
responsive curricula, then theory itself
represents one of the most powerful
forms of knowledge we can offer
educators. Teaching theory as part of
curriculum design education therefore
becomes essential.

According to Sherran Clarence (2021)
and other scholars, theory is abstract,
testable, and explanatory (enables to dig
deeper into what lies beneath practices).
In being all three, theory enables us to

create more powerful understandings

of how the world works. In her words
‘theory is powerful because it enables
meanings to transcend single or local
contexts and thus can be used or applied
beyond the problems or challenges,

we are confronted with in the present’
(Clarence, 2021, p. 11).

In curriculum design, grounding
practice in theory supports more
sustainable change. Theory enables

us to enhance not only individual
modules or assessments but also future
designs. By drawing on its explanatory
power, we can create more coherent
modules, clearer learning outcomes,
fairer assessments, and more meaningful
feedback, thereby helping to realise the
goal of truly inclusive education.

Legitimation Code Theory (LCT)
(Maton, 2014), one of the core
theories | employ on the PGA CDHE,
provides such explanatory power
and, despite challenges | encountered
teaching it, has proven to consistently
improve curriculum designs across
the Humanities, Social Sciences, and
Sciences at my institution.

Below | share how we have done it

over the past two years of running the
programme in its current form, and,
without going into detail about the theory
itself, how such a theory can be taught
effectively in the HE interdisciplinary
curriculum design context.

Theory in action

The PGA CDHE is a level-7 programme
open to our academic module and
programme convenors across all
faculties. Its main aim is to offer
teaching-focused staff opportunities

to support student success through
development of expertise in theory and
evidence-informed curriculum design.

The learning on the programme is rooted
in the understanding of curriculum
design as a social practice (Weller,
2012), where particular knowledges,
beliefs, norms and values are validated
or constrained, and transmitted within,
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across, and beyond constantly changing
HE contexts. Critical awareness of

the principles underpinning different
curriculum design approaches is,
therefore, crucial, because it enables
an informed design decision-making
process and, ultimately, a more effective
design which supports student success
and enables them to become not

only disciplinary or inter-disciplinary
experts, but also active change agents.
By enabling staff to individually and
collaboratively learn about, discuss,

and critique HE curriculum design
theories and practices, the programme
facilitates fit-for-purpose, responsive
curriculum design, contributing to not
only staff professional development,
but also to disciplinary, interdisciplinary,
departmental, and institutional
priorities. As such, the programme

is strongly aligned with the Warwick
Values, Warwick Education and Student
Experience Strategy 2030, Warwick
Education for Sustainable Development
agenda, and showcasing unique
curriculum design practices.

This means that, in practice, the
requirement to design theory-informed
responsive curricula, is not only explicitly
embedded in the programme aims,
intended learning outcomes, assessment,
and learning activities, but also actively
communicated to the prospective
applicants before they decide to join the
programme.

But teaching educational theory, and
particularly a sophisticated theory such as
LCT, in the context of the HE curriculum
design at a research-intensive university,
can, and has been, challenging. Firstly,
although my own knowledge about the
theory has been steadily developing over
the years, my knowledge about how to
teach it to curriculum designers has been
more of a bumpy road and | have only
persisted thanks to the LCT community,
as well as to colleagues (including

our external examiner who sees the
approach as an impactful and ground-
breaking practice) and programme
participants keen to learn together.
Secondly, LCT was a new concept to all
but one learner, and so | needed to take
extra care in how | introduced it and
convinced the participants it is worth
their time. Finally, the time itself — a
complex theory requires ample time for
digestion and application and, despite
the best intentions, if the time is not
there, the learning will be constrained.
For me this meant working out how
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to best use the time on the course
without overwhelming participants

(who are already very busy academics
with competing priorities at work and
beyond), and | did that through co-
evaluation focus groups with programme
alumni and critical friends.

Those challenges have been addressed
through carefully designed learning
outcomes, assessment, and pedagogy,
and specifically, the use of Academic
Reading Circles (Seburn, 2016) as the
core pedagogical tool during our in-
person seminars, and Peer Dialogue
and Design Portfolio as formative and
summative assessment.

Below I outline how we employ the
above, how they align with each
other and my learners’ needs, and
what are their known implications on
the participants’ learning and their
curriculum designs.

Academic Reading Circle
(ARC): The unicorn in
disguise

Seburn’s (2016) academic reading
circle is a small-group discussion where
each participant takes on a specific
role. One can be a Contextualiser,
investigating the author’s credibility
and the background information on the
concepts presented in a text, another
one can be a Highlighter explaining
key vocabulary and definitions, and
highlighting evaluative language, and yet
another can be a Disruptor challenging
ideas and arguments presented in the
reading (see Kukuczka (2024) to learn
more about ARC). It is those different
critical lenses that enable collaborative
meaning-making and cumulative
knowledge-building during and beyond
the discussion, and, as such, an effective
pedagogical intervention for theory
knowledgeability (Cowley-Haselden,
2020).

Outside of literature, | have witnessed
the magic of ARC in student and staff
educational contexts prior to leading on
this PGA, and so | was fairly confident
that this approach would work well, and
thankfully, it has. Through the different
reading roles, the participants embraced
texts presenting unfamiliar concepts and
gradually built their understanding of
complex ideas and discussed ways of

applying them or reasons for not doing so.

Of course, not all participants
were coming into the discussions

Reclaiming powerful knowledge in curriculum design

equally prepared, or with an equal
understanding of the text, but | would
argue that that is the point. Because
some discussions were better than
others, and each participant experienced
them differently, the ways in which
this knowledge was then transferred
into their designs varied across the
board and led to even more exciting
peer conversations, design ideas, and
evaluations — and all this with (diverse)
student success at heart.

Learning theory through reading together
not only provided a shared language and
helped design theory-informed curricula,
but also increased the participants’
sense of belonging, leading to greater
engagement and more effective Peer
Dialogues. In addition, since the
participants had already read about

and discussed the theory, the follow-up
mini lecture could now be shorter and
more focused, still enabling knowledge
building, whilst saving the precious time
that was now used for further in-class
peer activities such as having a go at
writing ILOs or assessment and critiquing
their peers” work in progress.

This human connection enabled by the
in-person seminars where most of the
time was dedicated to peer-centred
activities between colleagues from
different disciplines and departments,
has consistently been among the top,
most-appreciated factors of the course
reported by the participants.

Peer Dialogue: Through
belonging to knowledge

The purpose of the Peer Dialogue
assessment on the PGA CDHE is

to provide the participants with an
opportunity to discuss their draft designs
with peers, as well as reflect on and
critique their own and their peers’
designs whilst those designs are still

a work in progress. As such, this Peer
Dialogue does not assess the designs,
instead it assesses the participants’
ability to critically reflect on their own
and their peers’ ideas through a theory
and evidence-informed conversation.
The oral and scholarly nature of this
activity enables a truly authentic and
interactive dialogue, ultimately leading
to more collaborative, interdisciplinary,
and informed design decisions. As such,
it promotes a culture shift towards
academically rigorous, collaborative
(rather than siloed) curriculum design
practices (Smart et al., 2021).

29



EDUCATIONAL DEVELOPMENTS 27.1 MARCH 2026

Because the participants already know
each other’s design contexts through
the reading circles and other seminar
activities, forming the interdisciplinary
peer groups is a smooth process and,
because it happens mid-programme,
they have numerous opportunities

for formative dialogues prior to the
assessment. In fact, many report that
they continue to talk to their peers well
beyond this assessment, and in some
cases, well beyond the completion of
the programme, as they claim that those
discussions enrich their thinking and
designs with multiple perspectives they
would otherwise have not gained.

Finally, because the structure of the Peer
Dialogue itself is theory-informed, to
enable greater, more critical, and more
impactful reflection (Tilakaratna and
Szenes, 2024), it provides opportunities
to further engage with and apply the
participants’ theoretical knowledge
gained on the course. This is where the
powerful knowledge shines through
whilst becoming a go-to tool the
participants no longer wish to part

with and want to have someone else

to ponder with. Peer Dialogue is when
a community of responsive curriculum
designers is born.

Design Portfolio: The ‘why’ of
everything

Finally, the Design Portfolio is the ‘why’
of everything because it provides
authentic opportunities to not only
design, but also to interrogate, justify,
and explain all design decisions in light
of the learnt theory, other literature, and
previous discussions with peers.

In short, the key purpose of the
Portfolio, the final and highest stakes
assignment on the PGA, is to design

a responsive, theory, research, and
other evidence-informed curriculum
that is fit for purpose within the
participants’ contexts. The portfolio
consists of two parts, a scheme of
work including information on the
designed aims, intended learning
outcomes, assessment, and learning
activities — with rationale, and the
appendices, such as Design Manifesto
(where participants share their design
philosophy in the context of their
curriculum design as a socially situated
practice), and other documents relevant
to the design.
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It is important to say that despite

being a complex and time-consuming
undertaking, participants engage with
the portfolio well because they are
encouraged to begin working on it from
day one and share their developing
ideas with each other on a regular basis.
They are also offered formative oral and
written tutor feedback on their drafts
throughout the course. Again, because
they build their knowledge cumulatively
and collaboratively over time through
academic reading circles and peer
dialogue, they have a shared language
in which to communicate and challenge
ideas. Further, as they get to know

each other and each other’s design
contexts throughout the course, they
are much more likely to share not only
successes but also struggles, including
struggles with understanding dense and
unfamiliar theoretical concepts.

The portfolio helps to create authentic
curricula and develop responsive
designers who are fully aware of the
iterative and complex nature of the
design process but no longer strive
for perfection ‘on paper’. Instead,
equipped with theory that transcends
single contexts and enables them to
apply it beyond current challenges,
they see the bigger picture of HE with
their students and their needs at the
heart of it.

Conclusion

So far, the implications of this theory-led
approach to curriculum design have
been two-fold.

Participants report that their ways

of thinking about curriculum and

the designs they produced have

been fundamentally transformed
through the course. Their feedback
consistently highlights the profound
value of engaging with practical

theory, collaborative reading, and peer
dialogue. The quality of their outputs,
confirmed through strong grades and
positive external examiner feedback,
demonstrates curricula that are rigorous,
evidence-based, and inclusive, enabling
meaningful knowledge-building for
diverse learners.

These results affirm that embedding
theory in curriculum design is not just
beneficial but essential, producing

value that extends far beyond initial
expectations. They also point to a wider
lesson: if we want curriculum design
that genuinely meets the demands of
contemporary HE, we must move past
purely technical approaches.

Educational developers across
institutions could adapt these
approaches to cultivate communities
of practice where staff design not only
constructively aligned curricula, but
also knowledge-rich, socially responsive
ones. In doing so, we can ensure that
the teaching of curriculum design itself
becomes knowledge-informed and
socially situated, equipping educators
to create curricula that truly serve the
students of today and tomorrow.
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Transformative Practice in Higher Education:

innovative approaches to teaching and learning
Edited by Alicja Syska, Carina Buckley, Gita Sedghi, Nicola Grayson

2025
Routledge, London
242 pages

Transformative Practice in Higher
Education has its origins in a special
edition of the Journal of Learning
Development in Higher Education,
‘Compendium of Innovative Practice:
Learning Development in a Time of
Disruption’, published in autumn
2021. This collection of pandemic-era
innovations was revisited by the editors,
leading to this publication of twenty-
three case studies — each title focused
on ‘What...has taught us/me about’.

Following a short foreword by Virna
Rossie and an Introduction by the
editors, the case studies are organised
into four key themes — the first section
explores the ways in which ‘we create,
use, and nurture time and space in
higher education’. The second section
explores new ways to build connections
and engagement, particularly in learning
and teaching interactions in digital
contexts. Section three comprises

an interesting collection of case

studies that address different forms of
collaboration and interdisciplinarity,
and that also focus on the Third Space.
The final section explores in more detail

the challenge of human-computer
interaction and generative Al. Common
to all of the chapters, whether explicitly
as in the Introduction, or, at times,
implicitly, is a focus on time and space
and the ways in which the ‘curation” of
time and space needed to change within
the context of the pandemic.

Altogether, the case studies provide an
eclectic mix within the common theme
of the need to be creative and innovative
in the face of the unprecedented
challenge of the Covid 19 lockdown. And
their stories are different and interesting.
For example, in ‘What the medium of
“focusing” taught me about mattering,
wellbeing and belonging for students’,
Farrukh Akhtar explores how, as course
leader, they addressed the emotional
turmoil created by the pandemic. In a
quite different case study, Alicja Syska

in ‘What podcasting taught me about
writing’, describes how her solution to
finding new ways of teaching through
podcasting led her to reflect on what

it is to be an academic writer. Nice!
Similarly interesting is Nicholas Bowskill,
Melody Harrogate and David Hall’s case

Reclaiming powerful knowledge in curriculum design
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er Educ

study ‘What educational participatory
archiving taught us about online altruism
and collective knowledge’, exploring the
creation of digital collegiality with the
elements of Nostalgia, Mattering and
Belonging. (And | personally learned of
the existence of Archival Theory in this
article.)

It's an interesting collection, though
some questions remain. An important
element in the collection is reference
to the Third Space, particularly the
work of Celia Whitchurch, and it would
have been interesting to examine

the critical debates about the ‘Third
Space’ a little more. It would also have
been interesting to have had some
student feedback on the impact of
these innovations. There is a focus on
how tutors did things differently, but
less focus on how students responded.
Similarly, it might have been interesting
to have an initial discussion about the
nature of innovation and the different
types, such as adaptive or disruptive.

Steve Outram is an Independent Higher
Education Consultant.

SEDA News

One of our longest-serving members of the Educational
Developments Editorial Committee is stepping down this
month. We want to thank Steve for his extraordinary
commitment and his fantastic contributions. In the last

two editions alone, Steve has contributed two magnificent
articles. The first, co-authored by three UK Vice Chancellors,
Claire Taylor at Plymouth Marjon University, Julie Hall

at London Metropolitan University and Shan Wareing

at Middlesex University, ‘The view from the top: Three
vice-chancellors talk about their educational development
journeys’, published in 26.4, and the leading article in

this edition, co-authored by Sandy Sparks, ‘Facing a
collaborative future, where to begin’. We thank Steve for his
unwavering commitment and look forward to forthcoming
contributions as an Ed Devs author extraordinaire.

A personal thank you to Steve Outram

Steve has been involved with Ed Devs since 2002 when we
founded the Editorial Committee that met at Jill Brookes’ office

in Selly Oak. Steve has reluctantly stepped down recently to be
able to spend more time with his wife and family.

Ensuring success in bringing people together to create

a regular publication requires a huge mixture of talents.
Steve’s talents were absolutely essential to nurturing and
sustaining this complex operation. An affable, intelligent,
astute and creative man, he brought many different
perspectives to Ed Devs and would respond positively

to commissions, especially when copy was needed! He
produced numerous articles, interviews and book reviews
over the years.

Chatting to Steve reveals the breadth and depth of his
experience and contacts. Together with his remarkable
brokerage skills, these helped him to contribute immensely
to the richness of Ed Devs content. Amongst his notable
articles is ‘53 Interesting Ways in Which Colleagues Resist
Change’, in 5.2 (2004), which elicited some strong feedback
as well as being regularly photocopied!
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He worked closely with the now defunct Centre for
Recording Achievement and interviewed Rob Ward, its
Director, twice. As a Senior Adviser at the Higher Education
Academy, Steve was able to commission articles from a
wide range of colleagues, including some from Scotland,

as well as colleagues in the Learning and Teaching Support
Network. His HEA Senior Adviser portfolio of work included
college-based higher education, which meant he was also
able to draw in colleagues from this sector.

As a member of the HEA/Leadership Foundation’s well-
regarded change programme, Change Academy, he

wrote several pieces for Ed Devs with a focus on leading
institutional change. And his knowledge of and interest in
programme leadership made him an invaluable partner in
editing Supporting Course and Programme Leaders in Higher
Education (2022) in the SEDA/Routledge series, on which we
worked together.

As he steps down after more than 20 years, this is a very good
moment to extend our warmest thanks for his substantial and
invaluable contribution to Ed Devs and to SEDA.

James Wisdom, Independent Higher Education Consultant

A special note of thanks to Steve Outram

For over two decades, Steve Outram has served as an active
Editorial Committee member of Educational Developments,
working diligently to steer the magazine’s outputs with

a dedication that has helped maintain its standing in the
community. Steve has now stepped down from his duties
on the Committee, and we will miss his passion and
contributions. Steve has been a prominent custodian of
Educational Developments, displaying a commitment to
peer-review excellence and, behind the scenes, he has
offered counsel to several contributors, both novice and
experienced, giving timely advice and guidance, as well as
to colleagues of the Committee.

Steve joined the Editorial Committee way back in 2002
(issue 3.2 to be exact). As a dedicated practitioner and
seasoned leader in English higher education, he arrived at
a time when the sector was pivoting towards fundamental
change, that still resonates to this day. 2002 was a year
that marked massive social transformation in higher
education, with widening participation high on policy
agenda as the government signalled its ambitions to target
50% participation for those under 30. It was a year that
marked a seismic change in UK quality assurance towards
models of enhancement, a fundamental shift in culture that
also coincided with the heightening integration of online
learning at every university. Amidst these social, regulatory
and technological changes, and with the increasing
professionalisation of teaching, Steve arrived at the
Committee at a time when educational developers didn’t
just ‘support teachers” but were mutating towards being
strategic change agents.

Enabling people to visualise a pathway to achieve these
strategic aims in a complex and turbulent environment is
a challenge, but Steve demonstrated an extraordinary flair

to become a true advocate for authentic and informed
perspectives. His evolution and experience as a major
consultant in HE granted him access to the insights of
several sectoral leaders much to the benefit of Educational
Developments, which carried his reflections and the
interviews he was able to broker on a wide variety of issues
related to policy development and institutional leadership.
Through his writing for the magazine, Steve also passionately
championed the role of educational developers, focusing
attention on identity building, while offering wise counsel to
developers on how they may best implement and influence
both institutional and personal change when faced with
resistance or other obstacles.

Steve leaves a hole in the Committee, and we are all very
grateful and privileged to have worked alongside him over
many years, sharing in his enthusiasm and appreciating the
professionalism and dedication he was able to bring to the
Committee and to SEDA.

Thank you Steve.

Virendra Mistry, Senior Academic Practice Adviser,
University of Chester.

RITISH |
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Steve sharing research findings with Pakistan VCs in 2023
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SEDA News

SEDA Spring Conference 2026: Collaborative
futures — sustainable, equitable and
compassionate educational change

21-22 May 2026. Hosted by Liverpool John Moores
University.

The international higher education sector continues to
navigate profound shifts in policy, practice and purpose.
Collaboration within and across institutions, disciplines
and communities is increasingly recognised as central to
building sustainable futures. With growing emphasis from
government and sector bodies on collaboration as a driver
of financial sustainability and innovation, universities are
being challenged to reimagine how they lead, partner and
adapt. The full programme and details on how to book are
available here: https://www.seda.ac.uk/seda-events/seda-
spring-conference-2026/

Student Partnership Impact Award

The Student Partnership Impact Award provides recognition
of students who have had an impact on Educational
Development at their institutions. The award is open to
national and international higher education students, who
are/were engaged in developing or enhancing an element
of education or services at their university, college or
students’ union. The award is open to graduates reflecting
retrospectively on their engagement too, limited up until 12
months post-graduation.

For more information: https://www.seda.ac.uk/ professional-
development-opportunities/studentpartnership-impact-award/

Deadline: Friday 3 July 2026, 23:59 (UK time)

International Consortium for Educational
Development (ICED) 2026 Conference —
Agency and Academic Development

24t — 26" June 2026, Salamanca, Spain
Book your place here: https://iced26.es/

(SEDA is a member of the International Consortium
for Educational Development)

Educational Developments News

Educational Developments magazine into the future:
Please share your views and opinions

Educational Developments (Ed Devs) has been published
since 1991. Whilst no longer available as a printed
magazine, the format of Ed Devs has not changed
significantly. We are looking for your views on the
magazine and how we might take it forward as an
Editorial Committee. We would be hugely grateful if you
would take a few moments to complete the survey at
https://forms.office.com/e/MQ32WDkf1C

Ed Devs Editorial Committee

www.seda.ac.uk
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