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Slow down to learn better:
Reclaiming professional learning

through care and agency
Sophie Plunkett, SOAS University of London

Introduction: The speed of development

In Higher Education (HE), professional learning is often described as the foundation of
high-quality teaching and institutional enhancement. Yet many educators experience
it as another demand to be managed, another indicator to be completed. The rhythm
of university life has quickened over the past decade, shaped by marketisation,
managerialism and the pressures of accountability. As Ball (2016) argues, neoliberal
reform has redefined professionalism around productivity and performativity, often at
the expense of reflection, care and autonomy.

Within this context, professional learning risks becoming performative rather than
transformative. Short workshops, compulsory online learning modules and metrics
of engagement dominate the landscape. They meet institutional needs for evidence
of participation but do not always meet the deeper professional or emotional needs
of those who teach. The irony is clear: professional learning, intended to support
critical reflection and growth, can itself reproduce the very logics of efficiency it
seeks to challenge.

Drawing on my MBA research into slow pedagogy and care ethics, this article
explores how we might resist these tendencies. It asks what professional learning
could look like if we deliberately designed for care, connection and agency rather
than compliance. The argument is both moral and practical. Meaningful learning
requires time, trust and attentiveness and these conditions can be cultivated through
intentional design and leadership.

Professional learning in a fast university

Contemporary universities operate within what Berg and Seeber (2018) describe as
the ‘accelerated academy’. This acceleration is not only about the pace of work
but about who controls time, whose labour is visible and whose reflection is
afforded value.

Many of the staff | spoke with described professional learning as something to ‘get
through’. For some, the problem was time pressure, while for others, it was the
sense that institutional initiatives were disconnected from lived realities. As one
participant explained, ‘Development used to mean talking with colleagues and
thinking differently. Now it feels like a set of tasks to complete’.

This is not cynicism but fatigue. As the culture of HE becomes increasingly
procedural, professional learning can begin to mirror administrative compliance
rather than intellectual curiosity. The speed at which initiatives are launched,
evaluated and replaced leaves little room for deep engagement.
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Common features of fast professional learning
1. Focus on attendance and completion rates rather than learning outcomes.
2. Fragmented, one-off workshops with limited follow-up.
3. Generic ‘skills-based’ framing that overlooks disciplinary nuance.
4. Evaluation based on satisfaction surveys rather than developmental impact.

In such conditions, the reflective and relational essence of professional learning
becomes eroded. Staff continue to engage, but often strategically, fulfilling
requirements while carving out informal spaces elsewhere to have the conversations

that matter.

Why slow matters

Slow pedagogy offers a radical yet practical counterpoint. Emerging from the
broader ‘slow movement’ such as slow food and slow scholarship, it calls for depth,
reflection and connection in place of acceleration and output.

As Honoré (2004) reminds us, slowing down is not about inertia but about
intentionality. It means creating space for thought and attentiveness, recognising
that learning is not linear but cyclical, often requiring stillness before insight.

When combined with care ethics (Noddings, 2002; Tronto, 2010), slow pedagogy
becomes a powerful framework for rethinking professional learning. It draws
attention to the moral and emotional dimensions of development, reminding

us that care, for learners, colleagues and ourselves, is central to any educational
endeavour.

Care ethics emphasises attentiveness, responsibility and responsiveness. These
principles challenge the managerial narrative that views staff as resources to be
upskilled. Instead, they ask us to view professional learning as a relational act: one
that requires trust, respect and reciprocity.

Professional learning as a care-full practice

Professional learning, at its best, already embodies the values of slow pedagogy
and care ethics. Meaningful change happens through conversation, reflection and
community. As Wenger (2002) and Van Schalkwyk et al. (2015) suggest, learning
within practice communities fosters belonging, deep understanding and shared
agency.

Yet these conditions are fragile. In my research, participants described how the
pressures of time and accountability undermined their ability to engage reflectively.
Professional learning became ‘something done to us’ rather than a process owned
by educators.

One senior lecturer described the dissonance vividly: ‘We talk about reflection
as good teaching practice, but we don't create time for it in our own professional
learning. It's performative reflection, fast reflection.’

Slow pedagogy challenges this. It calls for professional learning that honours the
rhythms of reflection and recognises the emotional labour involved in change.
Designing ‘care-full’” development means asking different questions:

* How can we make time to think integral to professional learning, rather than
a luxury?

* What practices could nurture belonging and trust among educators?

* How might leaders model slowness in a culture that rewards speed?

These are not simple design choices; they are cultural commitments that redefine
what counts as professional.

Findings from a slow approach

In my study of a London university, three overlapping themes emerged that
illuminate the possibilities and paradoxes of slowing down professional learning: (1)
pace and power, (2) wellbeing and care, and (3) culture and trust.
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Pace and power

Participants often linked pace to power. Development
opportunities were dictated by institutional timelines rather
than individual readiness. One educator noted, ‘Even the
language like rollouts, phases, deliverables, sounds more like
project management than learning.” Slow pedagogy offers

a corrective by returning control of pace to participants. It
values the non-linear, iterative nature of professional growth
and legitimises slowness as a form of rigour.

Wellbeing and care

Educators expressed deep concern for their students

and colleagues, but less often for themselves. Those who
experienced professional learning that centred care, such
as mentoring or sustained peer dialogue, described it

as restorative. A care ethics perspective reframes such
experiences as not ancillary but essential, acknowledging
that staff wellbeing and learning capacity are intertwined.

Culture and trust

Perhaps the most persistent theme was trust. Staff wanted
professional learning that was co-created, not imposed.
When trust was present, engagement and creativity followed
naturally. Where it was absent, initiatives felt tokenistic.
Trust, therefore, is both the precondition and the product of
slow professional learning.

Designing slow professional learning

If we accept that slow pedagogy and care ethics can inform
professional learning, the practical question becomes: what
might this look like in action? The following design principles
emerged from my research and practice (Table 1).

Make time visible and protected

Slow professional learning requires time, not as an
afterthought but as a deliberate allocation. Workload
models should reflect that learning is part of academic work,
not separate from it. For example, embedding structured
reflection periods within programmes, or extending
initiatives across longer timescales, can make engagement
feel purposeful rather than pressured.

Prioritise relationships over resources

Learning is a social act. Programmes that foreground
conversation, collaborative inquiry and shared meaning-
making tend to yield deeper and more sustained impact.
Informal peer networks, reading groups and reflective
partnerships can be as powerful as formal courses,
particularly when they build trust and community.

Redefine success

Fast professional learning often equates success with
participation metrics. A slow approach redefines it through
narrative and evidence of practice change. Reflective portfolios,
qualitative feedback or ‘learning stories” can capture depth and
process more authentically than numeric data.

Lead through care

Leadership plays a crucial role in enabling slowness. This
means pacing change initiatives realistically, valuing dialogue
over directives and making attentiveness a leadership
practice. Educational leaders who acknowledge the human
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realities of academic work model the very care that slow
professional learning seeks to embed.

One-off workshops Long-term inquiry groups
Voluntary, curiosity-led

Mandatory training engagement

Evaluation by reflection and

Evaluati leti
valuation by completion S

Centralised delivery bDelzZ(ljbgéesidg/ncommumty-

Performative learning Relational learning

Table 1 From fast to slow — practical shifts in professional learning

Challenges and realities

Slowing down in HE is not easy. The structures and
incentives of the sector reward visible outputs and
measurable progress. In such an environment, advocating
for slowness can feel countercultural.

Institutional leaders face competing imperatives: to meet
external expectations while protecting staff wellbeing and
autonomy. Even when there is the will to slow down, the
ability to do so is unequally distributed. Those in precarious
employment or heavy teaching roles often have the least
flexibility.

Tronto’s (2010) five elements of care — attentiveness,
responsibility, competence, responsiveness and trust,
provide a useful framework for navigating these tensions.
Applied to professional learning, they invite leaders to
consider:

* Are we attentive to the real constraints our staff face?

* Do we take responsibility for creating humane
conditions for learning?

* Are our systems competent in supporting reflection
rather than replication?

* Are we responsive to diverse experiences and needs?

* Do we foster trust through transparency and
reciprocity?

These are practical, not rhetorical, questions. They demand
that institutions see care not as sentiment but as structure,
as something designed into systems rather than left to
individual goodwill.

Implications for leadership and educational
development

Educational developers occupy a unique position at the
intersection of policy, pedagogy and practice. This vantage
point gives us both the opportunity and responsibility to
advocate for care-full, slow approaches to professional
learning.

At the strategic level, this could involve redesigning CPD
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frameworks to balance measurable outcomes with reflective
accounts of practice. Instead of focusing solely on participation
data, institutions might invite educators to articulate how
development has influenced their thinking, relationships or
sense of purpose.

In my own practice, | have seen the power of small design
shifts: extending fellowship writing groups over semesters
rather than weeks; hosting reflective circles where educators
explore one pedagogic question over time; or simply beginning
sessions with space to pause, breathe and arrive. These
gestures signal that slowing down is both allowed and valued.

Developers and leaders can also work to align professional
learning with institutional values of inclusion and wellbeing.
Slow, relational learning is inherently inclusive because it values
multiple ways of knowing and honours the lived experiences
of participants. It enables staff to bring their full selves to the
learning process, which in turn supports authenticity and trust.

Importantly, adopting a slow approach does not mean rejecting
innovation. Innovation itself requires incubation time. Slowness
provides the space for creative thinking, dialogue and risk-
taking that underpin sustainable change. By contrast, rapid
rollouts of development initiatives may generate activity
without lasting impact.

Ultimately, leadership for slow professional learning is a form
of ethical stewardship. It means protecting the temporal and
emotional conditions in which genuine learning can occur.

Conclusion: Restoring depth and humanity

HE is often characterised as a knowledge economy, yet knowledge
and wisdom grow slowly. Professional learning sits at the heart of
this tension, caught between institutional imperatives for speed
and individual needs for reflection and care.

Reclaiming professional learning as a slow, ethical practice is
more than a pedagogical preference. It is a commitment to the
kind of institutions we wish to inhabit, ones that value people
over productivity, reflection over reaction and depth over data.

If we design professional learning that allows educators

to breathe, think and connect, we do more than improve
teaching, we affirm the humanity of those who teach. Slow
pedagogy and care ethics remind us that professional learning
is not a transactional process but a relational one. It is a
collective act of care through which educators and institutions
can both flourish.
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The ‘Secret’ success: Uncovering why a
workshop on classroom presence and oracy
skills is such a hit for Higher Education

teachers

Sophie Bessant and Mair Bull, Manchester Metropolitan University

Introduction

Everyone is talking excitedly, smiling

and thanking the facilitators as they

exit ‘The Secret Teacher: building your
confidence and presence’ workshop. We
stand near the door as the participants
exit, like we did when they arrived, and
welcomed them to the session. We are
modelling the ‘cabin crew’ technique,

one of the workshop’s many ‘secret” tips.
This technique gives us, the facilitators,

a useful temperature check on how the
session went — weak smiles and polite
goodbyes often mean improvements

are needed — but an energised exit with
conversation, questions and thanks, often
means a workshop has hit the mark.

We look at each other, ‘wow, that went
well!’, we exclaim. This was the first time

we had run the workshop, and little did
we know what a success it would turn
out to be.

Having run over ten iterations since
2023, with over 400 attendees to date,
The Secret Teacher is now one of the
most successful workshops in the history
of Manchester Metropolitan University’s
University Teaching Academy (UTA).
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Selected feedback responses exemplify
this success:

‘Easily created a safe space
for everyone to approach
their worries and concerns.
Invaluable insight given and
lots taken away.”

‘Great session — extremely
reassuring that so many
experienced teachers also find
it hard.”

‘11 will] really consider my
physical presence in a room,
and how my feelings affect my
teaching presence.’

But this clearly isn’t just about us;

we’ve run many workshops before,
together and separately, on a myriad of
educational topics. So, what makes this
workshop such a hit? In this reflection
we attempt to answer this question,

and to identify the ingredients that have
resonated so strongly with our higher
education (HE) educators. The most
salient theme which has emerged is the
importance of oracy skills development
for both HE educators and students. We
coalesce this piece around six ‘calls to
action’ in response to the oracy skills gap
we identify.

How the workshop developed
The workshop emerged as a spinoff
from an earlier experiential session on
creativity and reimagining university
pedagogy. One of our key reflections
from that event was that many
participants were craving support with
the practical aspects of classroom
teaching. We conceptualised this as a
set of unspoken ‘secret skills” that HE
teachers often feel they are missing. Akin
to the ‘hidden curriculum’ for students,
which has been defined as ‘the implicit
knowledge, norms and behaviours
required for success’ (Margolis et al.,
2002, cited in Hinchcliffe, 2020, p. 59),
we wondered whether HE teachers are
also expected to master a set of implicit
competencies. This gap led us to focus
on oracy, which has been identified

as ‘articulating ideas, developing
understanding and engaging with

others through speaking, listening and
communication’ (Voice 21, n.d.) and
encompasses elements such as voice,
pace, body language, energy, and the
use of space. It was through exploring
these features of oracy, which can be
intentionally adapted to steer a session
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with confidence and presence, that The
Secret Teacher workshop was born.

What happens in the
workshop?

Initially the workshop was 2.5 hours, in-
person, but taking on board feedback, a
1.5-hour online version was also created.
Over the last three years, multiple
bespoke versions for departmental away-
days and delivery in corporate settings
have also been developed.

The workshop is framed around the
work of Patsy Rodenburg — voice coach,
author and theatre director — and her
theorisation around ‘the three circles of
energy’ (Figure 1), which we translate
into a focus on ‘teacher presence’.
According to Rodenburg (2007), there
are three fundamental ways in which
energy moves between people, and we
can maximise that energy to become
more powerful, connected and ‘present’
communicators.

60& One:\\.

) Circle Two:
Introverted
= =g
\ Energy /

o

Figure 1 Patsy Rodenburg’s (2007) Three
Circles of Energy

The three circles of energy

In the first circle, energy is focused
inward. We may have closed body
language such as hunched shoulders, eyes
to the floor and we may stumble on our
words. In this introspective mode, we
show that we're feeling self-conscious,
end up being ignored, and there can be
a tendency to sap the energy of others.
At the other end of the spectrum is circle
three. In this extroverted mode, energy
is outward, our body language is open,
shoulders back, we might be pacing,
gesticulating exaggeratedly, speaking
loudly, perhaps even shouting. Though
initially exciting to watch, connection

is superficial and others soon become
disengaged, struggling to keep pace with
the loud performance. Both circle one
and three are draining and unsustainable
for the educator.

Conversely, in Rodenburg’s second
circle, individuals find themselves

relaxed, focused, connected, centred
and alert, using emotional intelligence
to read and interpret the room. In this
‘present’ mode our audience feels

seen and heard, we communicate with
flexibility and actively listen, and energy
flows both inwards and outwards,

‘a quality akin to stage presence’
(Rodenburg, 2007, p. xvi). The Secret
Teacher workshop emphasises that
residing in one of the three circles is not
a fixed entity, based upon individual
personality, or whether we class
ourselves as introverted or extroverted.
Though we might have a default starting
position, any one of us can find ourselves
in either circle, in any given situation, on
different days, with different audiences,
or at different stages of our careers.

The workshop has three stages, working
through practical techniques for using
1) voice 2) body language and 3)
classroom space, to help participants
build a toolbox of ‘secret tips’, which

N
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aim to help them connect with their
audiences/students, build presence,
and importantly, know how to pull
themselves into and operate within
circle two. Importantly, participants are
encouraged throughout the workshop
to share their own ‘secret tips” as we
collectively build a body of knowledge
together; we do not position ourselves
as all-knowing, emphasising a process of
collective and life-long learning.

The ‘Secret’ success: Personal
experiences from circle one
and circle three

The workshop was initially developed by
Sydney-Marie Duignan and Mair Bull,
two former secondary school drama
teachers, and Dr Sophie Bessant, an
experienced HE Academic Developer.
Mair and Sophie have continued to work
on refining the workshop, including

a core introduction focused on their
divergent experiences of becoming HE
teachers, that seems to resonate deeply
with participants. Mair plays the role of
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the experienced former drama teacher
and theatre director, enthusiastic and
outgoing, who has to consciously pull
herself from circle three ‘edutainer’

into circle two’s calm and responsive
state. Sophie, on the other hand, shares
her experiences of dropping drama at
school aged 13, spending four years at
university choosing modules strategically
to avoid presentations, and having a
history of severe public-speaking anxiety.

These counterbalancing stories from
‘naturally circle three” and ‘naturally
circle one’ teachers, who have both
worked proactively to operate and teach
within circle two, present a relatable
spectrum within which participants
seem to be able to recognise themselves.
Indeed, there seems to be something
incredibly cathartic for participants to
hear that an experienced and effective
HE teacher — and indeed someone
whose job it is to support others with
their teaching practice — has struggled
significantly, that teaching doesn’t always
‘come naturally’, and importantly, that
teaching is a craft that can be taught
and learnt. Throughout the workshop
participants practise many of the ‘secret’
techniques that can help to build their
classroom presence and confidence.
Live practice is always optional, and

we remind participants to engage in a
way that suits them (online sessions are
recorded to reinforce this optionality).

Recognising the impact of
Social Anxiety Disorder

Whilst these personal reflections clearly
resonate with our participants, as neither
of the workshop facilitators are mental
health practitioners, we do not deep
dive into circle one, where for some HE
teachers there may be clinical reasons
why speaking in public is so difficult

for them. Indeed, these factors are also
a reality for our student body. Social
Anxiety Disorder (SAD) is one of the
most common anxiety disorders, with
estimates of lifetime prevalence of up
to 12% of the population (NICE, 2012;
Social Anxiety Alliance UK, undated),
yet there is still a significant lack of
understanding about this condition
within the sector and the substantial
impact it can have on the lives of staff
and students. Whilst anxiety and nerves
around public speaking and teaching
are normal and experienced by many,
for those with SAD the perceived threat
of such situations can be debilitating,

and can lead to complex avoidance
strategies, students dropping out of
university, staff quitting their jobs,

and much graver consequences, as
exemplified by the devastating case of
Natasha Abrahart in 2018. In the sections
that follow we build a case for the
importance of oracy skills development
in the HE curriculum and within HE
teacher training, but we believe this
must be grounded in an informed
understanding of the impact of social
anxiety and the legal requirement for
reasonable and anticipatory adjustments
for our staff and our students.

Call to action:

* Create spaces for and normalise a
culture of discussing Social Anxiety
Disorder, public speaking anxiety
and other mental health conditions

* Build training opportunities for HE
staff in understanding and recog-
nising the symptoms and causes of
SAD, and the legal requirements
around reasonable and anticipatory
adjustments.

The decline in oracy
foundations

For well over a decade the opportunities
for young people to develop their
oracy skills, which support cognitive
development, confidence, civic
engagement, and employability (Law et
al., 2009), have narrowed significantly.
While speaking and listening underpin
learning, wellbeing and employability,
systemic changes in policy, funding
and pandemic-related disruption have
progressively eroded the provision for
oracy development.

Sustained cuts to arts funding and
curriculum status means that far

fewer young people encounter these
subjects. Increasingly, arts provision

has shifted to being extracurricular,
‘making it the preserve of the self-
selecting few rather than an entitlement
for all’ (Oracy Education Commission,
2024, p. 25). This decline intensified
during the Covid19 pandemic, when
extracurricular programmes — including
debating societies, drama clubs and
school productions — were scaled back.
Constrained finances and a teacher
recruitment/retention crisis have meant
that, sadly, many have not returned.

A resulting ‘enrichment gap’ has
emerged, with students from wealthier
backgrounds having far greater access to

arts and oracy opportunities compared
to their peers from lower-income
backgrounds (Cultural Learning Alliance,
2024; Compass Group, 2025).

Another pivotal moment in the decline
of oracy in schools was the 2013
reshaping of GCSE English, under the
then Education Secretary, Michael Gove.
In this reform, the 20% Speaking and
Listening component of the GCSE English
Language qualification was removed.
The impact of this was profound. Once
the speaking and listening assessment
disappeared, so did the formal
requirement and institutional incentive
to prioritise oracy.

Consequences for higher edu-
cation students and staff

HE often assumes that students

arrive with the ability to participate
confidently in seminars, presentations
and collaborative learning. We also
know that communication skills are
consistently ranked by employers as
highly-valued graduate attributes (HE
Professional, 2023). Other avenues of
research demonstrate that oracy helps

to reduce awarding gaps for the most
disadvantaged learners (English Speaking
Union, 2023, p. 20). Unsurprisingly,

the upstream impacts of the 15-year
de-prioritisation of oracy and the arts in
schools, have left many of our current
HE cohorts without the opportunities

to develop these vital skills. Indeed,

HE teachers frequently report wide
variability in students’ readiness for
spoken academic communication,

and employers cite gaps in graduates’
abilities to articulate ideas, collaborate
verbally, and adapt communication to
different audiences (Healy, 2025). The
rapid rise of generative Al has increased
the value placed on critical thinking and
interpersonal communication, leading,
in some cases, to a renewed emphasis
on spoken assessments. This skills gap is
compounded by the fact that HE teacher
training programmes rarely address oracy
pedagogy explicitly, leaving staff without
a shared understanding of how to teach
or assess talk effectively (Heron, 2019).

Some recent positive developments
include the Government’s pledge to
introduce oracy frameworks for both
primary and secondary education stages
(Gov.UK, 2025). Yet we believe much
more is needed to counter the oracy
skills decline and to actively embed
oracy within HE curricula and staff
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development, rather than treating it

as an assumed, intuitive skill. A recent
article in WonkHE addresses this issue,
showcasing a ‘public speaking ladder” at
the University of Liverpool, which gives
students structured opportunities through
speaking tasks, to gradually enhance
their confidence and skills exposure
(Routledge, 2026).

Call to action:
* Embed oracy skills development
across HE curricula
* Redesign assessment systems
to value oracy and spoken
communication.

Lack of ‘teacher training’ in
HE settings — teaching as a
craft

There is a longstanding paradox in HE:
the sector depends on high-quality
teaching yet provides minimal training in
its practical craft. This gap widens when
considering the broader communication
expectations placed upon academics not
only to teach, but to present research,
chair discussions, and articulate ideas in
public settings. Despite these demands,
most HE teaching qualifications, often
known as Postgraduate Certificates in
Learning and Teaching in HE (PGCert
LTHE), or similar, foreground theory,
curriculum and pedagogic design and
assessment, with limited attention to the
embodied, interpersonal and oracy-
based dimensions of teaching (Heron et
al., 2021). Teaching observations which
form a core component of these courses,
are often the one exception, providing
vital nuggets of practical teacher training
amongst the often more theoretical
courses. As a result, many new lecturers
learn through trial and error rather

than through supported, iterative skills
development; a misalignment which
leaves tutors aware of the theories of

participation, but not always equipped to

enact them in practice.

What often goes unacknowledged is
that teaching is not merely cognitive,

it is relational, performative and
nuanced. Voice work, body language,
attentiveness, turn taking, and
classroom presence, are skills that

can be developed, refined and taught
(Rodenburg, 2007). The so-called
‘secret tips’ that experienced educators
pass informally between colleagues are
components of a teachable craft, that
unfortunately often remain hidden,
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informal, inconsistent and unevenly
distributed among staff. This absence

has implications not only for teachers
but for students. When lecturers lack
confidence with spoken communication,
or default to lecture heavy, ‘chalk and
talk’ formats, students experience fewer
opportunities to practise academic
speaking, discussion, questioning, and
collaborative problem-solving.

A constructive way forward lies in
integrating established oracy frameworks
into HE practice. The Oracy Skills
Framework (Oracy Cambridge and
Voice 21, 2019) offers a clear model,
breaking oracy into four teachable
strands: physical, linguistic, cognitive,
plus social and emotional (Figure 2).
These categories provide educators with
concrete language for understanding,
developing and modelling oracy

skills. While the framework has been
tentatively transferred from schools

to university settings (Heron, 2019),

key challenges remain such as limited
research, still-developing understandings
of oracy, and the fact that speaking

does not hold the same status as writing
(Baker and Balotin Pinto, 2023).

Language
* Register
)| - Grammar

Rhetorical techniques
* Rhetorical techniques such as
metaphor, humour, irony & mimicry

Structure
- Linguistic + Structure & organisation of talk
J Vocabulary
= * Appropriate vocabulary choice
d

What started as a practical and playful
workshop in response to an unmet

CPD need, has turned into our most
successful workshop to date. We believe
that HE is facing a widening gap between
the communication demands placed
upon staff and students, and the limited
training and opportunities provided to
meet them. Students arrive with uneven
oracy experiences after years of reduced
access to structured talk, while lecturers
are expected to teach, present and
facilitate, without systematic preparation
in the practical and embodied craft of
communication. If universities want to
support their students to speak with
confidence, collaborate effectively and
participate fully in academic life, they
must invest in the people who guide that
learning.

Embedding oracy within HE teaching,
through practical training, supportive
CPD and curricula that value spoken
communication, offers a powerful route
to improving confidence, connection
and belonging. We must recognise

that oracy skills can be developed

for all, whilst also surfacing the lived
experiences and legally underpinned

Content

* Choice of content to convey
meaning & intention

+ Building on the views of others

e . .
6-0 Social & emotional

Working with others
+ Guiding or managing interactions

Clarifying & summarising + Turn-taking

« Seeking information & clarification
through questioning Listening & responding

* Listening actively & responding
appropriately

* Summarising

Self-regulation
* Maintaining focus on task
« Time management

Confidence in speaking
* Self-assurance
* Liveliness & flair

Self-regulation
* Taking account of level of
understanding of the audience

+ Giving reasons to support views
« Critically examining ideas & views
expressed

Figure 2 The Oracy Skills Framework, Oracy Cambridge and Voice 21, 2019

Call to action:

* Integrate practical oracy training
into all PGCert LTHE teaching
qualifications

* Embed oracy skill development
into other academic develop-
ment opportunities, such as CPD
workshops, Advance HE Fellow-
ship programmes, and mentoring
provisions.

Conclusion

Developing The Secret Teacher
workshop over the last three years
has been an illuminating experience.

support needs of those with Social
Anxiety Disorder. By recognising teaching
as a craft that deserves intentional,
practical development, not an accidental
byproduct of disciplinary expertise, we
create the conditions where confidence
is nourished and presence cultivated.
‘The benefits of oracy skills go far
beyond academic achievement and
employability. They boost a whole range
of social, emotional and interpersonal
skills, including self-confidence, self-
awareness, resilience and empathy’
(Oracy All-Party Parliamentary Group
Inquiry, 2021, p. 18).

N
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Beyond comments: Designing a toolkit to
make feedback actionable

Nicola Brooks, Bev Hancock-Smith and Zara Hooley, De Montfort University

Introduction

Student feedback is widely recognised as a critical component
of effective learning, yet many students struggle to interpret,
engage with, and apply the feedback they receive. While
educators invest significant time in providing detailed
comments, research consistently highlights a persistent
‘feedback gap’ between the feedback that is given and what

is meaningfully used by learners. Students frequently report
uncertainty about how to translate feedback into actionable
steps, while educators often lack structured resources to
support students in developing effective feedback engagement

practices.

not only to provide a practical tool, but also to foster a more

Background

transparent, student-centred feedback culture and promote
active feedback literacy at De Montfort University (DMU).

Assessment and feedback continue to represent one of the
most persistent areas of student dissatisfaction within UK higher
education, as evidenced by the National Student Survey (NSS).
A substantial body of literature has consistently identified
assessment and feedback as a key driver of student experience,
engagement, and learning (Blair, 2017; Shafi et al., 2018;

Dobson et al., 2025). While institutions have made many
procedural improvements, such as faster feedback turnaround

In response to this challenge, this article describes the
development and implementation of a practical feedback
toolkit designed to support both students and educators, with
a central focus on student understanding and allowing students
to take action to improve their writing based on academics’
feedback. The project involved analysing commonly used
feedback language across written assessments to provide a basis
for the creation of a web-based resource (the DMU feedback
toolkit), to clarify terminology and promote understanding
which allows students to take action on their feedback.
Supported by targeted staff development, the initiative aimed

times and greater standardisation of academic marking
processes, NSS qualitative comments suggest that these changes
alone have not led to improved student perceptions. Instead,
student dissatisfaction increasingly focuses on the clarity, quality,
and usefulness of feedback content. As Nicol (2010) highlights,
students frequently report that feedback is difficult to understand
and does not adequately meet their learning needs.

Within the Faculty of Health and Life Sciences at DMU,
these sector-wide concerns were reflected locally through
a year-on-year decline in NSS assessment and feedback
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scores. Qualitative student comments frequently described
feedback as vague, unclear, or lacking guidance for
improvement. However, this narrative appeared to contradict
annual external examiner quality assurance reports, which
consistently commended the academic rigour, alignment, and
professionalism of feedback practices by academic staff within
the faculty. This apparent disconnect suggested that the issue
was not one of academic quality or compliance, but rather one
of communication and shared understanding.

Evidence suggested that it was widespread across the
institution, highlighting the need for a coordinated, institution-
wide response to strengthening feedback practice. While

it was agreed that a digital resource could help demystify
academic language for students, it was equally important that
any solution encouraged students to take responsibility for their
feedback and act on it — fostering greater ownership of their
learning.

The missing feedback ‘trick’: What does the
literature say?

Engagement with academic literature in relation to assessment
and feedback reinforced our observations and aligned them
with contemporary research. Ajjawi and Boud (2018) and
Winstone et al. (2017) support this interpretation, indicating
that feedback effectiveness is often limited not by what is
provided, but by students’ ability to interpret, value, and act
upon it. There is further evidence to suggest that feedback is
frequently written in tacit or coded academic language that
students may struggle to decode (Wilson, 2012; Royce Sadler,
2010), highlighting a persistent gap between the intention

of feedback and its practical accessibility to support student
learning. Henderson et al. (2021) and Zhang and Zheng (2018)
further argue that vague or indirect comments can lead to
frustration and disengagement among students, which may
result in them disregarding important information.

These challenges can be particularly pronounced for first-
year and international students, who may be unfamiliar with
disciplinary expectations and academic language conventions
(Robinson et al., 2013; Warner and Miller, 2015). Perceptions
of feedback comments may also be shaped by students’
cultural experiences regarding critical content (Warner and
Miller, 2015), which can make using feedback effectively to
support learning more problematic.

Contemporary literature emphasises the importance of
developing student feedback literacy — the capacity to
interpret, evaluate, and use feedback effectively (Carless and
Boud, 2018). This perspective reframes feedback as a dialogic
process rather than a one-way transmission, highlighting

the need for students to play an active role in seeking,
understanding, and applying feedback to close learning loops
(Carless, 2016; Hattie and Timperley, 2007). It was within this
context that the present project was developed, with the aim of
addressing the gap between feedback provision and feedback
use by fostering shared understanding, clarity of language, and
opportunities for dialogue to support effective student learning.

The feedback gap: A problem of meaning, not
provision
The first stage of the project focused on identifying the
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academic language routinely used in assessment feedback
across the faculty. A bank of commonly occurring feedback
terms was developed through analysis of anonymised
comments drawn from a range of undergraduate assessments.
This analysis revealed a high frequency of recurring phrases
and academic shorthand, including expressions such as ‘lack
of critical analysis’, ‘too descriptive’, ‘unclear argument’, and
‘issues with referencing’.

Students were involved at this early stage to identify the terms
they found confusing, ambiguous, or difficult to act upon.
This proved to be an invaluable exercise in understanding
the student perspective. The consultation process not only
highlighted specific language barriers but also provided insight
into how feedback was interpreted, experienced, and, at
times, misunderstood. Consultation activities highlighted that,
although these phrases were familiar to the project team,
their meaning often varied across modules and markers. For
many students, such terminology signalled that something
was ‘wrong’ with their work but did not clearly indicate what
needed to change or how improvement could be achieved.

This stage revealed an important insight: consistency in
language did not necessarily equate to consistency in
understanding. While academic shorthand functioned
efficiently within disciplinary contexts, it frequently lacked
clarity for students and rarely provided explicit direction

for action. The issue, therefore, was not one of academic
standards or compliance, but of communication and shared
meaning. The purpose and practical application were not
always transparent to learners.

Reframing feedback as a dialogic process rather than a static
product emerged as a key conceptual shift. This perspective
aligns with feedback literacy frameworks, which emphasise
students’ active role in interpreting and using feedback (Carless
and Boud, 2018), positioning feedback as something students
engage with, rather than simply receive.

From insight to implementation: Developing a
digital feedback toolkit

Analysis of the student perspective — particularly the challenges
they experienced in interpreting the feedback terminology
used by markers — directly informed the second stage of the
project. This phase centred on the co-creation of an innovative
web-based resource, the Understanding Feedback Toolkit.

Developed from the bank of commonly used feedback terms
identified during the first phase of the project, the Toolkit was
designed to promote a shared understanding of feedback
language among both academic staff and students.

Created in partnership with students and colleagues from
Library and Learning Services, the Toolkit was intentionally
designed as an accessible digital resource to unpack, clarify,
and contextualise frequently used feedback phrases, supporting
students to engage with, and act more confidently on, their
feedback.

Each entry within the Toolkit provided a clear explanation of
the feedback term in an academic context, with examples
illustrating how the issue might appear in student work, and
practical, action-oriented guidance to support improvement in
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future assessments. Students played a central role in shaping
the language, tone, and structure of the resource, ensuring
that explanations were clear, accessible, and relevant to their
learning experiences. This collaborative approach positioned
students as active partners in pedagogical design rather than
passive recipients of support materials.

Analysis of the most frequently accessed Toolkit entries offered
valuable insight into patterns of student engagement and

areas of learning uncertainty. Students consistently sought
clarification on common feedback phrases such as ‘what is
your argument?’, ‘you need to be more critical/too descriptive’,
‘issues with grammar or syntax’, ‘ref/source?’, and ‘this work
lacks analysis’. The prominence of these entries confirmed that
such phrases represented key points of misunderstanding.

The high usage of these terms highlighted a persistent gap
between academic shorthand and student comprehension.
While these expressions are efficient for staff, they often lack

the specificity needed for students to translate feedback into
meaningful action. Through student partnership, the Toolkit
unpacked these terms to clarify expectations, illustrate disciplinary
conventions, and provide concrete strategies for improvement.

Moving from resource to practice:
Institutionalising the Toolkit

Importantly, the feedback toolkit was not positioned as a
remedial resource, but as a shared reference point for both
students and staff. By making expectations explicit, it aimed to
support dialogue around feedback and reduce elements of the
hidden curriculum often associated with academic writing and
assessment practices.

The third stage of the project focused on embedding the toolkit
within institutional systems and everyday academic practice.
Integration into the university’s marking platform enabled

staff to link directly to relevant Toolkit entries when providing
feedback. This approach allowed feedback comments to
remain concise while offering students immediate access to
expanded explanations, examples, and practical guidance.

Targeted staff development sessions were delivered to

support academics in using the Toolkit effectively and in
developing more action-oriented feedback practices. These
sessions fostered critical reflection on the language used

in feedback, demystifying underlying assumptions about
student understanding, and the importance of dialogue within
assessment processes. By embedding the Toolkit within ongoing
academic professional development activities, the initiative
aimed not only to encourage meaningful use of the resource,
but also to contribute to a broader institutional shift towards a
more transparent and student-centred feedback culture.

Assessing impact: From engagement to
practice change

Early evaluation of the DMU Understanding Feedback
Toolkit indicates positive engagement and promising
outcomes for both students and staff. The toolkit usage
analytics demonstrated sustained student interaction with
the resource, with engagement around entries addressing
commonly used feedback phrases related to critical analysis,
argument development, and academic writing conventions.
This emerging pattern reinforced the original project findings,
confirming that these areas represented persistent points of
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uncertainty in students’ interpretation of feedback.

Qualitative feedback from students suggested that the Toolkit
improved their confidence in understanding feedback and
provided clearer direction on how to apply comments to
future work. Students reported that the resource helped them
‘translate” feedback into practical actions, enabling them to
identify specific steps for improvement rather than perceiving
feedback as vague or purely evaluative. This shift reflects
movement towards greater feedback literacy, where students
are better able to interpret, internalise, and use feedback to
effectively support their learning.

Staff feedback similarly indicated that the feedback toolkit
supported more efficient and purposeful feedback practices.
Academics reported that linking their marking comments to
entries within the feedback toolkit not only streamlined their
marking processes but also enabled them to provide concise
comments while ensuring that students retained access to more
detailed explanations and guidance.

Importantly, the staff development activities associated with

the feedback toolkit encouraged greater reflection on the
language used in feedback and on underlying assumptions
about students’ levels of understanding. Participants noted that
engaging in feedback conversations was particularly beneficial,
as in-person discussions facilitated critical reflection on individual
marking and feedback practices. These exchanges also created
opportunities for broader pedagogical dialogue about feedback
practices and approaches to supporting student learning.

While longer-term impact on attainment and NSS outcomes
requires continued monitoring, early indicators suggest

that institutionalising a shared feedback resource, such

as the Understanding Feedback Toolkit, can help bridge

the gap between feedback provision and feedback use.

The project highlights the importance of moving beyond
procedural improvements towards approaches that
prioritise communication, shared understanding, and
student engagement. By positioning feedback as a dialogic,
collaborative process, the toolkit represents a scalable
model for enhancing feedback literacy and supporting more
meaningful learning experiences.

Conclusion

This project sought to address a persistent challenge in

higher education: the disconnect between the provision

of feedback and students’ ability to understand, to action
based on feedback and use it effectively. The development
and implementation of the Understanding Feedback Toolkit
demonstrated that the core issue was not the quantity or
quality of feedback provided by academic staff, but the clarity,
accessibility, and shared understanding of the language used
within it. By focusing on feedback as a communicative and
dialogic process, the initiative reframed feedback from a static
product into an active learning tool.

A key strength of the project was its collaborative, partnership-
based approach, bringing together team members from diverse
disciplines. Central to this approach was positioning students
as co-creators rather than passive recipients, ensuring their
perspectives and experiences directly shaped the development
of the Toolkit and related resources. This not only enhanced
the relevance and accessibility of the materials but also fostered
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a sense of ownership and agency among students in their own
learning and feedback processes. This collaboration ensured
that the Toolkit directly addressed authentic areas of confusion
while supporting greater transparency around academic
expectations. Embedding the resource within institutional
systems and staff development further enabled the Toolkit to
move beyond a stand-alone intervention towards a sustainable,
practice-based model.

Ultimately, this work demonstrates that meaningful
improvement in assessment and feedback does not lie solely in
refining processes, but in strengthening communication, shared
understanding, and dialogue. The understanding feedback
toolkit offers a scalable model for supporting these aims and
contributes to ongoing sector-wide efforts to make feedback
more transparent, actionable, and educationally impactful.
While cultural change in feedback practice is incremental, a
partnership-led, institution-wide approach offers a scalable
and sustainable model that other HEIs can readily adapt within
their own disciplinary and institutional contexts.

Evaluating long-term impact and sustaining
partnerships

The next phase of the project will focus on investigating the
longitudinal impact of the Feedback Toolkit on National
Student Survey Assessment and Feedback outcomes, alongside
a deeper, qualitative exploration of how students engage with
feedback across different stages of study. Particular attention
will be given to the development of feedback literacy over time
and the extent to which early exposure to shared feedback
language supports student confidence, autonomy, and capacity
to act on feedback.

Central to future development is the continued strengthening
of student-staff partnerships, supporting ongoing cultural
change by embedding shared responsibility for feedback
literacy across the institution.

Supporting cultural change: Lessons for
educational developers

Several key lessons emerged from the development and
implementation of the understanding feedback toolkit that
may be of interest and value to educational developers. First,
initiatives aimed at improving feedback practice should be
understood as long-term, ‘slow burn” projects rather than quick
interventions. Cultural change in assessment and feedback is
inherently incremental, requiring sustained engagement with
both staff practices and student behaviours over time.

Second, the project demonstrated that students are not resistant
to feedback, as is sometimes assumed. Rather, they are highly
receptive and motivated to act on feedback when it is clear,
accessible, and actionable. When provided with opportunities
to understand feedback language and expectations, students
showed a strong willingness to engage more actively with their
learning and to take ownership of improvement.

Finally, the experience highlights the importance of adopting a
partnership-led, institution-wide approach. Embedding shared
resources within systems, professional development, and
institutional dialogue helped move the Toolkit beyond a localised
initiative towards a sustainable cultural shift. Such an approach
offers a scalable model that can be readily adapted by other
higher education institutions seeking to strengthen feedback
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literacy, enhance student engagement, and address persistent
sector-wide challenges in assessment and feedback practice.
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Nurturing Active Learning at Anglia Ruskin

University

Jamie Heywood and Isobel Gowers, Anglia Ruskin University

Introduction

This case study aims to showcase how
active learning is central to education at
Anglia Ruskin University (ARU) and what
initiatives there are to support this. We
then focus on our Learning and Teaching
in Practice course, underpinned by
active learning, as a further example.

Active learning has been central to the
education strategy of ARU for nearly a
decade. In 2017, the University started
a two-year collaboration between
students and academics to develop

the Active Curriculum Framework.

This framework was then embedded
into undergraduate courses across the
institution using a programme of course
design intensives (Middleton et al.,
2021). It was a key part of the Education
Strategy in 2019 and continues to be in
our current strategy (2022-27). Active
Learning was seen as integral to ARU’s
ambitions to be an inclusive university;
with a diverse student body and high
number of students that commute

to campus, it is important that the
curriculum is accessible to all. Secondly,
Active Learning was seen as a vehicle to
ensure future employability of students,
combining elements of authentic
learning, and skills development
alongside knowledge creation being at
the heart of Active Learning. The current
Education Strategy re-emphasises the
importance of Active Learning by stating
that ‘in the case of Education, these
developments include...embedding

our Active Curriculum across all our
courses’. And from a student perspective
it highlights that ‘our students engage in
active, interdisciplinary curricula, tackling
societal and environmental challenges
with our local, regional and global
communities’.

During the early curriculum changes
senior managers identified the research-
informed basis of the Active Curriculum
Framework; however, academic staff felt
uninformed about this evidence (Thomas
et al., 2023). To address this and ensure
the success of Active Learning, ARU has
worked to engage staff at all levels in
embedding Active Learning throughout
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the curriculum. Since 2017, ARU

has embedded a range of initiatives
to support the implementation of
Active Learning within the curriculum.
This has included hosting the Active
Learning Conference in 2017 and
2021, publishing books, embedding
Active Learning within the Learning
and Teaching CPD offer, developing
our Active Learning Network @ ARU
community and continued engagement
with the Global Active Learning
Network.

Several staff from ARU have been
involved in publishing books related

to Active Learning. These have been

a combination of both theoretical,

such as the Active Learning in Higher
Education: theoretical considerations
and perspectives (Garnham and Gowers,
2023), to more practical publications
including Innovations in Active Learning
in Higher Education (Pratt-Adams et al.,
2020) and 700 Ideas for Active Learning
(Betts and Oprandi, 2022). These books
have all been published in collaboration
with colleagues from the Global Active
Learning Network. Publications like
these are of value to supporting Active
Learning within the organisation but
there is still the risk of not involving

the wider staff body. It is important to
engage all staff across the institution
and especially those new to teaching,

if we want to see Active Learning fully
embedded across the university.

As well as being involved in the

Global Active Learning Network,

we have developed a strong satellite
community within ARU (the ALN@
ARU’). Throughout the academic

year we hold monthly meetings, that
since the pandemic have been online.
These meetings provide a space for the
community to reflect on their Active
Learning practice and share ideas and
challenges. The format varies but often
involves discussion, reflections and co-
creating of documents. The ALN@ARU
could be described as a community of
practice as it is a group of people who
come together regularly because they
are passionate about Active Learning

and want to expand their knowledge
and learn how they can do it better.
The Teams’ site, which requires optional
sign up, currently has 130 members,
demonstrating its impact. These include
a range of staff from both academic and
professional services.

The ALN@ARU does appear to have had
a positive impact on staff. Feedback from
members includes ALN@ARU has:

* Improved confidence through
sharing knowledge

* Fuelled my growing passion for
Active Learning

* It's been amazing to be part of this
community

* A great learning experience,
learning from others

* It has transformed my way of
teaching.

One of the issues that communities of
practice bring is that they work well

for those that are already interested

in the domain, so the people who get
involved in the ALN@ARU are usually
(but not always) those who are already
using Active Learning throughout their
teaching. As an institution we continue
to grapple with the issue of how we bring
about the change so that all staff engage
with the principles of the Active Learning
Curriculum.

What the ALN@ARU meetings offer

is not traditional CPD, it focuses much
more on the pedagogy, theory, ideas
and ethos of Active Learning compared
to practical CPD. The more practical
elements of CPD are delivered through a
range of sessions delivered primarily by
the central learning and teaching unit,
Anglia Learning and Teaching. Some of
these sessions will always be relevant,
such as for example, ‘Creating a Buzz’,
which provides ideas and activities to
help engage and motivate students in
their learning. Other sessions will be
tailored to either specific staff needs,

or CPD sessions might relate to specific
strategic areas, including how to record
Active Learning to ensure it is accessible
to students with specific learning
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differences. The issue around much of
this CPD is that staff can choose whether
to attend or not. If they see it as valuable
or something that will help them, they
will attend, but it is not possible to reach
all staff.

Another resource that is useful for
academic staff who want to develop
their practice around Active Learning

is the Active Learning Toolkit. The
toolkit is available on a SharePoint

site to enable searching and it

provides a range of resources on

Active Learning techniques (such as
designing for learner engagement

and active lectures), activities (such as
collaborative writing, multilogues and
backchannels, consequences — using the
Victorian parlour game to reveal diverse
perspectives), and pedagogies (such as an
exploration of Barr and Taggs’ Learning
Paradigm). It benefits from offering
‘just-in-time” information that helps
educators implement active learning
strategies without waiting for scheduled
CPD events. This immediacy enhances
accessibility, relevance and practicality
to staff. The idea is that the toolkit
encourages collaboration and fosters a
community of enhancement, although
unlike the ALN@ARU this aspect of the
toolkit has been more challenging to get
staff to engage with.

Course case study: Learning
and Teaching in Practice

ARU’s Learning and Teaching in Practice
(LTP) course, is aligned to Descriptor 1
of the Professional Standards Framework
(PSF) and pedagogically underpinned by
Active Learning.

LTP is designed for post-graduate
researchers, professional service staff
who teach and support learning,
associate lecturers and others who may
be involved in teaching and supporting
learning but not undertaking our PGCert
Learning and Teaching. It is designed to
equip participants with the knowledge
and skills they will need to teach
successfully, and introduces topics such
as lesson planning, feedback, inclusion
and student engagement. It is a four-day,
blended-delivery course, with on-
campus and online workshops, and self-
directed activities with a short teaching
session assessment (a ‘microteach’) at
the end. LTP underwent a significant
redesign in 2019, with Active Learning
as the pedagogical underpinning for

the course, aligned to ARU’s Education

www.seda.ac.uk

Strategy. This means that Active Learning
is embedded within every session in two
dimensions:

* Through a content dimension:
session outcomes, activities and
concepts are related to an Active
Learning pedagogical approach;
e.g. within our feedback session,
we explore how feedback can
be made active and student-led,
through open questions, active
listening and encouraging reflection
to promote agency and enable
students to feel empowered

* Through a practical dimension:
all sessions on the course are
taught through an Active Learning
approach. Opportunities for
interaction and engagement are
frequent during sessions such as
group work, games, discussions,
worksheets and quizzes. At the
start of the course, we emphasise
that ‘we don’t teach you how to
teach’ but ‘we create opportunities
and a platform for participants
to learn how to teach’, through
collaboration with others, self-
reflection and student-led learning.
This immediately sets the focus of
the course, where participants have
agency in their learning, can learn
in an Active Learning environment
as a student, and pick up strategies,
tips and methods to use in their
own teaching practice.

We see this as paramount, as participants
on the course will be teaching and
supporting students at ARU. We

see LTP as particularly effective in
promoting Active Learning as there are
opportunities for participants to explore
the benefits of Active Learning at the
beginning of their teaching journey in

a safe and supportive environment.
Participants can reflect on the benefits
and impact before incorporating it into
their future practice, and feedback from
participants reflects this:

* ‘I've realised (teaching) is not just
about standing there and talking’

* ‘Overall, a transformational
experience. (LTP) has provided
me with real insight into how my
teaching could be improved, and a
renewed enthusiasm to incorporate
active learning into my sessions’

* ‘The active learning part unit of the
course was both insightful and fun.
It drives home the importance of
getting learners involved actively in

Nurturing Active Learning at Anglia Ruskin University

the process of learning rather than
just lecturing’.

At the end of the course, participants
are assessed through teaching a short
15-minute ‘microteach’ to a small group
of other participants. As a summative
assessment, participants are expected

to use Active Learning within their
microteach, with the marking criteria
aligned to this. They then receive both
tutor and peer feedback which supports
them to build and develop Active
Learning practices and methods within
their own teaching. Participants find the
microteach an invaluable experience,
developing confidence in teaching and
using active methods, receiving feedback
on their session which highlights their
strengths and areas to consider in the
future, and being a participant in other
peers’ microteach where they can
experience a range of teaching practices
and methods which can be adopted
within their own practice (‘It was
fantastic to see other people’s teaching
styles and experiences and | came out of
the course enriched by their input).

The assessing team observe Active
Learning being effectively showcased and
championed through the microteaching,
reflecting participants’ growth during the
course and their strong commitment to
the principles of Active Learning.

Participants seem to have a positive
experience on the course, with the
overall standard of the course scoring an
average 4.6/5 (from over 70 responses
over the last two academic years as of
writing), and we are currently collecting
data on the longer-term impact of the
course. We primarily attribute this to
the Active Learning foundation of the
course and find participants enjoy the
collaborative and interactive element,
maximising their involvement in
sessions. After the course, we encourage
participants to explore further CPD
within learning and teaching and invite
them to join the ALN@ARU community
and utilise the Active Learning Toolkit.
We plan on continuing to build on

and develop the course in response to
participant feedback on Active Learning
developments.

Recommendations for other
institutions

Our recommendations for others
wanting to embed an Active Learning
philosophy within a course they teach/
support learning on include:
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* Reviewing the programme as a
course team to align outcomes,
sessions and assessment to Active
Learning and make connections
between topics

* Explore the benefits of, and
rationale behind, using Active
Learning at the beginning of a
course. This can sometimes be a
new approach for participants,
and it can be vital to explore the
justification behind using Active
Learning

* Appreciate the diversity and
experiences of the group and
emphasising that participants
will learn from each other and
reflect on their own experiences.
Providing an inclusive learning
environment is key to this, ensuring
everyone can participate

* Provide frequent collaborative
opportunities during the course,
for the group to connect, network
and build a sense of belongingness.
We embed OPAL (Outdoor
and Physically Active Learning)
where participants complete an
outdoor challenge in teams and
can learn whilst being active and
moving, promoting teamwork,
communication and discussion
(Heywood, 2024)

* Promote further opportunities
for Active Learning CPD after the
course (e.g. ALN@ARU, Toolkits
and Workshops) to support

future teaching and learning
development.

Key take-aways include:

* Active Learning is central to
education at ARU, embedded
across our strategy, staff CPD
initiatives and resources, and
through our ALN@ARU community

* We find our community of practice,
the ALN@ARU, a particularly
effective approach to promote,
encourage and support Active
Learning, as staff can share
practice, collaborate, and inspire
one another

* Our LTP course is underpinned
by Active Learning and is effective
through a modelling approach
where participants can experience
Active Learning in a collaborative,
inclusive and safe environment,
supporting them to build Active
Learning into their own teaching.
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Developing critical Al literacy at scale: A
collaborative peer-review model for online

learning design

Karen Hudson, Queen Mary University of London

Introduction

a more cautious approach. In the meantime, demand from

The rapid mainstreaming of generative artificial intelligence
(GenAl) since late 2022 has introduced both opportunity and
uncertainty for the higher education sector. While national and
international bodies have produced principles and frameworks
to guide implementation (Russell Group, 2023; UNESCO,
2024; Digital Education Council, 2025), these often stop short
of providing the pragmatic, immediately applicable guidance
needed by teaching staff. Institutional responses have similarly
varied, with some universities moving quickly to implement
policies, practices and training, while others have adopted
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educators for clear, critical and practice-focused guidance has
grown sharply (Furze, 2024; Schofield and Zhou, 2025; Zhou
et al., 2025).

In 2024, educators at Queen Mary University of London
(QMUL) identified a gap in its provision for staff seeking to
integrate GenAl into their teaching, learning and assessment
practices and to mitigate its potentially negative impact on
academic integrity (Zhou et al., 2025). In response, the Queen
Mary Academy, in collaboration with the Centre for Excellence
in Al in Education and the Technology Enhanced Learning
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Team developed ‘Critical Al Literacy: Essentials for Educators’,
an asynchronous online course, which launched in September
2025. Within six months, it had attracted 292 participants
across every faculty, suggesting a significant unmet need.

This article outlines the design, development and early impact
of the course, and highlights a collaborative peer-review
approach that may offer transferable lessons for colleagues
engaged in similar work.

Context and rationale

Commentary on mainstream GenAl, and on Large Language
Models (LLMs) such as ChatGPT in particular, has highlighted
both opportunities and risks (Hirpara et al., 2025). Advocates
highlight opportunities around personalisation, accessibility and
enhanced creativity (OpenAl, 2025; Beveridge et al., 2025;
Huang et al., 2025), while critics warn of algorithmic bias, data
privacy concerns, copyright issues and sustainability impacts
(Bender et al., 2021; Valdivia, 2024; Leonard, 2025). Within
universities, questions about assessment integrity have been
particularly prominent (Carrigan, 2024, pp. 9-14; Coates et al.,
2025).

Educators therefore face the dual challenge of responding

to the pedagogic implications of GenAl while supporting
students to develop both the uniquely human capabilities

and the critical GenAll literacy skills needed for future
employment (World Economic Forum 2025a/b). Meeting these
expectations demands that educators develop new professional
competencies in order to successfully navigate this continually
evolving technological landscape.

QMULs early provision focused on developing student-
facing resources and exploratory staff workshops. While
extremely valuable, these approaches did not yet provide
the practical pedagogic strategies needed by educators
seeking to integrate GenAl into their teaching, learning and
assessment practices. Research across the sector has similarly
highlighted fragmentation in early responses and called for
more comprehensive training that integrates ethics, pedagogy
and technical understanding (Luckin, 2024). A QMUL needs
analysis undertaken in 2024-25 confirmed this pattern, with
staff identifying a lack of consistent guidance and a desire for
clearer institutional principles (Zhou et al., 2025).

From this context, three priorities emerged:

1. Establishing a baseline level of critical Al literacy among
educators across the institution

2. Embedding ethical and pedagogical considerations along-
side technical knowledge

3. Providing flexible and practice-oriented learning suitable
for busy educator workloads.

| therefore led the design of the course to address these
priorities while avoiding tool-specific training that would
quickly become outdated. Instead, we sought to develop
durable mindsets and critical habits that educators could apply
regardless of how GenAl tools evolved.

Framing critical Al literacy
The course’s underpinning definition draws on Roe, Perkins
and Furze’s (2025, p. 2) articulation of critical Al literacy as:
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"....the ability to critically analyse and engage with Al
systems by understanding their technical foundations,
societal implications, and embedded power
structures, while recognising their limitations, biases,
and broader social, environmental, and economic
impacts.”’

This critical framing positions Al literacy not as a narrow
technical skill, but as a form of professional judgement that
encompasses ethics, equity, pedagogy and practical decision-
making. It also aligns with growing international recognition
that educators require holistic competencies to work with

Al responsibly, safely and ethically, and in supporting their
students to do so (UNESCO, 2024).

I chose this definition over earlier, narrower conceptions of
Al literacy that focus primarily on technical proficiency or
tool use. Our course’s pedagogical intent was to cultivate
habits of experimentation and of critical inquiry that would
remain applicable across a continually evolving technological
landscape, equipping educators not merely to use Al tools
effectively today, but to evaluate new tools critically as they
emerge. Our approach resonates calls from across the sector
for professional development that integrates ethical and
societal perspectives alongside technical knowledge (UNESCO,
2024; Furze, 2024; Zhou et al., 2025; Roe et al., 2025).

Course design: Framework alignment

The UNESCO Al Competency Framework for Teachers
(UNESCO, 2024) provided the structural foundations for

the course curriculum. Focusing initially on the introductory
‘Acquire’ tier (Table 1), we ensured accessibility for educators
with limited prior experience, while still enabling progression
to more advanced institutional initiatives such as supporting
and mentoring colleagues.

The five units addressed:

. Al foundations and applications
. Human-centred mindset

. Al ethics

. Al pedagogy

. Al for professional development.

g b W N =

Progression

Aspects _

Human n
Human Social

e Human agency , countabilit responsibilit
mindset Y P Y
Ethics of Al Ethicgl Safe an(?l Co—.creating

principles responsible use ethical rules
Al foundations ~ Basic Al
and techniques and  Application skills Creating with Al
applications applications

. Al-enhanced

Al-assisted Al-pedagogy .

Al pedagogy teaching integration pedagoglca!
transformation
Table 1 Adapted from UNESCO Al Competency Framework for

Teachers (UNESCO, 2024)
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Aligning the course with an established international
framework that was already in use within the institution —
albeit with a slight change in the sequence of units — enabled
consistency, minimised disruption to ongoing initiatives, and
positioned the course within broader institutional strategy. It
also supported transferability by grounding the curriculum in
widely recognised educator competencies.

Hands-on, critically engaged learning

A core design principle was that participants should actively
work with GenAl tools rather than learn about them passively.
Activities were structured to develop critical evaluation,
reflective practice and responsible use. For example:

* In Unit 1, participants use visual Al tools to generate
concept maps, enabling them to interrogate the
representational limits and inaccuracies of Al-generated
outputs, including equality, diversity and inclusion

* In Unit 3, participants upload extended public-domain
policy or pedagogic documents into an Al system of
their choice, comparing Al-generated summaries with
their own interpretations, identifying potential omissions,
distortions and misreadings. They are also encouraged
to do similar with disciplinary (public domain)
texts with which they are very familiar, to identify
potential flattening of complex concepts and nuanced
interpretation

* In Unit 4, scenario-based tasks prompt educators to
explore practical classroom decisions, considering both
opportunities and risks.

Our approach encourages educators to experiment, critique
and reflect in ways directly connected to their teaching
practice. Assessment strategies combined quizzes, micro-
reflections, forum-based peer dialogue and professional
development planning. Although the course is asynchronous,
as course facilitator, | regularly contribute feedback in ongoing
discussion spaces to maintain the human connection that is
central to meaningful professional learning.

The pedagogical rationale for this design draws on established
principles of experiential and inquiry-based learning, in
which knowledge is constructed through active engagement
rather than passive reception. In the context of Al literacy,
where the subject matter is itself dynamic and contested, the
capacity to interrogate, test and evaluate rather than simply
to recall is especially important. The course’s design therefore
prioritises depth of engagement over breadth of content,
recognising that educators who develop robust critical habits
via experimentation and experiential learning will be better
equipped to navigate an evolving landscape than those who
receive surface-level exposure to a wider range of applications
(Gnoth and Novak, 2025).

Institutional contextualisation

For Unit 4 (‘Al Pedagogy’) | chose to integrate practical
pedagogic strategies drawn directly from QMUL educators’
own research and practice, including work on constructive
alignment for Al-integrated curriculum design (Schofield
and Zhou, 2025; Chen et al., 2025) and the use of GenAl
to support higher-order thinking (Jackson, 2025). This
contextualisation is one of the features that can distinguish
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institutionally developed provision from generic online
courses. By taking this approach, we prioritise local expertise,
encourage cross-disciplinary networking, signal institutional
commitment to educator recognition and development, and
ensure that practices are appropriately aligned to the needs of
the students that QMUL serves.

A collaborative peer-review model

While high-quality digital learning design is often undertaken
by a small central team, we adopted a broader, structured
peer-review model involving 25 colleagues across academic
departments and professional services, including reviewers
from IT Services (Figure 1). This approach drew on principles of
co-creation, distributed expertise and a subsequent ‘cascading
model of diffusion” (Saroyan, 2022, p. 22).

The rationale was twofold:

* Breadth of expertise: No small team can fully anticipate
the pedagogical, ethical and interdisciplinary questions
that Al raises across fields as varied as medicine, law,
humanities and engineering

* Institutional ownership: Contributors engage differently
with a resource they have helped shape, increasing trust,
relevance and organic dissemination.

Reviewers engaged at two distinct stages. The first was a
content review, in which colleagues from across academic
faculties and professional services examined draft materials,
offering interdisciplinary perspectives, pedagogical insights,
and local institutional knowledge. The second was a design
experience review, in which colleagues evaluated the course
as it would be encountered by learners in Articulate Rise.
Additionally, our cybersecurity team conducted a dedicated
review to ensure compliance with existing institutional policies
and cybersecurity requirements.

Content i
goant ! Phase 1: Content - C?rur:e :Z)eS|gn
evelopmen »| Review » | Révisions »| * Technology -
* Queen Mary o CET S * Queen Mary Enhanced
Academy Academy Learning Team
Phase 2: Design Editing & q
L Revi ¥ P fg di Evaluation
eview . L, | Proofreading . Launch > . Queen Mary -
« Peer Revwewer.s « Queen Mary Academy
« IT/Cybersecurity Academy

Figure 1 Collaborative peer-review process

What it produced

The process uncovered blind spots that a smaller team might
have overlooked. One reviewer raised the need to address
educator anxiety about technological change, prompting

the inclusion of additional content on educator wellbeing

and professional confidence in the face of rapidly emerging
and developing technological capabilities. Other critical
feedback sharpened examples, clarified explanations, and
strengthened assessment tasks. The dedicated cybersecurity
review conducted by our IT Services cybersecurity specialists
was equally valuable: it identified data privacy considerations
specific to the use of third-party Al tools within a UK university
context, resulting in guidance that was both institutionally
accurate and practically useful to participants. This dimension
of the review process brought in a holistic, distributed expertise
that sits entirely outside educational development units and
technology enhanced learning teams, exemplifying the breadth
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of interdisciplinary perspectives that such a collaborative model
can generate (Saroyan, 2022).

Perhaps most significantly, the collaborative process fostered

a sense of institutional ownership. Schools and Institutes have
since promoted the course largely through existing relationships
formed during development. This organic uptake suggests that
the process of creation contributed as much to the course’s
reach as the content itself.

Scalability and transferability

Although engaging 25 volunteer peer-reviewers required
planning and coordination, this model did not rely on
exceptional resources. Reviewers volunteered their time because
the purpose was clear, the work was interesting and meaningful,
and their contributions were respected and appreciated. The
development team’s investment in preparing materials, as well
as collecting and synthesising feedback, paid dividends by
improving the quality and relevance of the content.

Our collaborative model is therefore inherently adaptable for
other institutions. The modular, competency-driven design

of the course enables straightforward adaptation to other
institutional contexts. Aspects of the course, particularly

the foundational Unit 1, have already been applied within
wider professional development provision for QMUL staff

in Professional Services and Research roles, demonstrating
immediate transferability beyond the course’s original scope of
educational development and enhancement.

Key transferable principles include:

 Structured peer engagement at critical development
stages

* Genuine interdisciplinarity

* Openness to critique and iteration

* Framings aligned with recognised competency frame-
works

* Hands-on, critical engagement with Al tools

* Context-specific examples to enhance relevance to the
local educational context.

These features can be integrated into course development
projects regardless of institutional size or type.

Evaluation and early impact
Evaluation is built into the course at three levels.

* Level One captures engagement metrics: enrolment fig-
ures, completion rates and time-on-task data drawn from
the Articulate Rise platform. These provide a baseline
picture of reach and sustained engagement, and the 292
enrolments recorded within six months of launch repre-
sent a strong early indicator of institutional demand

* Level Two draws on participant feedback through post-
unit surveys and qualitative comments, enabling ongoing
assessment of learner satisfaction, perceived relevance
and self-reported confidence

* level Three focuses on impact indicators: evidence of
changes in teaching practice, curriculum design or pro-
fessional activity. This includes the professional develop-
ment plans that participants submit as part of the course,
post-completion follow-up, and qualitative accounts of
practice change.
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A mixed-methods approach will allow triangulation of
quantitative and qualitative insights across all three levels,
providing a richer and more reliable picture of impact than any
single data source could offer.

Given the course’s depth and asynchronous structure,
completion is expected to occur over a longer period,

making early engagement a stronger indicator of success

than completion rates at this stage. Initial indications are
encouraging: the course’s first completer described a specific
intention to integrate Al into the training workshops they
deliver for colleagues, reflecting precisely the kind of multiplier
effect that an institution-wide critical Al literacy initiative
depends upon to achieve meaningful scale.

Peer reviewers have also commented favourably on the
assessment design, noting that it takes a critical approach which
accurately reflects the complex realities of working with Al in
contemporary higher education. Embedded mechanisms such
as competency-based tasks, scenario activities and professional
development planning will enable richer evaluation data as
participants continue through the course.

Wider application for educational developers
For colleagues in the educational development community,
the course design approach itself offers a transferable model:
grounding professional development in an internationally
recognised competency framework provides structure

and coherence, while embedding hands-on activities

and reflective, practice-oriented assessment ensures that
learning remains connected to the realities of the working
lives of busy educators. Crucially, the decision to avoid tool-
specific instruction in favour of developing durable critical
Al literacy habits means that the course remains relevant as
the technological landscape continues to evolve — a design
principle applicable well beyond Al literacy.

Perhaps more distinctively, the collaborative peer-review
model described here offers an approach to online course
development that many institutions could adopt without
exceptional resources. The experience at QMUL suggests
that educators across disciplines are willing to contribute
meaningfully to shared professional development initiatives
when the purpose is clear, the process is well-organised, and
their expertise is genuinely valued. The result is provision that
is not only better quality and more contextually relevant, but
that carries institutional legitimacy from the outset — because
the people best placed to champion it were involved in
creating it.

Conclusion

'Critical Al Literacy: Essentials for Educators’ represents one
university’s response to the challenge of developing staff
capacity for thoughtful, ethical and pedagogically grounded
engagement with Al. The course’s creation illustrates that how
we design professional development — in particular, through
collaborative, institution-wide review - can be as important as
the content itself.

At a time when Al is disrupting higher education at a much

faster pace than policy or practice can keep up with, the ability
to create coherent, institutionally owned resources quickly is a
key strategic asset. It is hoped that the model outlined here will
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offer useful insights for colleagues developing similar initiatives
within their own institutions.
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Farly Career Academics in their educational

Kiu Sum, London Metropolitan University, Carina Buckley, Southampton Solent University
and Alicja Syska, University of Plymouth

Introduction

Early Career Academics (ECASs)

occupy a critical yet often uncertain
space within Higher Education (HE).
While establishing their teaching
identities, managing heavy workloads,
and negotiating shifting institutional
expectations, ECAs must also support
increasingly diverse student cohorts,
with some struggling with the demands
of academic writing. The rapid growth
of generative Al technologies has further
highlighted these pressures, challenging
ECAs to rethink teaching and assessment
practices at a moment when institutional
clarity was still forming.

This article presents findings from

a research project funded through

the SEDA Research and Evaluation
Small Grants 2024-25 scheme. The
project aimed to understand ECAs’
experiences of supporting student
writing during the transition to Al-
enabled learning environments and to
suggest ideas to develop an inclusive
and adaptable toolkit tailored to

ECAs’ needs. Grounded in qualitative
interviews and focus group data, the
study explored ECAs’ perspectives

on writing development, academic
integrity, institutional expectations, and
the practical realities of teaching during
technological disruption.

Our findings show that while concerns
about Al shaped ECAs’ immediate
challenges, the deeper issues related to
communication, student confidence,
inclusive practice, and uneven
institutional support. These concerns
informed three key principles for the
development of a sustainable toolkit for
ECAs: the centrality of clear and relational
communication, the need for genuinely
inclusive pedagogies, and the importance
of collective knowledge-building within
and across academic communities.

Methodology
The study adopted a two-phase
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qualitative design informed by three
theoretical lenses: communities of
practice (Wenger, 1998), infrastructures
of care (Stratford et al., 2024), and
Universal Design for Learning (CAST,
2024). Collectively, these frameworks
helped illustrate how ECAs navigate
professional learning, relational support,
and inclusive pedagogical practice.

Participants and recruitment
Participants were ECAs from a range

of UK universities, including research-
intensive, teaching-focused, and post-92
institutions. Eligible participants were
those within their first five years of
academic appointment, holding teaching
responsibilities. Eleven ECAs took part in
one-hour semi-structured interviews, with
five returning for a follow-up focus group.
Recruitment occurred via SEDA, UKCGE,
LDHEN, RAISE, and BERA networks and
related JISCmail mailing lists.

Data collection and analysis
Interviews (October-December 2024)
and a 60-minute focus group (March
2025) were conducted online. The
interviews explored challenges in
supporting writing, perceptions of
generative Al, experiences of academic
integrity, existing support structures, and
expectations for a potential toolkit. The
focus group provided an opportunity
for member checking and collaborative
refinement of toolkit ideas.

Data were transcribed, accuracy-
checked, and analysed using an
inductive thematic approach (Braun and
Clarke, 2006). Four themes emerged,
which shaped three pedagogical
principles for toolkit development.

Key themes

Student confidence and writing
foundations

Across disciplines, ECAs described a
pervasive lack of confidence among
students regarding academic writing.
Many students equated ‘sounding

academic’ with using complex
vocabulary or formulaic phrasing,
sometimes generated by Al tools,
without understanding the meaning of
those scholarly conventions. Students for
whom English was an additional language
often felt particularly disadvantaged. Al
sometimes strengthened this insecurity,
as students compared their writing
unfavourably to Al-generated text. ECAs
also reported that students struggled

not only with writing but with the
cognitive processes that precede writing,
such as critical thinking, evaluation,
synthesis, and paraphrasing. As a result,
while occasionally helpful, generative

Al can obscure the need to develop

the foundational skills needed in an
academic setting.

Practice-focused implication: This points
to the importance of writing support that
begins with meaning-making rather than
correction. ECAs may find it helpful to
design activities where students explain
disciplinary reasoning aloud (or via low-
stakes drafts) before attempting polished
prose. This gives students the confidence
that ideas come first — and language can
follow.

Academic integrity and learning gains
Concerns around academic integrity
increased with the rise of generative Al.
ECAs expressed uncertainty about how
to distinguish legitimate assistance from
inappropriate use, particularly when

Al tools could produce superficially
polished text that concealed limited
understanding. Many ECAs described
cases where students unintentionally
breached integrity expectations
because they misunderstood academic
conventions or assumed Al-assisted
writing was permissible if the text
appeared ‘original’. Al detection tools
were seen as unreliable; instead, ECAs
relied on familiarity with learning
outcomes and assignment requirements
to recognise mismatches. Beyond
integrity, ECAs were concerned about
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learning losses, with over-reliance on
Al risking the bypassing of essential
developmental processes — particularly
in the early years of study or career
progression.

Practice-focused implication: A useful
reframing here is to treat integrity as a
pedagogical issue, not a policing one. ECAs
can position integrity discussions as part

of learning — inviting students to analyse
examples, discuss grey areas, and reflect on
the thinking processes Al cannot perform.
This shifts the focus from catching misuse
to cultivating understanding.

Productivity pressures and pedagogical
balancing acts

ECAs openly acknowledged both

the practical benefits and the risks of
generative Al. For staff, Al could alleviate
cognitive or administrative load. For
students, it could provide scaffolded
entry points into complex tasks. Yet
recognising when Al use was productive
versus counter-productive was
challenging. Many ECAs felt they needed
to quickly acquire Al literacy while
simultaneously teaching students to use
Al appropriately. Without institutional
guidance, this resulted in uneven
practice and increased anxiety.

Practice-focused implication: Here, a shift
toward co-learning can reduce pressure.
Rather than needing to be Al experts,
ECAs can frame Al exploration as a shared
endeavour — modelling curiosity, critical
thinking, and transparency. This approach
normalises uncertainty and encourages
students to think critically with (and
about) Al rather than treat it as a shortcut.

Professional expectations and the need
for support

A significant misalignment emerged
between institutional expectations of
student readiness and students’ actual
capabilities. ECAs repeatedly described
feeling unprepared to teach academic
writing and were unsure where
responsibility for writing development lay.
Institutional support was inconsistent, with
many ECAs unaware of or unconfident

in accessing Learning Development

or Academic Development services.
Informal communities of practice —

peer mentoring, hallway conversations,
WhatsApp groups — often served as the
primary source of guidance.

Practice-focused implication: What
emerges is a need to transform
institutional frustration into actionable
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coordination. Even simple mechanisms —
clearer referral pathways, shared writing
resources, or cross-team induction
briefings — can reduce ambiguity and
help ECAs understand how their role fits
within broader support structures.

Principles for action

The above themes revealed that ECAs
need more than information. ECAs need
relational, contextual, and adaptable
resources that acknowledge the
complex realities of teaching writing.
Three principles emerged as essential
foundations for the toolkit.

Principle 1: Communication as a
pedagogical anchor

Clear communication is essential for
supporting writing development and
academic integrity. The study found
that mismatches between student and
staff expectations often stemmed from
implicit or assumed disciplinary norms.

ECAs need support to:

* articulate writing expectations
clearly and consistently

* create opportunities for dialogue
about writing approaches and
integrity

* demystify academic conventions,
especially for diverse student
cohorts

* move away from reactive policing
toward proactive, relational
engagement.

The toolkit should therefore include
templates, dialogue prompts, exemplar
briefing materials, and discussion
activities that help ECAs develop shared
understandings within their classrooms.

Principle 2: Inclusive pedagogical
practice

Inclusive practice must be embedded
from the outset, not retro-fitted.
Students’ varied linguistic, cultural, and
educational backgrounds often influence
their approach to writing more than
technical skills gaps.

The toolkit should embed Universal
Design for Learning by offering:

* multiple representational formats
for writing support materials

* accessible, modular activities that
can be adapted for different learn-
ing needs

* guidance on surfacing the hidden
curriculum of academic writing

* resources that build confidence and

validate diverse writing identities.

This approach encourages belonging and
reduces the risk that students turn to Al
out of fear or perceived inadequacy.

Principle 3: Collective knowledge and
institutional connectedness

The most resilient ECAs were those with
access to collaborative networks. The
toolkit should therefore act as both a
resource repository and a catalyst for
community-building, connecting ECAs
with Learning Developers, Academic
Developers, and peers.

Suggested components include:

* OER-style lesson plans that are
adaptable across disciplines

* activities co-designed with students
to reflect authentic needs

* professional dialogue guides for
cross-team communication

* reflective tools that support ECAs’
pedagogical growth.

Importantly, the toolkit should recognise
ECAs as knowledge-creators, not just
recipients of guidance.

The Toolkit: What ECAs asked
for and how it works

Based on participant insights, the toolkit
should be:

* digital-first but printable, allowing
personalisation and flexible use

e customisable, with editable tem-
plates and modular lessons

* interactive, featuring multimedia
demonstrations and annotated
examples

* aligned with ethical pedagogies,
including explicit discussion of Al’s
global implications

e student-informed, with co-created
advice and case studies

* rooted in reflective practice, ena-
bling staff to chart their developing
confidence.

Furthermore, resources may include:

* Short workshop plans

* Writing exercise banks

* Integrity conversation starters

* Assignment brief deconstruction
activities

* Al decision-making flowcharts

* Inclusive language and feedback
guides.

Conclusion
While generative Al may seem like a
harbinger of entirely new challenges
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in HE, it has merely made long-
standing tensions more visible. Our
study has shown that ECAs struggle

not so much with technology itself,

but with navigating unclear ownership
of writing development, including
inconsistent institutional guidance and
students” uncertainty about what written
assignments are for. Al amplified these
conditions because it exposed how often
writing expectations remain implicit.
The proposed toolkit, therefore, matters
less as a collection of resources and
more as a structured conversation-starter
about academic writing. Its purpose is
to help ECAs shift from policing outputs
and detecting misuse to supporting
thinking and making disciplinary
meaning explicit. In practice, this
means designing teaching that privileges
dialogue and shared interpretation,

trial and error approaches refocused on
the writing process rather than output,
and developmental feedback before
assessment judgement.

For academic developers, the implication
is equally significant. Support for ECAs
should not rely solely on workshops
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about tools or regulations. What is
required is guidance around relational
pedagogies to help new academics
learn how to talk with students about
writing, including feelings of uncertainty,
stuckness, emotional responses to
writing, and the hard work and
frustration that come with it. When this
is absent, Al becomes a logical shortcut;
when it is present, Al can turn into
another object of critical engagement,
deepening rather than replacing the
writing experience. We thus encourage
seeing the toolkit not as a solution to

Al disruption but a mechanism for re/
building pedagogical confidence among
ECAs, positioning them as facilitators of
intellectual development (not frontline
enforcers of academic integrity), who
can make learning through writing visible
enough that students no longer need

to outsource thinking in the first place.
Simply put, the most effective response
to Al is better teaching.
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opments in Scholarship of
Teaching (SoTL) in Higher
E)

Kerry Dobbins, University of Warwick, and Marios Hadjianastasis University of Birmingham

The Scholarship of Learning and Teaching (SoTL) in Higher

Education space has always been a lively one in the United

driven inquiry into teaching and learning.

EA/CO: SoTL in HE across the UK and Europe is vibrant

Kingdom (UK) and more widely, with initiatives continuing to
emerge and flourish. Three such initiatives that have gathered
pace in the past year, each at different stages of development
and growth, are the SEDA SoTL Community of Practice (SEDA-
SOTL-COP), EuroSoTL, and the UK SoTL Alliance.

Marios Hadjianastasis and Kerry Dobbins spoke to: Earle
Abrahamson and Chris Ostrowdun (both representing
EuroSoTL); Jackie Potter (representing SEDA-SOTL-COP); and
Jess Humphreys and Gabriel Cavalli (both representing the UK
SoTL Alliance). Our conversations aimed to draw connections
across the groups, illuminate their specific goals, and identify
opportunities for further SoTL growth.

From your perspective, how would you briefly
describe the state of SoTL in HE in the UK and
more broadly?

JP: SoTL is enjoying a renaissance in the UK and is also growing
globally as an inclusive movement for principled, curiosity-
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and growing, with more institutions embedding scholarly
approaches to teaching and learning in their practice. There

is a stronger sense of collaboration, shared purpose, and
international dialogue than ever before. However, there is still
work to do in ensuring that SoTL is valued and recognised as a
form of academic excellence equal to disciplinary research.

GC/JH: Within SoTL in HE in the UK, it is very diverse, under-
resourced, and undervalued, but with significant potential to
transform education. The community responsible for this work has
the potential to solve some of the challenges within this education,
but we also need to recognise opportunities for strategic alignment
rather than focusing on individual interest alone.

How did your network emerge and what are
its aims?

JP: In February 2025 | wrote a blog post for SEDA on SoTL.
At the end of the blog post | asked if there were educational
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developer colleagues that would be interested in forming

a community of practice (COP) to share their institutional
contexts and work to support others develop as SoTL
practitioners. We also proposed to support COP members with
their own SoTL projects. A number of people got in contact in
response to the blog and we formed a small leadership team
who founded a Jiscmail list and arranged online meetings every
second month. We advertised in early June and soon had more
than 100 members, and not just colleagues from the UK, but
also from Europe, North America and Asia.

EA/CO: EuroSoTL grew out of the community surrounding

the International Society for the Scholarship of Teaching and
Learning (ISSOTL). The network was established to provide a
European space for collaboration, exchange, and development
in SoTL. Its aims are to connect practitioners and researchers
across Europe, promote evidence-based approaches to
teaching and learning, and strengthen the visibility and impact
of SoTL within European higher education systems.

GC/JH: Gabriel Cavalli, Jess Humphreys and Janet De Wilde
reflected on challenges they were experiencing within the SoTL
space across the sector as described above and called for a
reflective space with institutional representation; this formed the
driver for the ‘Dales Dialogues in Education: A focus on SoTL/
Pedagogic Research (PedR)’. The inaugural Dales Dialogues took
place in June 2025, where 25 institutions were represented and
spent time reflecting on SoTL opportunities and challenges. The
output from this space was the UK SoTL Alliance.

The UK SoTL Alliance aims to transform the landscape in UK
HE and place SoTL as a critical activity at the heart of the
sector and institutional drive for educational enhancement.

The UK SoTL Alliance addresses this through:

* Developing a SoTL impact evaluation model for the
sector

* Creating a framework to share and showcase relevant
resources to standardise reward and recognition of SoTL
and educational enquiry (e.g. criteria for promotion)

* Collating impact case studies to be used for institutional
reporting (e.g. Teaching Excellence Framework, Research
Excellence Framework, Access and Participation Plans,
Athena Swan, Race Equality Charter)

* Adopting collaborative partner-based approaches with
students

* Influencing and developing institutional and sector-wide
policy and recommendations.

What challenges does your network hope to
address?

JP: Context is king for SoTL work and SoTL support work. COP
members are all learning from each other’s SoTL stories where
we talk about the ways we are working in our institutions.

At the first meetings of the COP, we asked participants to let
us know what they wanted the COP to do as well as this.
There were three key challenges they wanted help with: (i)
supporting colleagues getting started and taking their first
steps in SoTL; (ii) navigating ethics for SoTL in institutions, for
practitioners and projects; and (iii) measuring the impact of
educational development SoTL support.

EA/CO: The network aims to tackle several challenges,
including the fragmentation of SoTL communities across
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different countries and languages, varying levels of institutional
support for SoTL, and the need to align local and regional
initiatives with global developments. Another challenge is
encouraging recognition and reward for SoTL work within
academic career structures.

GC/JH: Across the sector, we have duplicated effort and
worked in isolation, devising ways to support HE staff. With
staff operating at varying levels of engagement and experience,
siloed approaches risk limiting both innovation and impact.
SoTL is under-resourced, under-valued, and constantly
competing against other working priorities. This network hopes
to provide space, connections and institutional-level direction
to SoTL in the UK.

What are some untapped opportunities that
are there for the taking?

JP: The SEDA-SOTL-CORP is at an early stage of development
and it is clear that we have a committed, experienced
membership who are all keen to share their expertise and learn
from one another. As the group matures and develops a more
distributed leadership model for its events and organisation,

[ would hope to see more bold moves from this group of
colleagues to lead thought and practice through the creation of
resources and support materials aligned to the key challenges
they've identified, as well as offering a space for constructive
and collaborative conversations.

EA/CO: There are many opportunities to build cross-national
projects that explore the cultural and institutional dimensions
of teaching and learning in Europe. There is also potential for
EuroSoTL to support mentoring and leadership development
for early-career academics interested in SoTL. Collaborations
with ISSOTL and other regional networks could lead to shared
resources, comparative studies, and innovative approaches to
SoTL dissemination.

GC/JH: Very early on, we recognised how much enthusiasm,
expertise and resource there is when we pull in forces
together across the sector. For example, delivering support and
development opportunities by opening our own institutional
events more widely.

What are some exciting, short-term tangible
outcomes that we can anticipate?

JP: In the short term | think the network will grow and develop
a sense of shared perspective and priorities. We are currently
working on a project to build a picture of SoTL that we can use
to share with people new to the practice of SoTL. There are
some great existing pictures of SoTL, for example, the idea of
a ‘big tent” and the DART (Dimensions of Activities Relating to
Teaching) model. Can we create a new one which resonates
across our community and perhaps adds something unique
based on our voices and views as educational developers?

EA/CO: We are developing stronger communication channels
between members, including online events, regional meet-
ups, and shared publication opportunities. The next EuroSoTL
conference will also highlight collaborative projects that have
emerged through the network, showcasing the breadth of SoTL
work taking place across Europe.

GC/JH: The creation of space to bring institutions together,
collaborating and supporting SoTL developments. Action
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Recent developments in Scholarship of Learning and Teaching (SoTL) in Higher Education (HE)

Groups exploring some of the challenges and opportunities
within SoTL and shared insights and understanding of the
current UK SoTL landscape, leading and shaping future
developments within this space.

How do you see your group/network working
with the other groups represented here?

JP: The SEDA-SOTL-COP is quite new and comprises
educational developers who may or may not be SoTL
practitioners themselves but support others to do SoTL work
and institutions to develop cultures and practices that support
SoTL to flourish. There’s definitely a shared agenda with the
UK SoTL Alliance in so far as both are working very clearly to
develop supportive SoTL institutions. I also know that some of
our participants are active in EuroSoTL activities and SIGs.

EA/CO: EuroSoTL works closely with ISSOTL and actively seeks
alignment with the UK SoTL Alliance and SEDA-SOTL-COP.
We share a commitment to advancing teaching and learning
through evidence and reflection. Collaboration could include
joint events, co-authored publications, and resource sharing.
Together, these networks can create a stronger collective voice
for SoTL across national and international contexts.

GC/JH: We represent the institutional lens in the space, unlike
the other networks. This is our focus: to ensure institutions
appreciate what SoTL brings to the table and enable it as a
powerful tool to overcome sector woes. It is absolutely essential
that we deliver synergy with those networks targeted to provide
a belonging space to individuals, as both spaces require each
other to succeed. Prominent individuals in SEDA SOTL-COP
and EuroSoTL are part of the Alliance, providing organic points
and opportunities for collaboration.

What is the vision for the longer term?

JP: The vision for the longer term is for a strong, supportive
community of educational developers where people feel they
belong and can find solutions and inspiration. In the words
of one member, they're looking for a space to ‘ponder, and
wonder and enthuse’.

EA/CO: Our vision is for SoTL to become an integral part of
academic identity across Europe, recognised and rewarded as a
key aspect of professional practice. We want EuroSoTL to be a
sustainable, inclusive, and accessible community that supports
educators in all disciplines and at all stages of their careers. The
network aims to serve as a bridge between local initiatives and
the global SoTL movement.

GC/JH: Empowering educators to become scholarly
practitioners is a strategic investment in institutional teaching
excellence and sector-wide educational impact. Supporting
the development of SoTL nurtures a culture of inquiry,
innovation, and evidence-based enhancement that directly
improves student outcomes and staff professional growth.
The UK SoTL Alliance brings together national expertise.

This equips staff with the confidence, knowledge, and
collaborative opportunities to conduct, share and publish
pedagogic research. Alliance events will promote sector-facing
collaboration and create cross-institutional partnerships that
drive collective educational enhancement. Through visible
engagement in SoTL development, institutions strengthen
their national reputation for teaching and learning innovation
and demonstrate sustained commitment to improving student
experience and learning outcomes.
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Anything else?
JP: For more information please contact Jackie Potter at jackie.

potter@chester.ac.uk or find the jiscmail by searching for
SEDA-SOTL-COP and join up.

EA/CO: EuroSoTL values the spirit of collaboration that defines
the global SoTL community. We see ourselves as part of a
wider ecosystem that includes ISSOTL, national SoTL groups,
and institutional networks. Together, we can continue to
promote reflective, research-informed teaching that transforms
learning experiences across higher education.

GC/JH: The UK SoTL Alliance is still very early on in its
development, and we hope to share more about our work over
the coming months. We welcome institutional representation from
across the sector. Do let us know if you would like to find out more.

Conclusions

Our conversations confirm the lively and vibrant nature that
is the SoTL space in the UK and beyond. Whilst working

to specific and diverse aims, the SEDA SoTL Community of
Practice (SEDA-SOTL-COP), EuroSoTL, and the UK SoTL
Alliance share many common threads:

* Connecting and engaging the community in shared
knowledge and practice exchanges

* Spurring conversations and actions to drive strategic
investment in — and recognition of — SoTL as the
transformational activity that it is

* Building connections across the groups to support
individual and collective SoTL development through
possible joint events, mentor networks, etc.

[t is clear that at the heart of all three initiatives is the
embedding of SoTL as a sustainable culture of institutional

and sector-wide practice that is recognised and valued as
critical to educational enhancement and transformation. The
three groups represented in this piece give us hope that we

are getting ever closer to this vision for an embedded SoTL
culture. We thank Jackie, Earle, Chris, Gabriel, Jess and Janet
for allowing us to gain this valuable insight in their networks’
sense of purpose and activities to date. It only leaves us to say —
watch this exciting space!
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Introducing the Educators' Guide to
Multimodal Learning and Generative Al

Samuel Saunders, Tiinde Varga-Atkins, Rob Lindsay, University of Liverpool, Sue Beckingham,
Sheffield Hallam University, Peter Hartley, Edge Hill University, Nayiri Keshishi, University of
Surrey, Natasa Lackovi¢, Lancaster University, Na Li, Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University, Run
Wen, Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool University, and Isabelle Winder, Bangor University.

This article is a follow-up to our contribution to edition 27.1,
‘Embedding Generative Al into multimodal learning, teaching
and assessment’. We share the finished output of our 2024-
25 SEDA-funded project: a freely available ‘Educators” Guide
to Multimodal Learning and Generative Al” (Varga-Atkins et
al., 2025), produced by a collaborative team spanning seven
higher education institutions across the UK and China.

The guide emerges from the intersection examining how
GenAl is being used to support multimodal learning,
teaching and assessment, and draws on a mixed-methods
research project: a scoping literature review, a sector-wide
survey (n=52), a set of case studies, and nine focus groups
involving 44 educational developers, educators and students.
It translates our findings into accessible, practical guidance
organised around three areas:

* Teaching: how GenAl can help educators represent
subject knowledge multimodally, from Al-generated
diagrams and narrated video explainers to interactive
chatbots and gamified learning experiences (Figure 1).
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[UNIVERSITY OF
@ LIVERPOOL
» Introduction o ey

Key terms [
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Practical guidance O :
causing stress as the deadline approaches

Common concerns O :
Transcript

% Foodback O "Hj, I'm Alex. Our group is working on an important project, but we've hit a snag. One of our team members, Jamie, has

been missing meetings and hasn't submitted any work. The deadline is looming, and we're all feeling the pressure. I'm
) Summary not sure how to handle this situation. What should | do?"

Figure 1 Example of building animations with GenAl - by Rob
Lindsay: Peer Conflict Resolution in Group Work (see Guide)

* learning: how students are using Al to personalise their
study, create revision resources, engage in dialogic and

role-play activities, and build critical Al literacy (Figure 2).
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* Assessment and feedback: how GenAl can widen access
to multimodal assessment forms, support assessment
literacy, and offer formative feedback on student drafts
(Figure 3).

Pre-Writing

= Topic Selection
= Literature Review: Research existing studies; Identify research gap
= Research Design: Methodology; Ethical Approval

Steps to Effective Pre-Writing

Literature Review

Research Design
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Figure 3 Unpacking a Dissertation Assessment Brief - an infographic
with the pre-writing process steps, by Sue Beckingham, created by
napkin.ai (see Guide)
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One of the guide’s most valuable features is its collection of
practitioner case studies (see Appendix A), which showcase
real examples of how GenAl is being used in multimodal ways
submitted by colleagues across the sector. These range from
Al-generated video explainers and immersive avatar-based
learning to podcast-led assessment reflection and GenAl-

supported wildlife identification.

The guide does not promote uncritical adoption of GenAl.
Rather, it foregrounds the costs — individual, environmental,
epistemic and economic — and offers strategies for responsible
and mindful use. Choosing not to use GenAl can be as valid a
pedagogical decision as choosing to engage with it.

The guide is freely available and we hope it will serve as a
starting point for reflection, conversation and purposeful
pedagogical design. We collated these during 2024/25. Since
then, the multimodal capabilities of GenAl tools have developed
exponentially. We warmly invite SEDA members to explore these
examples, reflect on how they map to your own context, please
do share your thoughts and experiences with the community.

Outdoor Learning in Higher Education: Educating Beyond the

Seminar Room

Introducing the Educators' Guide to Multimodal Learning and Generative Al
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This book arrives at a timely moment,
where debates around the value of Higher
Education (HE) and a seemingly sector-
wide issue with student attendance and
engagement are being acutely felt. Could a
literal step outside be what we need? After
reading this book, quite possibly.

The book covers a lot of ground and is
divided into several sections: theoretical
perspectives; health benefits; tools and
techniques; fieldwork; and crossing
educational borders. These sections are well
balanced, offering a range of perspectives
and practices for us to consider.

‘Theoretical perspectives’ offers
discussions of the theories and positions
which inform outdoor learning and
outdoor education, touching upon
andragogy, heutagogy and others. |
finished this section pondering how
progressive and radical we truly are in,
for example, the postgraduate taught
provision or fellowship schemes found
in educational development circles.
This section made me want to be
more courageous in innovating my
teaching practice, even if recurrent
concerns around scale, accessibility
and assessment linger.

The ‘Health and wellbeing’ section
gives a strong overview of the potential
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benefits to learning outdoors. This section
advocates for a more meditative and
caring HE, which | think many of us

long for in 2026. Here, issues of access,
safety and scalability are briefly touched
upon. As a section it makes the case

for physically active, outdoor learning

as a way of combatting an increasingly
spatially detached and sedentary way of
being in contemporary HE.

“Tools and techniques’ show some
effective examples of outdoor teaching
and learning, showing replicable
explanations of practices and the
benefits for students. | felt that, at times,
this section was a little too focused on
walking as a vehicle for outdoor learning
and, as such, discussions of access for
students/staff with physical mobility
issues and lack of safe, walkable spaces
felt a touch under-explored.

‘Fieldwork’ showcases innovative ideas,
such as including low-budget air pollution
detectors and virtual field trip provision.
This short section left me hoping that HE
institutions would prioritise fieldwork
more as almost every discipline could
utilise and benefit from it clearly.

The final section on ‘Crossing
educational borders’ asks some
important questions, such as ‘what really

Tiinde Varga-Atkins (tva@liverpool.ac.uk), both at the
University of Liverpool, were the principal investigators.

Sue Beckingham (S.Beckingham@shu.ac.uk) is at Sheffield
Hallam University, Rob Lindsay (rob.lindsay@kaplan.com) is at
Kaplan Open Learning, Peter Hartley (profpeter1@me.com)
is at Edge Hill University, Nayiri Keshishi (n.keshishi@
surrey.ac.uk) is at the University of Surrey, Natasa Lackovié¢
(n.Jackovic@lancaster.ac.uk) is at Lancaster University, Na Li
(na.li@xjtlu.edu.cn) and Run Wen (run.wen@xijtlu.edu.cn)
are at Xi‘an Jiatong-Liverpool University, and Isabelle Winder
(i.c.winder@bangor.ac.uk) is at Bangor University. All were
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makes learning stick?’. Discussions here
are sometimes confined to primary
education but the section is useful in
provoking questions that should inform
our curriculum design.

This is a thought-provoking collection.
There could have been more
consideration of how we make

these spaces welcome for learners
with physical disabilities, or how

we utilise outdoor spaces that may
feel discriminatory to some learners.
Additionally, given ongoing sector-wide
discussions about Generative Al and
assessment, | had hoped to see some
innovations in assessment taking place
outdoors, for example, but that is not
covered here, and | hope this thread is
picked up in the sector later on.

Overall, however, this is a rich and di-
verse text, offering many useful strategies
for practitioners and provoking some
poignant questions for those of us work-
ing in the academic and educational
development space.

Dr Chris Little (c.litle@mmu.ac.uk)
is a Senior Lecturer in Academic
Development at Manchester
Metropolitan University.
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SEDA News

Educational Developments Magazine: into
the future

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

Publishing with SEDA: from blog to book
(webinar)

On 9 June 2026, editors in chief of the SEDA publications
along with Sarah Hyde, Senior Commissioning Editor at
Routledge, came together to present a webinar giving the
over 80 participants attending insights into each of these
publications. Read and watch recording via a blog post on
the event.

SEDA Professional Development Framework
(SEDA-PDF)

Congratulations to Kingston University which has recently
been recognised as a provider of SEDA-accredited
programmes, with two programmes accredited under our
Responding to Change in Higher Education named award.
You can find out more about our PDF scheme here: https://
www.seda.ac.uk/professional-development-opportunities/
seda-professional-development-framework-seda-pdf/

New SEDA Fellowship Holders

Congratulations to our new Fellowship holders:

Fellowship of SEDA: Panagiota (Penny) Tzanni; Valentina
Vlasova; Jennifer Hillman; Catherine-Ann O’Connell; Jessica
Muirhead; Vicky Mellon; Vanessa Mar-Molinero; Maeve
O’Dwyer.

Senior Fellowship of SEDA: Carmen Miles; Mary Kitchener;
Jonathan Eaton; Hilary Wason; Annie Hughes; Laura
Costelloe.

SEDA Small Grant Winners

SEDA’s Scholarship and Research Committee earlier this year
awarded small grants for the following projects:

* From Practitioner to Researcher: supporting inclusive
pedagogic research engagement through structured
educational development pathways, Project Lead: Dr
Lynne Wyness, Plymouth Marjon University

* Critical Conversations as a Way to Develop Anti-Racist
Practice, Project Lead: Karan Vickers-Hulse, University
of the West of England

* Impact of Early Critical Thinking Education on Students’
Attainment and Social Consciousness: a cohort studly,
Project Lead: Moonisah Usman, University of West-
minster

* Brave Questions, Better Evaluation: strengthening PG-
Cert evaluation practices, Project Lead: Dr Julia Horn,
University of Birmingham

* Power, Partnership and Pedagogy in Transnational
Education: exploring how partnership structures shape
teaching practice, Project Lead: Dr Mohammad
Sakikhales, University of West London.
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