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Dialogue editorial

Research informed teaching (RIT) is at the heart of Southampton Solent University’s Strategy, “Building an 
Excellent University” (2015-2020). Dialogue Journal demonstrates academics’ strong engagement with RIT 
through the scholarship of learning and teaching, and in engaging with pedagogic research. At a time when 
research on higher education pedagogy is gaining credibility as ‘real’ research for REF 2021, it is exciting to 
represent the work of a growing and engaged community of pedagogic researchers at SSU in Dialogue Journal.

Academics from all five schools at SSU are represented in the journal, as are academic developers from 
Solent Learning and Teaching Institute (SLTI).  This illustrates the systemic nature of SSU’s engagement in 
pedagogic research to enhance student learning.  Articles in this edition include research articles, case studies, 
theory papers and book reviews. We invite you to read and enjoy the thought-provoking, varied and creative 
collection of articles from across the University. 

Roy Hanney’s ‘Throwing away the textbook: a process drama approach to teaching ESL in China’  provides 
evidence of powerful learning from using drama in ESL classes. Using data from students in two Oral English 
classes, the research demonstrates improved self-confidence, operational performance and increasingly 
autonomous learning behaviours among students. Roy’s approach is a vindication of risk-taking and creative 
pedagogy using real life and UK media scenarios as catalysts.

In her paper ‘Developing student employability skills through live briefs’, Lesley Strachan focuses on the 
impact of real-world projects in enhancing students’ CVs and their employability skills. The paper draws from 
the real-world learning experiences embedded in the BA Marketing with Advertising Management course, 
provides context around the ‘live brief’ intervention and analyses evaluation data from various stakeholders, 
including the students’ perspective on its effectiveness in enhancing employability. 

Ali Hill and Edd Bolton’s case study examines the potential of video to communicate assessment briefs in the 
aptly entitled: ‘A picture paints a thousand words’. Their case study provides a compelling rationale for video 
assessment briefs as a method of improving students’ understanding of the brief, clarifying written briefs, and 
potentially enhancing student achievement. ‘Coming or going? A case study of effective feed-forward’ by 
Laurie Wright expands on the theme of improving assessment practices, by exploring continuous approaches to 
formative feedback. This use of a continuous feedback loop was trialled within two courses in Geography.  Laurie 
discusses the affordances and limitations of this approach from a student and staff perspective in the case study.

Interdisciplinary pedagogy is the theme for Jean-Baptiste Souppez’s case study about students collaborating 
in an academic exchange between boatbuilding and yacht design. The case study provides evidence of 
rich learning through crossing knowledge and applied domains. Jean-Baptiste proposes an interdisciplinary 
pedagogic triangle of learning, reflection and building capabilities, based on the intervention. 

Tom Lowe and Cassie Shaw explore student engagement through the wide-angle lens of their ‘Student 
Participation Map’, broadening conceptions of different forms of participation, both curricular and beyond. 
Using research on student involvement (Astin, 1984) they argue that any participation is better than none. 
The authors argue that students’ involvement in extra-curricular activities is more likely to cause students to 
flourish at university, both academically and personally, than to distract them from their studies.  

Personal tutoring has been described as a system in crisis in 21st century, market-driven higher education. 
Matt Johnson probes the paradox of providing patchy, thin and unsystematic personal tutoring to students 
when the student demographic has never been more diverse, with fee-paying students and the TEF on the 
horizon. In his paper, he argues that it makes good financial sense to have a robust and academically-oriented 
personal tutoring system, while meeting the important duty of care universities have for their students.
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Verity Bird discusses theories about retention and student success in ‘Approaches to Student Retention and 
implications for practice’. Research about ‘what works’ to ensure retention and student success demonstrates 
that a whole institution approach in policy, practice and pedagogy is more successful than targeting individual 
‘at-risk’ students. The implications drawn are to investigate and share theory more widely, to discover 
successful strategies in our benchmarking group, and explore existing local data in order to shed light on and 
share best practice from Solent with the wider community. 

Two theory and practice papers focus on research informed teaching. The first attempts to debunk common 
myths about RIT, including the old chestnut that RIT works better in research-intensive universities led 
by research-active staff. This paper argues that RIT is more about excellent, engaging pedagogy which 
encourages students to interact with contemporary sources and methods, than it is about producing REF-able 
outputs. It makes a case for turning traditional pedagogies on their head by positioning student discovery, 
curiosity and inquiry as central from first year.

Paul Joseph-Richard’s paper is a veritable treasure trove of ideas for implementing every kind of approach to 
RIT imaginable. Drawing on an extensive literature review and institutional case studies published between 
2005 and 2015, Paul’s paper provides busy academics from all disciplines with granular strategies to address 
this complex area of practice, namely how to ensure that teaching is always research informed.

Thank you to our excellent editorial board for their sterling work in reviewing papers, all of which have been 
double blind peer reviewed. Authors have commented on the genuinely helpful feedback provided to them in 
making refinements. Rosie Cooper, Dialogue’s production editor, has been tireless in managing operations and 
keeping us to time and deadline. Thank you to the design editors, Giles Whatley, Jenny Olivey and Anahita 
Burton, for giving Dialogue a complete facelift and bringing to life the ideas within it with their aesthetic magic.

Tansy Jessop, Editor

Timos Almpanis, Associate Editor

 



Throwing away the textbook: a process drama 
approach to teaching ESL in China

Roy Hanney
School of Media Arts and Technology, Southampton Solent University

Contact: roy.hanney@solent.ac.uk  

Abstract 
The author considers the effectiveness of process drama as a pedagogical method and questions the 
difference between process drama and the kinds of role-play commonly used in ESL classes. Adopting a 
process drama methodology the author delivered two Oral English courses for undergraduate students and 
at the conclusion of the course invited the students to evaluate their learning in the form of a focus group. 
The results of the research suggest that there are distinct advantages to using a process drama approach 
to teaching oral English. Students on the course not only improved their self-confidence and operational 
performance but also exhibited behaviours commonly attributed to autonomous learners. They were also  
able to identify these improvements in themselves and engage in goal setting for future learning. 

Keywords: process; drama; ESL (English as a second language); problem-based learning

Introduction 
This paper explores the use of process drama as a tool for teaching oral English and emerges from research 
conducted by the researcher while teaching English Language Majors at Hebei United University, Tangshan, 
China. The researcher, on arrival at the university, was invited to develop a new course using drama to teach 
ESL. The stated aims of the course were to promote oral English skills, improve the students’ communicative 
fluency and develop their abilities as autonomous learners. In addition, it was a requirement of the course that 
the students explore English culture through a variety of media sources such as TV drama.

During the development of the course, a number of questions arose concerning the use of authentic texts and 
the effectiveness of drama as an approach compared to more traditional ESL teaching methods. In particular, 
a question arose about the difference between the kinds of role-play commonly utilised in language classes 
and the nature of drama as a tool for language learning. Reflecting upon their own training and experience as 
an ESL teacher, the researcher also made comparisons between the kinds of texts found in language textbooks 
with those that students might usefully encounter while watching UK TV drama. Adopting a process drama 
methodology, the researcher delivered the course to two classes of undergraduate students and at the 
conclusion of the course invited the students to participate in evaluating their learning in the form of a focus 
group. In process drama the students use improvisation to devise dramatic situations that reflect real events, 
situations and issues that are meaningful to them and mirror the real world, thereby offering the potential for 
classroom interactions within an ESL context to take on a transformative intensity that emerges from a personal 
vision of the world in which students live (see Bowell and Heap 2001, p7 and O’Neill 1995, p152).

The research aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of this approach to teaching ESL and ask questions about 
how best to promote learner autonomy, motivation and communicative fluency. The results of the evaluation 
would suggest that there are distinct advantages to utilising a process drama approach to teaching oral 
English. The researcher’s observations supported by student comments during the focus groups suggest 
that students on the course not only improved their self-confidence and communicative fluency but also 
exhibited behaviours commonly attributed to autonomous learners. They were also able to identify these 
improvements in themselves and engage in goal setting for future learning.

Dialogue 3
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Using drama to teach ESL 
Autonomous learners are self-motivated, reflective, lifelong learners who are confident about how they learn, 
acknowledge their own strengths and weaknesses as learners, and are active in forming learning partnerships 
with their peers. Chinese students, however, have a tendency to be exam orientated and are more used 
to a teacher-focused approach to learning. They are less familiar with learning environments where they 
are encouraged to take responsibility for and manage their own learning (Zhong, 2010). A review of the 
literature on the subject offers a number of pedagogical approaches that can be employed to promote learner 
autonomy. For example, problem-based learning in ESL classrooms promotes an encounter with language that 
seeks to mirror real-world language use and encourages students to develop skills in action (Prince, 2011). 
Newton (2001) suggests that task-based learning is a useful strategy which offers the possibility for modelling 
language encounters in a more authentic manner where learners are required to ‘develop strategies for 
managing new language while also maintaining a communicative focus’ (Newton 2001, p30). Both of these 
approaches place at the heart of learning the notion that learners should engage in ‘whole language learning’ 
and ‘real social practice’ through ‘authentic, meaningful activities’ (Collins and Scott Fine 2011, p52). The 
use of drama mirrors this real-world interaction and encourages students to explore roles within a dramatic 
context, which help them to relate to the world in which they will encounter language. 

Differentiating between a range of different approaches to using drama in the ESL classroom, Kao and O’Neill 
(1998) offer a critique of the most common forms. With closed and controlled approaches such as scripted 
dialogues following predetermined rules, the focus is on the acquisition of target language, memorisation of 
sentence patterns and accuracy of performance. Though the activity may be orientated towards practicing 
for anticipated real world encounters, there is no self-generated communication taking place (Kao and O’Neill 
1998, p6). Simulation and role-play suffer from similar issues. In real life people do not follow scripts and 
language use is unpredictable. In addition, the use of pre-determined roles and social situations structures a 
set of attitudes and values which may not reflect the students’ own (Kao and O’Neill 1998, p7), whereas open 
or drama approaches encourage learners to interact with greater authenticity, involving spontaneous use of 
language and improvised responses to unpredictable language use.

In particular, Kao and O’Neill (1998) recommend the use of process drama as a means of working with 
language to structure complex dramatic situations that require students to reflect on their own values and 
attitudes about the world and their relationship to it. Process drama is an approach in which the teacher and 
the students collaborate within an imaginary dramatic context to explore a particular problem, situation, or 
theme, not necessarily for any particular audience but for the purposes of structuring a learning experience. In 
a process drama, students develop characters for performance and engage in a variety of reflective out-of-role 
activities, requiring them to think beyond their own values and attitudes and to consider other points of view. 
The performance is usually unscripted requiring students to improvise responses to given dramatic contexts 
based on the particular qualities and traits of the character they are playing. For example, having adopted 
a story-world and characters from a given UK TV drama series, students would then be given a dramatic 
problem to solve and a context within which to solve it, e.g. a stranger in a strange land, homophobic bullying, 
or family secrets. Students then not only explore the dynamics, relationships and conflicts that shape a 
given situation, but may also acquire factual knowledge related to the topic of the drama, thus offering the 
possibility for them to gain greater self-awareness, improved confidence and a greater understanding of the 
challenges and possibilities facing them in the real-world.

In order to facilitate the use of process drama in the ESL classroom Collins and Scott Fine (2011) propose the 
use of what they call high structured, mid structured and low structured exercises to promote the movement 
away from teacher as instructor, and towards that of facilitator in order to further foster learner autonomy. 
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The nature of these is detailed below:  
•  High structured – choice of video material, cultural context, introduction of and familiarisation 

with process tools, defining meta language and jargon, instructor led.

•  Mid structured – shift towards brainstorming, discussion, negotiation and interpretation with tutor as 
facilitator.

•  Low structured – independent learning, interaction, creative exploration, team working, leadership 
and ideas implementation with tutor as mentor sharing in the process of discovery.

The author used this approach to process drama as a way of synthesising task-based and problem-based 
activities into one organising principle, in the context of a 15-week course. 

High structured activities 
The initial high structured phase included viewing a UK TV drama - either episodes from a soap opera (e.g. 
Eastenders, Coronation Street, Emmerdale) or a serial drama (e.g. Waterloo Road, Shameless, Skins, Doctor 
Who). In class, students would be exposed to three or four episodes from a series, depending on programme 
duration, and would be encouraged the view more episodes as self-directed study. This would be preceded by 
an introduction to the background and cultural context of the story or introduction to the characters. Using 
video in the classroom offers students the possibility of a real encounter with language contextualised by a 
depth of other visual cues including setting, non-verbal language and narrative. It is rather like being part of 
a ‘language community’ (Walker 2011, p2) where the ‘communicative situation’ is contextualised in a way 
that informs comprehension through linguistic, paralinguistic and cross-cultural information which will enable 
the students to make comparisons with their own culture and language (Walker 2011, p2). Post screening, 
there would be an opportunity to ask questions and discuss issues and themes arising. Following this, the 
class would undertake a close analysis of either characters or story, with additional language work where 
appropriate. Although there was always a high level of interaction between the teacher and the learners this 
phase was ‘teacher-led’ and included occasional acting workshops that aimed to break down inhibitions and/
or develop skills in character development or improvisation.  

Mid structured activities 
The mid structured phase would involve learners working in groups to develop their own characters using pre-
prepared worksheets along with language glossaries. As this process developed, the students were introduced 
to concepts of story structure and undertook simple creative writing exercises. In this way, the teacher began 
to slip into the role of facilitator as students began to organise their own group working activities and create 
their own story ideas. Following on from this, students were encouraged to work within the classic ‘three act 
story’ structure to produce a title, one sentence synopsis (or tag line), one paragraph synopsis, and finally a 
three paragraph outline (beginning-setup, middle-struggle and end-resolution) that would be presented to 
class for feedback. As the activities progressed, additional or creative obstructions would be placed into the 
writing process. For example:

• The story must be set in the fictional world of the programme they had watched.

• The characters must be from the fictional world of the programme they had watched.

•  The performance must respond to a given brief (e.g. family secrets, stranger in a strange land or 
other themes that offered a suitable set of restrictions such as adaptation, film noir etc...). 

This provided the students with a social and cultural context within which their characters could behave  
and interact.
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Low structured activities 
The final low structured phase saw the students work within their groups independently within the classroom. 
At this stage, the teacher has become a facilitator, encouraging, offering advice and steering students towards 
the creation of their own work. This often involved explaining the brief to the students, and pulling them back 
on track when they came up with wild deviations from the topic. Students would be given an opportunity 
to rehearse and feedback would be given on storyline, blocking, acting, and clarity of expression of ideas. 
Students were encouraged not to learn lines but to improvise the dialogue based on their knowledge of their 
story as it was felt this mirrored authentic speech acts more closely. The course would normally conclude 
with a final performance by each group to the class and in addition students would write a short critical 
reflection on the experience and their learning during that semester. 

Research methods 
The author adopted a qualitative methodology in order to explore the research questions in depth and used 
focus groups as the main technique for gathering data. A small sample of two groups of six students; one 
group from level one (freshmen) and one group from level two (sophomore), from a cohort of around one 
hundred and twenty were invited to participate in the study. The groups consisted mainly of female students, 
as the ratio of male to female on the course is roughly ten to one. Each group included at least one male 
student; otherwise the groups were self-selecting. The focus group was facilitated by a Mandarin speaking 
colleague who worked with questions formulated by the researcher. 

The facilitator employed a semi-structured approach to the questioning based around a number of key 
themes which allowed for follow on questions i.e. what differences do the students notice between this 
course and other ESL courses they have taken, what changes have they noticed in their linguistic competency, 
what challenges have they faced in the classroom on this course, and do they recognise a difference between 
role-play and drama as a classroom activity. Though the facilitator was inexperienced in this role she received 
extensive coaching from more experienced colleagues in order to remove language as an obstacle for 
expression. Furthermore, the facilitator’s fluency in both English and Mandarin enabled the decoding of cross-
cultural meanings bringing the researcher ‘up close to the problems of meaning equivalence’ (Temple 2004, 
p168). 

Analysis of the data was undertaken following the rubric of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), 
a methodology that seeks to explore personal experiences, perspectives and perceptions (Smith 2003, p53). 
Following a detailed set of practical, procedural guidelines (Eatough and Tomkins 2010) the data was added to 
a spreadsheet in order to facilitate analysis. Through a process of sorting based on the coding of keywords and 
phrases, the researcher was then able to further categorise the data in order to identify a range of emergent 
themes. The process of coding is iterative and requires the researcher to revisit the data a number of times as 
themes emerge to further refine and categorise the findings in order to develop a cogent thesis. The emergent 
themes were: 

• Monitoring progression
• Activities outside the classroom
• Learning about learning
• Cultural difference
• Drama
• Language and culture
• Operational confidence
• Creativity and self-expression
• Performing language. 

These are explored in detail in the discussion section that follows where examples of recurrent patterns in 
comments made by students are offered along with some analysis by the researcher.
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There are clearly a number of difficulties with undertaking this kind of research that need to be borne in mind 
when considering the data. The first issue concerns the way in which Chinese students engage in indirect 
or reserved forms of expression and take a listening orientated stance, especially when communicating 
with status figures. Being talkative in Chinese society can be seen as socially inappropriate and, in addition, 
a fear of losing face may lead to limited self-disclosure on the part of participants. It may even lead to an 
unwillingness to offer criticism of the course tutor, as this may be seen as taking away of ‘face’ (Cortazzi 
2011, p519). This often leads to a sense that the group in Chinese culture speaks with one voice even though 
individuals may have their own preferred opinions. Thus, the data may well be skewed towards a positive 
evaluation of the course experience.  On reflection, it may have been more useful to undertake an anonymous 
form of research such as a survey or even an individual semi-structured interview. However, both of these 
approaches would have required the researcher to be fluent in Mandarin and consequently would not have 
been appropriate for this study. In addition, the researcher’s position within Chinese society as an ‘outsider’ 
(the researcher is ethnically European) may have functioned as a further barrier to honest and authentic 
representations of personal opinions and feelings.

The second issue concerns the process of translating the raw data from Chinese into English for analysis.  
The literature on the subject recommends checking the conformity of the translation (Liu and Xu 2009, p499) 
against the Chinese transcript with the interviewer and then finally re-writing the interview scripts in English 
with all the translation errors corrected. Further correction could then be incorporated through what Edwards 
(1998, p201) calls ‘back translation’ whereby the final text is then returned to the original interviewees for 
further correction and corroboration. In the end, since the activity was intended as a small-scale action 
research project it was decided to limit the translation work to a transcription and first translation.

Results and discussion
Monitoring progression 
One aspect of being an autonomous learner is the ability to monitor self- progression. When using structured 
textbooks of the kind commonly found in ESL classrooms this might seem like an easy thing for the student to 
do. For example, as the class progresses through the textbook some sense of accomplishment can be felt even 
though actual learning might be limited. With a more open ended, task-based approach there is unlikely to be 
a clear benchmark of this kind. However, students commented that they accumulated progress over the arc of 
the course. One student offered the following observation:

Traditional textbooks are dull and rigid. You know how the class goes and you just learn it. You know if 
you learn something and practice it you can do it. You can feel obvious progress. However, for this class, 
you need to follow his thinking, step by step, to gradually make progress. The progress is not that easily 
felt. After a long period of accumulation, quite unaware, you can make great progress. You just don’t 
know it at the time. 

Here, there is a recognition of progress that takes the overall experience of the course into account and which 
acknowledges progress is not something that can be measured on a daily incremental level. Such a conception 
of progress is likely to include a sense of personal success and indicates the student is able to reflect on key 
learning moments and the way in which they link to learning activities.

Activities outside the classroom 
The ability to organise and manage self-directed study is another key indicator of autonomous learning. 
In general, the experience of the author is that students are not used to engaging in any language learning 
activities outside the classroom. However, the need to develop characters and narrative throughout the 
course put the students under a certain amount of pressure to prepare for the class: 
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I think it is a change of study attitude. In the past, I just sat in a class, and didn’t need to do something 
else, but I have to do some preparation before going to his class. I dare not to attend his class without 
doing any work in advance, because you don’t know what to say if you don’t do preparation. Only in this 
way can we make progress... 

Students were often given informal homework to do with the aim of motivating students to use resources 
available to them outside of class and so to further support their in-class learning:

It is like a kind of momentum. What he teaches in class may trigger your curiosity, and then this curiosity 
may motivate you to surf the internet to look for more information. Correspondingly, you learn more.

While it is likely that much of the organisation and planning outside of class was likely to have been 
conducted in Chinese, the nature of the performance they were preparing required them to at least work with 
English as part of that process:

For the short play, although it is performed in class, we devote lots of time and energy into it outside 
class. In the process of rehearsing these short plays, we really want to learn western speaking style and 
life style. When we are rehearsing, we usually discuss, for western people, how they will speak and act. 
We want to know more about them, and learn their way of expression.

Here the student describes the ways in which the course content motivated them as autonomous language 
learners. Note that they also make a direct link between behaviour, lifestyle and expression through language.

Learning about learning 
A key component of any course that aims to promote autonomous learning is the inclusion of activities 
which encourage students to recognise the ways in which they learn. The success of such a strategy would 
seemingly be the ability of learners to identify these skills and adopt them. Here, a student identifies the 
interconnectedness of different learning activities:

…if we have persistence, we can make great progress. Just as our teacher said, some people like acting, 
some like speaking, some like reading, the point is to find your best way. Whatever way that you take, 
as long as you are serious in the process, and then you can make it. Supposing that you were preparing 
a speech, you had to collect many relevant information and materials from the moment you chose the 
topic, and quite unaware, you would learn something. In addition, reading and writing are interrelated. 
If you make progress in reading, it will be conducive to your writing, and vice versa. We need to find a 
method that fits us and we like.

Another interesting comment that arose concerned the emotional dimension of learning through drama.  
A student noted the following:

Taking designing dialogue for example, you beat your brain to make your lines brief and powerful. In 
this process, you need the help of a dictionary as reference. The words that you learn in this process are 
bound to leave a deeper impression than the words that you memorise mechanically. That is it. When 
you are performing, the atmosphere and emotion can help you to internalise that word.

There is an important distinction made here between rote memorisation and the way in which drama can 
make language more meaningful. The student is clearly acknowledging this in relation to their ability to learn 
and acknowledges how language is ‘internalised’ through meaningful discourse.
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Cultural difference 
One of the key aims of the course was to provide students with an ‘encounter’ with English culture through 
the use of UK TV drama. However, there has been a long tradition of ‘social realism’ in UK TV drama and 
consequently it is common for story-lines to explore taboo subjects or depict changing moral values and 
consequently it often covers controversial subjects. For example, a key storyline in an episode of a drama 
concerned bullying and homosexuality. Initially, this was a cause of embarrassment and consternation for the 
students who had not, it seems, been previously exposed to such an overtly taboo subject through TV drama. 
A student commented:

He told us that is the most real side of English society. We think it is unacceptable because we only knew 
the positive side of them in the past, but we are confronted with the dark, twisted but real side.

It is possible that many ESL teachers working in China will be familiar with the feeling that Chinese students 
have a rose-tinted, idealised conception of English society. So, opening this up for critical appraisal would 
seem like a good thing and one, which offers a possibility for a real encounter not just with English culture but 
with their own perceptions of what this might be:

I think, wherever it is, China or foreign countries, drama represents a microcosm of society. To learn 
foreign culture through drama is an interesting way. We feel that it is very interesting, because all of us 
can take part in the process.

Not only does this student acknowledge the relationship between drama and everyday culture they also make 
the observation that it is interesting and easily accessible to them. Students recognised the value of exposing 
them to English language in use:

In my opinion, this class creates an English language environment. We communicate with English in 
this class, that is, we think in English what to do and how to do things. Because of this, we can gradually 
make progress.

They also recognise the way in which, through acting a role, they invested in the values and attitudes of  
that character:

I think this course is not limited to drama activity. You put yourself in the shoes of the role that you are 
acting, and merge into the plot of the drama, which presents a striking contrast to your everyday life. You 
make progress in the process of drama, such as your communication ability or your performing ability.

Thus, the students were able to put themselves in the position of other characters, from other cultures and 
this also placed their own cultural values and attitudes in a different perspective.

Drama, language and culture 
Students identified a number of benefits that arise from the use of TV drama in the classroom. For example, 
they comment on the way in which the close reading of TV drama helped them to learn to read meta-
language such as gestures, or recognise that location and context can also help with interpreting meaning:

...we can improve our oral English and learn more about English culture in communications... we can 
learn their gestures in speaking. Our English speaking becomes more natural with those gestures.

They also commented that: 

Drama reflects lifestyles in foreign countries. The language used in drama is closer to the language that 
native speakers use in life. To put it in another way, we are learning a way of communication through drama.
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So, it would seem that students believe it to be the case that using TV drama in the classroom offers not only 
the possibility of exposure to new perspectives, cultural values and attitudes, it also gives students an experience 
of a more authentic use of language and focuses their skills development on communicative competency.  

Operational confidence 
The overall improvement in self-confidence, based on a comparison of students’ behaviour in class, was 
evident to the researcher but also acknowledged by the students:

...as a beginning learner of a new language, you think other people may laugh at you if you can’t speak 
well. While in that class, standing there, you must speak, as if you are pressed to do so, because your 
classmates are watching. Gradually, you come to know it is not a big deal even if your performance is 
not that good. You are acting, just speak. You don’t feel that nervous any longer. Standing there, in that 
atmosphere, you learn to use that language...

This improvement in confidence translated into a lively and engaged classroom with students unafraid to ask 
questions or take part in discussions. The use of drama as a safe vehicle for self-expression clearly played a 
part in this progress. Students grew used to speaking in front of the class, they learnt that making mistakes 
was a good thing, they learnt to improvise responses to unpredictable situations. But most important of all 
they learnt to lose face and not feel ashamed.

Creativity and self-expression 
Students also valued the opportunity to do something creative in the classroom and enjoyed working 
together in small groups to achieve an outcome. Chinese students love singing and acting together so using 
drama in the classroom seemed to play to their strengths:

Drama activity lays much emphasis on the cooperation of all roles. You must bring your imagination 
into full play. When we are playing together, we must gather together for several nights to design the 
lines and actions.

They also recognised the differences between the kinds of role-plays they are used to and the process drama 
activities they experienced on the course:

When role-play is concerned, the only requirement for you is to speak your lines, while, with regard to 
drama activity, you must be emotionally involved. When we are designing drama activity, we must use 
our brain, which is different from role-play in which we just copy other person’s lines. If you use your 
brain in this process, you get closer to English.

So it appears that the students’ emotional engagement with problem solving may be an important factor in 
motivating them to undertake learning activities outside the classroom. 

Performing language 
Initially students were reluctant to perform without lines and would often hold notes with their dialogue 
written out. It was explained to them that this was a barrier to the expression of their character and that it 
was better for them to improvise. With practice they grew more confident and were able to dispense with 
scripted dialogue, which benefited their performative language competence:

...when unexpected problems arise, it calls for the cooperation of all players. That is, it is a moment 
to test a player’s reaction ability. When your partner finishes, you are supposed to speak your lines. 
However, if you forget your line at this critical moment, you need to bring your reacting ability into play 
to make up for you forgetting your lines. Your reaction ability grows in such a process.

Although initially reluctant to work without pre-scripted dialogue, the student above identifies a number of 
benefits of being able to improvise speech, which of course mirrors real-world language use. 
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Conclusion
The findings support a claim that the course promoted the development of autonomous learning capabilities 
among the students. There is some evidence that in particular cases this may have led to a long-term change 
in their personal learning strategies. This suggests that there would be value to undertaking a longitudinal 
study evaluating the long-term transformational benefits of adopting process drama as pedagogic approach  
in ESL classrooms. 

The use of UK TV drama as an initial stimulus for the process of developing character and story provided 
the students with an opportunity to engage with more authentic texts, and to see these within a social and 
cultural landscape. They were able to reflect on their own perceptions of English culture in the light of seeing 
these dramas and also make comparisons with their own social and cultural experiences. 

The researcher observed that the use of process drama improved students’ communicative fluency, enhancing 
not just their oral skills but also their ability to integrate linguistic communication skills within a general 
communicative framework that included body language and gestures, an observation supported by comments 
made by students during the focus groups. In addition, the students were more motivated to participate fully 
in the course, as they were encouraged to make an emotional investment in their own creative work. 

As a methodology, process drama is simple to adopt. For those seeking tools and techniques to use in the 
classroom and there are many examples of good practice to draw on from fields outside of ESL. The most 
important capability a teacher can bring to such a course is a passion for creativity and problem solving.  
The evidence presented here suggests that throwing away the textbook and giving students the opportunity 
to engage in creative practice has a value not just for them but also for the teacher who, in the instance of 
this study, found themselves in an exciting, challenging but dynamic classroom environment with groups  
of highly motivated and creative students.
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Abstract
This paper assesses the impact of an industry-centred activity on student learning in higher education. 
Twenty-two students studying an advertising module took part in a real world project for a number of small 
businesses and were also asked to take part in a research project to measure its impact. The methods used to 
evaluate the module’s effectiveness included an appraisal of the students by employers, tutor observations, 
university module evaluations and an online student questionnaire. The findings highlight the significance of 
real world learning as a vehicle to enhance the student experience and to develop students’ employability 
skills in preparation for graduate employment. 

Keywords: students; employability skills; employers; real world projects.

Introduction 
This paper focuses on how the introduction of real world learning projects into the curriculum contributes 
to improving students’ awareness and deployment of their employability skills. Real world learning and 
employability skills are embedded within the BA (Hons) Marketing with Advertising Management course at 
Southampton Solent University with the aim of enhancing graduate employability. Graduate employability is 
described as a combination of factors that allow a student to move forward in looking for a job, finding one, 
keeping it and progressing in their career (Council of the European Union, p.10). In the context of this paper 
graduate employability is restricted to the concept of ‘moving forward in looking for a job’ as students have 
not yet graduated from university. 

Literature Review
Prior to the validation of the new marketing and advertising courses it was important for the course team to 
attempt to define what employability skills are. Pegg and Waldock et al (2012, p.58) suggest that a widely 
accepted definition of employability skills is:

“A set of achievements – skills and personal attributes – that make graduates more likely to gain 
employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefit themselves, the workforce, 
the community and the economy”. 

However, other definitions include only four skills: timekeeping, literacy, numeracy, and enthusiasm/
commitment, yet still adopt a skills-based approach (UK Commission for Employment and Skills 2008, p.46). 
The wide-ranging definitions of employability skills adds to the complexity of any definition because different 
stakeholders perceive employability skills in different ways (UK Commission for Employment and Skills 2008, 
Rosenberg, Heimler and Elsa-Sofia, 2011). So, bearing in mind these complexities, the course team decided 
to adopt the Chamber of British Industries (CBI) definition of employability skills because they are widely 
discussed by employers across the industries into which our graduates will seek employment.  
The CBI defines employability as:
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“A set of attributes, skills and knowledge that all labour market participants should possess to ensure 
they have the capability of being effective in the workplace – to the benefit of themselves, their 
employer and the wider economy” (CBI 2009, p.8).

The attributes, skills and knowledge include: self-management, team working, business and customer 
awareness, problem solving, communication and literacy, application of numeracy, and the application of 
information technology. Underpinning these skills is the ability of students to adopt a positive attitude: 
a ‘can-do’ approach, a readiness to take part and contribute openness to new ideas and a drive to make 
these happen. The majority of these skills are generalisable across industries and sectors, and are therefore 
transferable in different contexts. 

Additionally, Southampton Solent University undertook a study with local employers in Southampton to 
prioritise the CBI skills from their perspective in support of the validation of the new degrees. Local employers 
reported that they consider business and customer awareness as essential skills with communication 
and literacy equally as important. This research supports trends identified by the Leitch Review (2006) 
in which employers reported that new employees remain deficient in business skills/acumen and lack a 
strong commercial awareness along with a general lack of communication skills. Therefore, by embedding 
employability skills into the course structure in 2011 it was hoped that students would become more aware 
of, and be capable of developing them through real world projects whilst maintaining academic relevance in 
the course. Real world projects for the purpose of this paper are business and marketing related problems that 
local small businesses require realistic and reliable solutions for. 

The inclusion of real world projects into the curriculum in 2011 sits well with the Government’s agenda which 
suggests that business schools should collaborate more extensively with the business community (Young 
2013, Witty 2013). Wilson (2012) concurs with both agendas adding highlighting the importance of employer-
based initiatives in developing the necessary skills for employment. 

Authentic assignments related to real world tasks tend to be highly prized by students and employers alike 
(QAA 2010) partly because students want to be engaged in their learning experiences (Munoz and Huser 
2008). Students appear to find this method of learning more satisfying and effective for them (Li, Greenberg 
and Nicholls 2007). However, the reasons for this are not clear. Universities are now teaching what Feiertag 
and Berge (2008) describe as ‘Digital Natives’ (they are the first group to reach adulthood having grown up 
with the internet as a big part of their formative years and often play immersive and engaging games). This 
may be having an impact on students preferred methods of learning and educators will need to be more 
aware of these and use a wide variety of teaching pedagogies (Landry and Saulnier 2008). This paper does 
not advocate the preference of one pedagogic style over another. It simply outlines the use of experiential 
learning in the context of this paper, and the benefits it brings to all stakeholders. 

Context
This paper evaluates the use of real world learning projects to improve student’s awareness and deployment 
of their employability skills and links them to their potential for graduate employment in one specific module 
(Advertising Management).  The course team decided to embed versus ‘bolt on’ employability skills so that 
students see these as core to their future employability prospects, and not an isolated subject area, which was 
previously the case.

Introducing real world learning projects and embedding employability skills were tools used to address the 
decrease in the course graduate employment statistics which at the time were well below benchmark for 
the sector. Since these changes were made to the module, graduate employment has risen by 11%. These 
improvements demonstrate that there are positive outcomes for students by embedding employability 
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skills and the use of real world learning which better prepares them for graduate employment by enhancing 
students’ CVs. The method used for embedding employability skills and adapting them for the unit 
Advertising Management is outlined in Table 1.

Table 1

CBI Skill Adaption for Advertising Management

Self-Management Self-starting to get on with the live project independently

Team Working Co-operating within the group

Business and Customer Awareness Understanding of the client business and customers

Problem Solving Skills Being creative and developing solutions to problems 

Communication and Literacy To produce a clear structured report for the client, ability to interact 
verbally and in writing with the client

Application of Numeracy Manipulation of numbers to inform client. Ability to give 
accurate quotes for work within the brief using business software 
programmes

Application of IT Use of business software applications: word, excel, power point and 
search engines.

The module consisted of weekly contact time over thirteen weeks commencing with several weeks of taught 
theory. Simultaneously, students self-selected a group to work with, formed a branded Advertising Agency, 
created an agency name and logo, and took appropriate job roles e.g. Account Manager, Creative, Media 
Planner, or Project Manager, reflecting their individual strengths. One member of the team was appointed by 
the group to take a leadership role to manage the group and the client relationship. Each group met with their 
client on a number of occasions in order to gather background information for the project. These meetings 
were conducted both on campus and offsite at the business premises with a tutor acting as an observer and 
mentor. Further communication with the client occurred by telephone, emails and visits to the client as the 
project evolved. The module culminated in two group presentations which were summatively assessed by the 
business owner and an academic.

Methods
The module is a core unit and 25 students participated with 22 students completing the online survey, 
a return of 88%. All the students were in their second year of a three-year course. The methods used to 
evaluate the module’s effectiveness were:

• An evaluation of students’ employability skills by the employer which attracted 20% of the overall 
marks alongside the tutor’s evaluation of the academic work (80%). 

• Tutor observations of the process and output
• Student perspectives through the formal university module evaluation process which contains both 

quantitative and qualitative data
• An anonymous online quantitative and qualitative module-evaluation questionnaire which was 

completed by students at the end of the module. 
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Results and discussion
Summative assessment of students by employers
The four small businesses involved included an electrical company, an amateur rowing club and two start-up 
companies (a radiator cover manufacturer and a chef who makes jams and chutneys). Students received 
written unedited feedback from the business owners who assessed their employability skills. This was a 
purposeful exercise from my perspective because it was important for the students to experience the ‘real 
world’ in that feedback in the work place is not always as constructive as what they receive in their unit 
assessments. Interestingly, students were sometimes offended by the employer’s comments, and discussions 
then took place between the tutor and the students to contextualise the comments and to seek ways of 
moving forward to develop resilience. Why students were offended is unknown, and in hindsight could have 
been explored further. A synopsis of the employers’ comments can be seen in Table 2. 

Table 2

Business owner/ 
client code

Feedback on student performance from employers – positive 

CRW Students work was presented very well, was extremely informative, with good 
background data. The groups also gave some good suggestions for the way forward 
for the business. Comprehensive hand out covering some good areas for the business 
to act upon straight away, thank you.

AR Groups were very well prepared and showed an interest in the project with good 
research on the company. The group introduced themselves in a very professional 
manner. Each of them clearly explained, what they are responsible for and, 
most importantly why. It adds a very personal attitude to the presentation and 
communication with the customer. The presentation was well organised and 
enjoyable. All the information was said, rather than read, which made it interesting. 
The group was well prepared, knew a lot about my business, my potential customers 
and competitors. Well done. I am learning a lot from this group, and I look forward to 
further cooperation.

DG Groups demonstrated good interpersonal skills and were very credible as an 
advertising agency who demonstrated a good mix of skills within the team. 
Furthermore, all students participated, were knowledgeable and informative with 
structured presentations. The budget and costing for proposed programmes were 
excellent and well thought out. It was evident that a lot of work had been done, and 
was well executed. Students showed a full understanding of the client’s business 
needs. Primary research was good with a useful sample size upon which to make good 
conclusions for the business.

PE Very clear and professional group but should slow down the presentation 
content. Good research and knowledge of the company which was good. Very 
business orientated and serious about what they were doing which was excellent. 
Good questions were asked and some good promotional ideas were presented 
enthusiastically. The group were excited about working on the project.

Feedback on student performance – Areas for improvement

CRW Some of the presenters needed more focus in terms of time management of the 
presentation. The brief was a bit off target at times and there was a lot of information 
to take in.
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DG Some ideas were unrealistic as the budget hadn’t been agreed with the client, whilst 
presentation skills were generally very good more work is needed to become more 
confident in these scenarios. More emphasis on design is needed for things like logos

PE Some ideas were already being implemented and the group should have known that. 
Some feedback on what the group was planning to do would have been useful.

General Students needed to have handouts ready to give out for the client.
Costing and budgets needed more work.

Students need to be clearer about what their objectives were for the project, and 
that any research needs to be more reliable in terms of its size and content. Paying 
attention to the correct name of the business is paramount.

An analysis of the employers’ feedback shows that they all gave positive summative feedback on the quality 
of students’ communication and literacy skills along with the development of their business and customer 
awareness skills. These skills will be helpful to students when they graduate because businesses expect them 
to be able to draw upon them in the workplace (CBI 2009) and this live brief has therefore facilitated an 
insight into what will be expected from them. Students also demonstrated the skills that they have acquired 
through higher education e.g. research skills and critical thinking. It could be inferred that for this project in 
particular, students have developed both academic and professional skills through the process of working 
on a live brief. However, employers noted areas for improvement including the need for students to be more 
on target with the client’s brief, unrealistic concepts/ ideas and a lack of clear objectives. These areas can 
be developed and were not of major concern to the teaching team, and this was valuable feedback for both 
students and tutors.

Tutor observations  
Students appeared to be more engaged with their learning possibly because of the real world experience. 
Students were visibly highly motivated and excited about doing something for ‘real’, and the energy in the 
classroom was noticeably higher than more traditionally taught units, although this is not easy to measure 
scientifically. The research and attention to detail improved because the application of the theory into a 
practical project seemed to spur students on to produce a higher standard of work for their client. 

Students became more aware of the concept of employability skills and their relevance to potential employers 
and made notable improvements each time they were assessed. The most obvious improvements were in the 
areas of business etiquette and dress codes, business and customer awareness and in their communication 
skills, both verbal and written, reflecting improvements in their soft skills. Recent graduates also report that 
during their job interviews they were able to talk about their real world experiences and were able to give 
evidenced examples of where they have developed their employability skills whereas beforehand this was  
less likely. 

Reflections on teaching style
The tutor’s role changed from the ‘sage on the stage’ to that of a ‘facilitator of learning’ (Landry and Saulnier 
et al 2008) with learning taking place in small discussion groups for every class. There were no formal lectures. 
A small-group approach facilitated more opportunities for two-way communication, continual formative 
feedback with students, and the transfer of knowledge between tutor, students and the local business owners.
 
As a tutor I did consider the argument that the needs of the client may override the theoretical teaching, and 
that those needs may be a disruptive influence on the delivery of academic knowledge. There is a fine balance 
to be achieved between the two, and it is challenging but not impossible. I also found that tutors coming 
from an industry background versus a purely academic role are more able to understand the requirements of 
both academia and the business community. Tutors on this module self-selected themselves and acted as a 
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‘facilitator’ between the business and the students to ensure all stakeholders’ needs were met. However, some 
lecturers do not engage in this type of pedagogic approach for a number of reasons and this limits the staff 
resources required for the module.

Student’s perspectives - Southampton Solent University Unit Evaluation
The unit evaluation survey was completed by 76% of the cohort (19 out of 25 students) and specifically 
sought student feedback in terms of the perceived benefits of real world learning in this module see Table 3.

Table 3: Student perspectives

Positive
“Having an actual client is unique to any other unit we go to”

“I liked the project, it is a good way of getting to know how a real advertising campaign would work”

“Working with live clients is good because it gives you more experience”

“It’s great preparation for the workplace”

“I am able to relate the project to my own career path”

“I have something to put on my CV to demonstrate my employability skills”

“The module was very practical and good experience for a graduate job”

“We received useful feedback on our work and the module helped us to learn effectively and we were given 
lots of opportunities to share our views”. 

Problem areas
“Communication with the client was somewhat problematical in that clients did not respond to  
our emails”. 

An analysis of students’ feedback suggests perceived multiple benefits from the use of real world learning 
including; the uniqueness of the module in terms of its application to the real world, the acquisition of real 
experience which adds value to their CV, and an awareness and development of their employability skills. 
Students also commented that the use of real world learning was beneficial since it creates an awareness 
of how the real world works and prepares them for their future career. On reflection students’ comments 
underpin the rationale for embedding employability skills in that students are clearly more aware of the 
aims and objectives of this module. Students also commented that the assessment had allowed them to 
demonstrate what they had learned. Students reported that communications with business owners were at 
times challenging and in particular when clients did not always respond immediately to emails. Interestingly 
whilst students mentioned this lack of communication as a problem they often did not follow up with further 
communications. 

Module-Evaluation questionnaire 
An anonymous on-line questionnaire was completed by students at the end of the module with a response 
rate of 88% (n=22). The questionnaire was based on the CBI employability skills to explore in further depth 
students’ awareness and development of those skills and contains both qualitative and quantitative data.  
The qualitative data was analysed by looking for commonalities in the data for a hierarchy of words or phrases 
used. The questionnaire covered four areas. Questions one to three required qualitative responses with 
question four using a Likert scale to acquire quantitative data. 
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The questions asked were:

1. Explain how you demonstrated the employability skill of self-management throughout the module.
2. How well did you co-operate within the group?
3. What do you think are the key differences between working on a real world project compared to a more 

traditionally taught unit?
4. Do you think working on a real world project adds value to your CV?

Self - management skills
A key area of notable interest was in students’ perceptions of how they developed their self-management 
skills as shown in Table 4.
 
Table 4: Self-management skills in priority order

1. Handing in work on time, motivation to stay behind and continue work outside of class time to 
meet the group objective

2. Time Management by finishing tasks on time without rushing the work
3. Organising time and communication with colleagues to complete the group work
4. Finishing individual work on time to be added to the group work to finish the overall project  

to a deadline
5. Scheduling group meetings and allocating tasks for myself that would contribute to the 

completion of the brief
6. Allocation of tasks which were then the responsibility of individuals to complete

An analysis of responses showed that 18 of the 22 students (82%) recognised the concept of self-
management and how their skills were developed with the remaining 4 students (18%) showing a lack of 
understanding of what self-management skills are, or did not understand the question. Students were aware 
of the need to complete their own tasks in order for the group to achieve the overall goal in order to meet 
client deadlines. It would be interesting exercise to explore whether students have the ability to transfer this 
skill into other units and scenarios over time.

Co-operation in the group (teamwork)
Students responded that they co-operated within their groups as a team member and a surprising outcome 
was that 41% of students reported that they co-operated within the group extremely well, and 51% 
cooperated quite well in spite of the fact they often do not like group work and had expressed an interest in 
abolishing it. A possible explanation for the positive responses may lie in the fact that each student within 
the group had a job role and responsibilities that was closely aligned to their individual strengths, or that they 
were more engaged in their learning experiences (Munoz and Huser 2008), or that the group dynamics worked 
for this particular cohort. 

Real world project vs. traditional module
When reflecting upon the key differences between a real world project brief compared to a traditionally 
taught unit, students were very positive about the experience with 95% of respondents (21 out of the 22 
responses) supplying positive feedback. One remaining student mentioned that a lack of contact with the 
client contributed to his/her negative experience. Table 5 presents the top six words students used to describe 
their experiences and shows that the word ‘real’ appears more often than any other word. The table also 
shows the perceived key differences between a real world project, and a traditionally taught unit. See Table 5 
over the page.
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Table 5

Live Brief Traditionally taught unit

Real Theoretical

Experience Structured

Introduction to real world Not real

Professional Imaginary experience

Interactive Less time consuming

Engaging Lack of involvement

From the study it is reasonable to conclude that students who have real world projects as summative 
assessments are more engaged in their learning than compared to a traditionally taught unit for these 
particular students. However, this paper does not advocate that traditionally taught courses are less 
important than real world learning. Indeed, the overall student experience must include a wide range of 
learning and teaching strategies of which real world learning is just one of many vehicles. 

Real world projects add value to a student’s CV.
Student’s responses as to whether working on a live brief adds value to their CVs can be seen in Graph 1 
(n=22). An analysis of the data suggests that 77% of students definitely agreed that real world projects added 
value to their CV’s, 4.5% mostly agree, 14% neither agree nor disagree and 4.5% definitely disagreed.

Graph 1
Do you think working on real world projects adds value to your CV?
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As one of the tutors I am aware of at least two students who reported that they had been successful in 
graduate interviews this year because they were able to practically apply their studies and talk about their real 
world projects. They also reported that the written summative evidence from their client to demonstrate the 
development of their employability skills also helped them in an interview situation. 
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Conclusions
This paper now summarises the research from the perspective of all the stakeholders. Interestingly, each 
perspective is different with students, tutors and employers noting different experiences.
Students as stakeholders

The introduction of real world learning in this module has enabled students to become more aware of their 
employability skills and to deploy them in appropriate situations. Students perceive that working on a real 
world project enhanced their self-management and team working skills in particular. Additionally, students 
valued the ‘real experience’ of working on the brief for a real client which they thought added value their 
CV, which in turn helped them to gain internships, work placements and volunteer opportunities. These 
experiences therefore have the potential to help students secure a graduate job since they can provide 
evidence to potential employers. This supports previous research where collaborations with employers appear 
to have a positive impact (O’Leary, 2013).

University as stakeholder
Southampton Solent University is focused on pursuing inclusive and flexible forms of higher education 
that meets the needs of employers and prepares students to succeed in a fast-changing competitive world. 
The embedding and assessment of employability skills through the use of real world learning is one way of 
preparing students for graduate employment and to develop relationships with local businesses. 

Tutor as stakeholder
Students demonstrated high motivation and involvement and made notable improvements in the 
development of their employability skills each time they were assessed. This has enabled many of them to 
talk with confidence in job interviews. However, tutors considering introducing real world learning into their 
modules should consider the time and effort involved with the sourcing, implementation and management of 
all stakeholders which is considerable. The tutor should also consider the role of being a mentor or facilitator 
since they will be the key link between the employer and the students. 

Client as stakeholder
Clients are enthusiastic about collaborating with the students and the University as there are clear benefits to 
them in that they can acquire new skills to develop their business, and receive a bespoke service that would 
not otherwise be available to them at no cost, other than their time. Throughout the process employers 
were also focused on the employability skills that any graduate could bring into the business. However, 
this perspective is completely different from the student perspective which perhaps demonstrated the 
gaps between what businesses are looking for and what students are thinking about. Therefore, one of the 
limitations and development opportunities for the use of live briefs lies in students ability to see the bigger 
picture, and to see both their own and the employer’s perspective. Clients are also providing valuable work 
experience for students as they are often hired on short term contracts to implement their concepts and 
ideas. In addition, our institution recently hosted the Excellence in Employability and Enterprise Awards 2014 
at which one of the local employers involved with this module was awarded the ‘Outstanding Employer 
Contribution to Real-World Learning’ trophy.

The focus on real world projects and employability skills over the past few years is likely to have made some 
contribution to the increase from 77% to 86% in our graduate employability statistics which is now close to 
the sector average of 87% (Office for National Statistics, 2013). However, the limitations of the paper lie in 
the small cohort of students in one unit. A study across a wider cohort of students should be researched to 
assess whether or not the data can be replicated. If it can, there are significant advantages to be gained to our 
graduate employment statistics. Overall, this paper concludes that there is significant value to all stakeholders 
in the appreciation and development of employability skills through the use of real world learning projects. 
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Abstract
Assessment briefs are traditionally provided in a written format, which does not cater to the diverse nature 
of the student population. This paper describes a case study for video assessment briefs, which aimed to 
provide information on the assessment using lecture capture. Video assessment briefs were produced for four 
units in the School of Health, Sport and Social Sciences; one at level 4, two at level 5, and one at level 6. Two 
focus groups were conducted to determine student perceptions. Emergent themes from the focus groups 
were that the students found video assessment briefs to be easier to understand than the written brief, and 
more useful than discussion of the assessment brief in a lecture or seminar. Whilst there was an initial time 
investment involved in developing the videos, this was more than compensated for by the reduced time spent 
subsequently answering student queries. There are, however, a number of issues which need to be addressed, 
such as the requirement of a suitable place and time to create the videos, and student issues accessing videos 
on different browsers. Despite this, the benefits of the videos appear to outweigh any negatives, and it is now 
a requirement for all level 4 units in the School to have a video assessment brief. 

Key words: assessment; technology; video assessment briefs; student motivation

Background Context
The Role of Assessment in Student Learning
Assessments have numerous functions in teaching and learning.  They are commonly regarded as a quantitative 
measure of student knowledge and understanding of a subject, described as “assessment of learning” (Sambell, 
2011). To some extent this is, of course, true. Summative assessments are graded and at the end of their degree, 
students are provided with a classification of first, 2:1, 2:2 or a third, which quantifies their level of knowledge 
and understanding. Black and Wiliam (1998) describe the use of assessments “for learning”, i.e. as a method for 
improving student knowledge. This occurs through the background reading required for completing  
a summative assessment, and the subsequent feedback provided from peers or the teacher. 

Formative assessments can be used as an additional method to allow students and teachers to gauge their 
understanding of a topic. Boud (2000) coined the term “sustainable assessment” to describe the idea that 
assessment can provide students with the lifelong skills required to undertake learning and assessments after 
completion of their studies, without the direct supervision of their teachers. Boud (2000) says this is “an 
indispensable accompaniment to lifelong learning”, despite the fact that assessments may not occur in such  
a formal manner as found in education. 

In order for an assessment to be effective, a clear brief must be provided to allow students to be able to 
effectively complete them. Given that students are a diverse group with a range of preferred learning 
styles, providing them with only a written description of the assessment task will not cater to all students. 
Alternative formats for the assessment brief should be investigated; this paper describes a case study of a 
video assessment brief, which provides both written and auditory instruction on the assessment.
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Engaging and Motivating Students
Students may achieve higher marks and learn more with a clearer understanding of what is required in 
the assessment. However, even with this and unless there is sufficient engagement or motivation with the 
assessment, students will not perform to the best of their abilities. 

Theories of deep and surface learning may have some relevance here. A deeper level of engagement with 
the assessment may mean that students perform better at it academically. Arguably, motivation is more 
important than engagement in this situation, although the two do have some overlapping similarities. Biggs 
and Tang (2011, p.35) describe two important factors in motivating students. Firstly, the student must 
perceive some value in it, and secondly that the student will only engage with the process if they can “expect 
success” from completing it. This is described as the “expectancy-value” theory of motivation (Feather, 
1982, cited in Biggs and Tang, 2011, p.35). Whilst the format of the brief may not affect the perceived value, 
the likelihood of success may be increased if the brief is in a clearer format. Wankel and Blessinger (2013) 
suggest that technology has the opportunity to increase motivation in students, as well as their academic 
achievement. Using technology to provide an alternative format for assessment briefs could in theory, 
therefore, increase motivation and academic achievement, and as such, may be a more effective means  
for teaching.

Literature Review
Lecture Capture
Lecture capture is a method that allows the teacher to record visuals and/or audio with a webcam or 
microphone. Students are then able to access this together with a recording of the slides being delivered. 
Whilst the software and its characteristics may change between institutions, it supports an interactive 
process of learning; students are able to pause, rewind or skip to relevant parts. They can also add their 
own revision notes and bookmarks to the recording. This may encourage a deeper level of learning for 
those students who engage with the process. In a large-scale study of lecture capture in one institution, 
222 students completed a survey about their perceptions of lecture capture (Danielson et al., 2014). 93% of 
students surveyed reported that lecture capture helped them learn better. Lecture capture appears to have 
had a positive effect on student results and learning experience at Southampton Solent University (Ridley et 
al, 2016; Tucker et al., 2016). In contrast, there are some studies which suggest lecture capture can damage 
learning. Leadbeater et al. (2013) suggest that use of lecture capture may not only reduce lecture attendance, 
but may also actually discourage deeper learning in a small number of students. In a focus group of ten 
students, one student commented that “If you’re guaranteed that all the lectures are there [i.e. recorded], 
then many people wouldn’t turn up at nine. They’d come later”. In this study the focus of lecture capture is on 
assessment processes and particularly the assessment brief. So while attendance at lectures is not an issue, 
discouragement of deeper learning is a problem; if students take a surface learning approach to the brief they 
are less likely to have understood it and ultimately their grade may be affected.  

Assessment briefs are traditionally produced in a written format, as is required by the University quality 
regulations. This causes a high workload for the lecturer who often repeatedly answers the same questions 
about the brief; in contrast, alternative assessment formats may allow more flexibility for the lecturer to pre-
empt this and include answers to common questions in the video.

Styles of Learning
Written assessment briefs may disadvantage sections of the student body, such as those with learning 
difficulties, those with visual impairments, or those who prefer an auditory style of learning rather than 
written. Research suggests that students like resources with video or audio format, as this allows them to 
learn at a suitable pace and to multi-task (Zu and Bergom, 2010). Mayer (1997) showed that simultaneous 
visual and verbal instruction was a more effective method of teaching than either one alone. Use of video 
assessment briefs provides extra flexibility in presentation modes. For example, pictures can be used and 
explained in videos, which therefore may provide an additional level of communication compared to written 
briefs. Mayer (1997) further describes the differences with which learners process information, and their 
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preferences for acoustic or visual processing. This is known as cognitive theory of multimedia learning, and 
suggests that students have a deeper level of learning with both words and images than words alone. Videos 
therefore have the potential to provide a better depth of understanding of the assessment brief than the 
traditional written brief.

Diversity, Equality and Participation in Higher Education
The student body is a diverse one; diverse in the sense of ethnicity, academic commitment and learning 
preferences. There has been an increase in the percentage of young full-time first degree entrants in the 
sector who attended a state school or college between 1998/9 (85%) and 2014/5 (89.8%) (HESA, n.d, a). Over 
the past 12 years, the percentage of full-time first degree entrants from the socio-economic classification 
(NS-SEC) classes 4, 5, 6, or 7 has also increased from 28.4 to 33% (HESA, n.d., a). 

Data from HESA (n.d., a) suggest that the number of international students has increased over the past 
decade. Additionally, the number of students who reported a disability has risen from 592,839 to 756,595 
over the past two decades (HESA, n.d., b). The number of students who reported visual impairments increased 
from 677 to 1,065 over the same period (HESA, n.d., b). Those who reported having dyslexia in 1994/5 was 
2,359, and those reporting a specific learning difficulty in 2014/5 was 38,925 (HESA, n.d., b). These figures 
should be viewed with caution due to the different means by which they have been categorized; the earlier 
statistics did not include those with non-dyslexia learning difficulties. 

Given the commitment from both the Government and the University to widen participation in higher 
education (Department for Business, Innovation & Skills, 2015, p.22; Southampton Solent University, 2015), 
these trends look set to continue. Higher education institutions must also comply with the Equality Act 
(2010), including the requirement to ensure equality of opportunity and creation and maintenance of good 
relations with diverse groups. Therefore, providing an alternative format for the assessment brief is another 
means of ensuring equality and inclusivity. 

Leadbeater et al. (2013) found that whilst most students used lecture capture in a targeted manner, a small 
group of students showed high usage; these students were predominately dyslexic and/or international 
students. A similar importance of lecture capture in international students was found by Shaw and Molnar 
(2011). This suggests that video assessment briefs may be highly useful for this subset of students.

Methodology
Videos were created for assessment briefs using lecture capture in four units at Southampton Solent 
University; they were created by the same lecturer to ensure consistency in content and delivery style. The 
videos aimed to improve understanding of the assessment brief, and improve efficiency of teaching. The 
videos were a series of PowerPoint slides accompanied by audio of the lecturer explaining requirements for 
the brief approximately 15 to 20 minutes long. In hindsight these videos would have been better were they 
shorter. Videos were produced in addition to traditional written paper brief, in accordance with University 
quality requirements. Students accessed the videos via the VLE site called myCourse; technical issues have 
prohibited the collection of data reporting the number and length of views.

Two focus groups were conducted; one for level 4 and one for level 5 students. Level 6 students were not 
included in the focus groups as it was felt that this was inappropriate with their imminent dissertation 
deadline. The focus groups looked at student understanding of the assessment brief and how the format of 
video helped their understanding.  Students volunteered for the focus groups and were separated into focus 
groups depending on year of study; the first comprised of nine students, the second five. Both sessions were 
recorded and transcribed. The transcriptions were analysed and themes were established. The frequency of 
these themes was then catalogued across the two sessions, and compared to determine common themes.  
Conclusions were drawn from the frequency of themes and their emergence in both groups. 
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Quality Issues and Practical Considerations
Use of technology is no guarantee of student engagement (Wankel and Blessinger, 2013). Clearly, for the video 
assessment briefs to be effective, students must actively engage with them. Through the experience of having 
introduced the video assessment this year, one issue could have been that students were not always aware 
that they existed. This may in part be due to the assessments being introduced part way through the teaching 
year, and they may be more effective if introduced at the start. Additionally, it is such a novel approach that 
students would have had no reason to actively seek them, and therefore remained unaware that they existed, 
despite their promotion in classes, through email and myCourse. Students who were engaged and attending 
sessions were aware of their existence, and did report using them, but the message did not appear to filter 
through to those who were not. Arguably, these students may have been the ones that it was more important 
to target, as these tend to be the students who are borderline fails. Improving their understanding and 
performance in the assessment could have noticeable results in unit passes and potentially progression rates; 
both of which the University regards as valuable indicators of teaching performance.

Another potential issue with the use of video assessment briefs centres on which group(s) of students are 
accessing them. As retention and progression are huge concerns for any university, methods of improving the 
student learning experience should focus on improving academic results from all students. A concern would 
be that only higher achievers would access them, and those who are less engaged would not. Owston et al. 
(2011) found results contradictory to this; students who achieved higher grades tended to skip sections and 
view some only once, whereas those who were less engaged watched the entire recording several times. This 
does, of course, raise the question as to whether the teaching is effective if students who viewed the sessions 
several times still achieved low grades. It is, however, also difficult to separate the effect of lecture capture 
on academic performance due to variations between cohorts, and ethical issues preventing providing lecture 
capture to only some sections of the group.

The University’s strategy states that “appropriate use of leading-edge technology-enhanced learning” will 
underpin our teaching (Southampton Solent University, 2015). Data from focus groups, which examined 
the student perception of video assessment briefs, highlighted an unintentional quality issue that video 
assessment briefs pose. The videos for the level 5 units provided instruction on what was expected in each 
section of the assessment; the level 4 video provided instruction on what tasks should be completed each 
week to work towards assessment, leaving these students without sufficient guidance on expected structure. 
If video assessment briefs were to become more widely used, is essential to ensure that there is consistency 
between lecturers for the video contents. This could be achieved in a similar manner to the requirement of the 
paper briefs to follow a particular format. In practice, however, this may not be feasible due to the variation in 
teaching styles between academics, and nature of different disciplines. 

The current case study did raise some areas in which improvements are required. Recording the videos was 
made harder by having to find a quiet time and place to create them, without being disturbed; in the busy 
university environment this can be a challenge. Students also noted issues with reliability depending on 
browser used; some were unable to access the videos when using Google Chrome. Whilst they were instructed 
to use other browsers, this is of course still a technical glitch that needs addressing. 

Use of lecture capture, as is the case with many technology-enhanced learning projects, requires a significant 
initial investment in terms of cost, technical support and training (Davis et al., 2009). Whilst in hindsight the 
investment was worthwhile, this may be a bigger barrier for those who are new to the technology. Wankel 
and Blessinger (2013) suggest that multimedia-based teaching and learning offers numerous benefits to the 
teacher, including more effective learning and more efficient use of lecturer time. In the authors’ experience, 
the initial time investment was compensated by a reduced workload in responding to student queries about it 
compared to previous years. This is, of course, anecdotal and may be due to variations between cohorts.
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Evidence of Impact
The overwhelming feedback from students in the focus groups was that the written brief was vague and the 
video went into more depth, which they found easier to understand (Box 1). 

Box 1: Direct quotes from both focus groups. All quotes have been anonymized.

“I think having the video made it more understandable.” 

“...We got such a good understanding from it didn’t we… Yeah like gave a good basic outline as well…”

“Just a better understanding of yeah the format and structure.”

“That’s why I found the video … a lot easier to understand…”

Students also suggested that the video brief was better than providing the information in a lecture or seminar 
(Box 2), and that they preferred being able to access the video at a suitable time and place, rather than in a 
timetabled slot (Box 3).

Box 2.

“I mean, if anybody’s like me and just kind of writes, and then whilst their listening and then afterwards 
they go back and can’t remember and can’t decipher what they’ve written, and I think the video is much 
better as far as that’s concerned.”

“It might like, loads of [pause] might be covered but like it’s normally spoken really fast so I can never get 
like all the notes down.”

Box 3.

“…a lecture sometimes and it’s hot or whatever you just sometimes just day dream and you don’t even 
know you’re doing it…”

“It’s almost like a safety net if like, yunno, I’ve got one particular lecturer that talks really quickly and 
moves on like really quickly and like trying to like get down all the notes is quite hard at that time, so 
knowing that that’s that video there sort of relieves some of the pressure and anxiety you’re trying to, 
yunno, get them all down…”

Additionally, students felt that they wanted the video brief in addition to the paper brief Box 3.
Box 4.

“I wouldn’t have felt confident if I’d had just had the video though, without the written.”

“Yeah same.”

Conclusion
Video assessment briefs may be useful as a method to improve student understanding of the brief, and 
potentially improvement in assessment performance. Focus groups were used to investigate the student 
experience, and results suggest they are useful supplementary support materials that can help with 
understanding the brief. Literature supports the theory that video assessment briefs may be useful as people 
tend to understand information better if it is presented visually and/or acoustically. The videos also offer the 
potential to widen participation, as they cater for a wider range of learners and may be particularly useful 
for those with visual impairments or learning difficulties. However, there are still challenges in producing 
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the videos, and more research is needed on student and staff perceptions of video assessment briefs. Due to 
quality issues, it is important to note that videos should remain as an additional format of the assessment 
brief, with written paper briefs still provided. Feedback from focus groups suggests that students value the 
video assessment briefs, and it may be beneficial providing the information in an additional format to the 
written brief. 
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Abstract
Effective assessment and feedback is a vital component of the learning experience and formalised monitoring 
of student performance. Where feedback is used and delivered effectively students can develop their 
cognitive and learning skills. Traditionally the higher education learning cycle is punctuated by assessment, 
with feedback marking the end of the learning transaction, rather than a step in the learning process. 
This represents a gap in the learning process, as there is little time for students to reflect and develop 
their perspectives. This paper describes an action research project to develop an intra-unit feed-forward 
mechanism to improve student learning and attainment. The rationale and background to the project are 
presented, with reflections on the results given through semi-structured interviews with students and 
teachers. Reflections by participants recognising feed-forward benefits are discussed. Some concerns that 
arise regarding the ad-hoc nature of the implementation, which must be formalised to ensure consistent 
quality in the educational process, are also addressed.

Keywords: effective feedback; feed-forward; feedback loop.

Introduction
Feedback on student assignments is a central component of learning in higher education. In the context of the 
rise of mass higher education the dialogue between student and teacher has become squeezed. In the past 
feedback was a process of draft, re-draft, and discussion, with feedback comments provided in the context 
of previous discussions. Whilst this system may still be present at some institutions (e.g. Oxford, Cambridge, 
Harvard) the pressures of higher numbers of students has created a one-way communication where written 
comments bear the burden of student-teacher interaction (Nicol, 2010). Consequently, feedback marks 
the end of the learning transaction, rather than a step point in the continual learning and development 
experience. Assignments are commonly placed near the end of units, reflecting the need to develop and test 
knowledge development; resultantly there is little to no opportunity for the student to combine or implement 
the feedback (Hounsell, 1997).  Students often complete ‘traditional’ (e.g. essay or report based) assignments 
in isolation, having collected data or performed experiments as a collaborative exercise, especially in science 
subjects. There is little space for students to learn from peers, to develop or widen their perspectives, or to 
feed-forward into their assignments and future learning. Where timely feedback is provided, the majority of 
feedback comments focus on the mechanical aspects of the assignment (e.g. spelling, punctuation, grammar) 
and others are often ambiguous and difficult to interpret (e.g. ‘use a more academic style’) (Duncan 2007). 
Research highlights the tendency to provide positive commenting and encouragement or justification for 
the mark given, at the expense of clear and unambiguous advice on how to improve the work. Resultantly 
students are left with little to action nor a clear route to improved performance. The result is a missed 
opportunity in the learning process, and dissatisfaction with feedback among students and teachers.

A key source of information on student experiences in higher education are national student surveys (NSS), 
for example the UK NSS, or the Australian Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) (HEFCE, 2015). The UK NSS 
asks students about their experience of their course; it also includes one question on overall satisfaction and 
one about the student union (HEFCE, 2015). Five questions are posed on assessment and feedback, regarding 
the clarity of marking criteria, fairness of marking, and the quality of feedback. Since the inception of the 
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NSS in 2005 students have consistently expressed lower satisfaction with assessment and feedback (based 
on national average), expressing in 2014 only a 74% level of satisfaction (HEFCE, 2015). This is consistent 
with equivalent metrics in national surveys according to which feedback consistently receives lower scores 
than other course characteristics (Nicol 2010, Rowe & Wood 2008). Importantly it is not only students who 
express dissatisfaction with feedback, so too do teaching staff. Many express discontent with the considerable 
time commitment inherent in considered and measured feedback, which is often not collected nor actioned 
by the student (Nicol, 2010). 

This backdrop represents a gap in the learning and development process, and subsequently raises important 
questions: i) how can students be provided with and make use of effective feedback, and ii) how can feedback 
be transferred to feed-forward to enhance the student learning process? This paper describes a case study 
action research project seeking to improve provision of feedback and the use of feed-forward in a Geography 
and Environment undergraduate programme at Southampton Solent University.  A description of the project 
and its motivation is given, followed by the results of a focus group assessment exercise seeking feedback on 
the effectiveness of the interventions.

Feed-forward
In this paper, assessment denotes all those activities undertaken by tutors or instructors, and by students 
in self-assessment, which provide information on which participants might modify their learning or 
participation.  The assessment is summative in the context where it is used for the purposes of evaluation of 
student learning. It becomes formative when used to monitor student learning and by students to improve 
their learning (Carnegie Mellon, 2015). Specifically, it is designed to encourage improvements in performance 
and enabling students to become self-regulating leaners (Sadler, 1998), a concept which refers to the 
students’ ability to regulate their own thinking and learning behaviour (Pintrich & Zusho, 2002). In reality this 
manifests as the ability to strategically manage learning for example, through effective goal setting (Nicol & 
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). Within this context, ‘feed-forward’ seeks to link various stages of summative and 
formative feedback, placing greater value on feedback provision by relating comments not only to the past 
and present (what was written), but also to the future – what the student might do to improve performance 
(Hounsell, 2008). Effectively assessment and feedback become a tool to inform future learning and teaching. 
Hounsell et al (2008) describe the feedback loop where students are offered support and guidance throughout 
the assessment process, leading to feed-forward into the next assignment. The loop further highlights the 
links between the initial guidance and the effectiveness of feedback at the end of the process (figure 1). 

Structure of the project
This paper explores an action research project involving the introduction of an option for students to 
submit draft assignments for formative feedback prior to the summative assessment (grey box, figure 1).  To 
improve student satisfaction with assessment and feedback, a formative feedback option, building on similar 
successful schemes at other HE institutions (Jones, 2015), was introduced in October 2014 to Geography and 
Environment undergraduate programmes at SSU. Students were invited to submit a single draft for formative 
feedback, prior to final summative submission, for all non-examination, written summative assessments. 
In order to submit a draft of summative work for formative feedback, students were required to attach a 
self-reflection on their perception of the work with the submission. The formative draft submission option 
was available to all students on the BSc Geography with Environmental Studies and the BSc Geography 
with Marine Studies across all coursework based assignments, with take-up by students varying between 
coursework submissions from 0% to an estimated 90% of unit participants. To assess the effectiveness of the 
formative feedback option students (n = 10) were invited to participate in two semi-structured interviews 
focusing on their experiences of the formative draft feedback process and tutors were invited to comment on 
their experiences separately via email. Student participants were invited to describe how they used feedback 
to improve their practice, whether and how they used the formative feedback submission option, and to 
discuss various aspects of feedback provision within their course. Tutor participants were invited to contribute 
on similar topics from their perception of student engagement as tutors. They were also invited to discuss 
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the impact of the formative feedback submission on their workloads and unit management experiences. The 
discussion that follows reflects on the key themes developed through the interview sessions, examined within 
the context of key educational theories, and suggesting means by which the initiative may be utilised in the 
future. 

Figure 1. Feedback and guidance cycle with addition of formative draft submission option to create 
internal feed-forward mechanism (adapted from Hounsell et al, 2008).

Reflections and evaluation
Assessment and feedback are essential components of learning as they help students understand the subject 
and give them guidance on how to improve their performance. The desired outcome is to create self-
regulated, reflective learners who use assessment and feedback to inform their future learning. Hounsell et al 
(2008) suggest that this forms a feedback loop where students are offered support and guidance throughout 
the assessment process, culminating in a feed-forward into the next assignment. The loop also highlights 
the links between the initial guidance and the effectiveness of feedback at the end of the process (figure 1). 
This can be considered an implementation of Kolb’s (1984) theory of experiential learning, which depicts 
a cycle of four stages to enable learning - experience, reflection, conceptualisation, experimentation. The 
cycle can be entered at any stage, but must be completed in order for learning to occur. The theory suggests 
that it is not enough for the learner to have an experience in order to learn but the learner must construct 
the links between theory and action; students create and then challenge their knowledge through reflection 
(Kolb & Kolb, 2005). In the context of the draft formative feedback, the learner experiences new knowledge 
which is applied to the coursework problem, that knowledge is applied, reflected on in the self-assessment, 
conceptualisation is provided through feedback on performance and further self-reflection, which leads to 
improved performance. 

Within a constructively aligned, objectivist based course, assessment makes rather exacting demands of the 
student. They must demonstrate they meet a formalised set of criteria defining their understanding of the 
subject. Compared to an examination question, the coursework assignment allows students to draw upon a 
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range of sources and form an extended self-reflection, deepening their learning experience (Hounsell, 1997). 
On completion of the assessment student attainment can be monitored and summative feedback provided. 
At this stage summative feedback should serve a formative function. Comparing the students’ performance 
with established outcome based assessment criteria (Black & William 1998), and communicating the actions 
the student should take to rectify their knowledge/skill performance gap (Black & William 1998; Hounsell 
2008; Sadler 1998). However, the effectiveness of the student’s ability to use summative feedback is often 
marred by: i) timing of feedback, which often arrives at the end of a learning transaction, ii) a lack of student 
understanding of the role feedback plays in learning, iii) lack of interest in collecting marked work, and iv) 
effectiveness of feedback structure and nature provided by tutors (Hounsell, 2008). Student comments often 
reflected failures in this effectiveness, expressing difficulties interpreting and using feedback:

...comments often don’t tell me what I need to do, they just told me where I went wrong, not how to 
improve...usually the comments are there just to justify the grade.  

I find it hard to understand what the comments mean...for example I don’t know what ‘academic 
style’ or use more references really means. 

Underpinning much of the more recent work on effective feedback (e.g. Yorke, 2003; Black & William, 2009) 
is that by Sadler (1989) who suggested three conditions necessary for effective feedback. He argued that 
students must know what good performance is, how their current performance relates to good performance, 
and how to act to close the gap. Effective feedback should therefore be goal referenced, tangible, and 
actionable. Students can only achieve learning objectives where they understand the intention and 
requirement of those goals, and can assert some ownership of them (Sadler 1989; William & Black 1998; 
Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick 2006). As Hounsell (1997) suggests there is often a mismatch in tutor and student 
understanding of the requirements of learning objectives. Similarly, students and tutors are likely to prioritise 
specific assessment criteria quite differently, with students emphasising content over critical thinking (Norton, 
1990). In many cases briefs are littered with academic jargon, inaccessible, and difficult to relate to, for 
students who do not have either the educational theory or subject specific knowledge required to interpret 
the assessment criteria; for instance, one student suggested:

 A lot of the brief sometimes is so broad that it is hard to even sit down and read them, and to think of 
what you can do it on…the small pieces of paper with it set out, it just goes through me. I just can’t 
take it in properly. 

Weak understanding of learning objectives and/or assessment criteria are likely to weaken the faith and 
usefulness of assessment as students are unable to reflect on or evaluate their performance. Where students 
do not find the draft feedback to be useful, relatable, to align with their perception of the assessment 
criteria, and to be actionable they are less likely to make use of the option in future assignments. If student 
disenchantment with feedback continues to mount, we risk becoming stuck in a downward cycle. Students 
place faith in the value of feedback as learners. This can be undermined where feedback is not timely, 
informative, or constructive. Academic staff risk becoming disenfranchised as they see growing evidence of 
students not acting on feedback, or tangible evidence of an increase in attainment (Hounsell, 2008), one tutor 
suggested:

In some cases, I have evidence that they have failed to act upon draft feedback, carrying forward 
things it has been suggested they fix in the final submission. In others, they have improved their 
work accordingly…There are some students who clearly try and change things, and some who keep 
repeating mistakes made previously.

Despite this perhaps negative sentiment, on the basis of student and tutor comments the formative draft 
appears to generally have increased the confidence of students making use of and acting on feedback 
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provided. In general, students who use the mechanism have been observed by tutors to have increased 
levels of attainment, with one tutor suggesting an increase in good honours from circa 40% to 60% of final 
submissions. Interestingly however, one student respondent suggested that while the formalised formative 
draft process had increased confidence in their work, they were less confident in seeking additional help or 
clarification from tutors: 

Some lecturers have given us the option of a draft, I feel like that gives me less confidence to speak to 
them in person because I just feel like I will just be told to submit a draft.

It is important to recognise the student-tutor relationship and the importance of approachability, both 
academically and pastorally. However, continual reviews of student work must be moderated, or else the 
increase in grade attainment may result in unexpected side effects of grade coaching and subsequent 
grade inflation. This risks undermining the quality of the degree award, and a loss of information for users 
(e.g. graduate schools, employers) (Johnes & Soo, 2014). This issue is further compounded with one tutor 
suggesting they had reviewed student work multiple times prior to the final summative submission, and 
another suggesting students had approached multiple times directly asking for grade coaching:

I have had students coming back repeatedly asking for ways to get their grade guaranteed as an 
A. I don’t see that that is a good outcome of this approach and I think we need to have a common 
approach agreed.

Ultimately the process of implementation was ad-hoc and required formalisation to avoid accusations 
of coaching and to balance the effectiveness of staff hours spent on feedback and guidance versus other 
responsibilities identified as institutional strategic priorities (e.g. administration, research). The added side-
effect of this ad-hoc approach was a change in the expectations of students regarding timely feedback. 
With some tutors able to return work within under a week because of low draft submission participation, 
others with high participation rates were unable to return feedback as quickly. Students also found it difficult 
to separate the comparatively rapid draft turnaround and the formalised four weeks return on summative 
feedback. The effect of this misconception and some expectations of grade coaching may go some way to 
explain the fall in 2015/16 NSS feedback scores, despite the interventions described. 

Conclusions
The semesterisation and modular nature of modern higher education provision has had an unintended 
side effect of bunching assessment towards the end of units, with little opportunity for students to act 
on feedback. A formative draft feedback option presents an opportunity for improved dialogue within the 
assessment process.  In general, the sentiment expressed by both students and tutors is positive, with both 
recognising feed-forward benefits in formative draft processes. Concerns arise regarding the ad-hoc nature 
of the implementation, which must be formalised to ensure consistent quality in the educational process. 
Additionally, a balance must be struck between the effectiveness, quality and quantity of feedback, and 
demand on staff workload. Otherwise, both staff and students risk becoming disenfranchised with the 
process. Care must be taken that the formalisation of the process should not, however, serve to weaken the 
approachability of tutors due to the increase formality and procedure. 

Feedback and assessment guidance is a clear priority with low satisfaction among students. However, previous 
studies and the NSS results do not suggest that feedback is universally of poor quality, nor that student 
dissatisfaction is entirely unanimous. Instead what is suggested is significant variability across the sector, 
within institutions, and even within course teams. The pressing challenge then is to identify areas of success, 
such as the formative draft feedback, and identify how these can be shared.
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Abstract
As the challenges faced in today’s world are increasingly complex, a large number of specialised individuals 
now need to collaborate together to combine their expertise. Since the professional world is interdisciplinary, 
learning and teaching in higher education must adapt and consider the interdisciplinary approach, which is 
clearly encouraged in the United Kingdom by both the Higher Education Academy and the Department of 
Business, Innovation and Skills. Building on the known benefits of interdisciplinary education, an academic 
exchange between boatbuilding and yacht design students has been conducted to develop and support an 
interdisciplinary learning pedagogical model. Primarily focused on the maritime field, the proposed model 
has three bases, learning, reflection, and capabilities. Respectively supporting studies, bridging the skills gap 
and enhancing employability, these bases answer the contemporary demands from both students and the 
maritime industry.

Keywords: interdisciplinary pedagogy; maritime education; experiential learning.

Introduction
In every discipline, there is a greater need for specialisation, leading to a larger number of professionals 
collaborating to solve increasingly complex problems. This has long been identified in the medical field, where 
specialist health professionals must interact to provide the patients with the best and most appropriate level 
of care (Hall & Weaver, 2001). As a result of the need for interdisciplinary teams, health care education had to 
adapt and implement interdisciplinary teaching and learning, becoming over the decades a well-established 
tradition (Richards & Inglehart, 2006).

The maritime industry is now facing the same challenges. With the development of technologies, professions 
have become more and more specialised, and a design project now requires a joint effort from all parties to 
achieve the vessel desired by the client. However, this is not so easily achieved, and communication is often 
an issue. The stylist, naval architect and builder will all have different views, each with specific concerns that 
the others may not have identified (Feeley et al., 2016). The success of the design heavily relies on the ability 
of the multiple stakeholders to interact, thus suggesting an interdisciplinary approach to education should be 
brought into the maritime industry.

The background and benefits of interdisciplinary education will be presented here and related to the 
recommended educational practices in the United Kingdom, with an emphasis on applications in the maritime 
field. Finally, a case study of an interdisciplinary exchange between yacht design and traditional boatbuilding 
students will be detailed to support the implementation of an interdisciplinary approach to education and the 
proposed pedagogical model.

Interdisciplinary Learning and Teaching
Early instances of interdisciplinary education can be traced back to the curriculum integration concept 
promoted in the 1930s (Oberholzer, 1937). But interdisciplinary education really emerged in the 1970s 
(Mathison & Freeman, 1997), with a rich literature and the development of key definitions. Kockelmans (1979) 
defines interdisciplinary as “to solve a set of problems whose solution can be achieved only by integrating 
parts of existing disciplines”. All later attempts at defining this concept always came back to the need for the 
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synthesis of two or more disciplines (Klein, 1990), and the idea of a problem that cannot suitably be resolved 
with a single approach (Stefani, 2009), allowing us to construct new ways of creating knowledge.

The need for interdisciplinary learning arises from the ever increasing complexity of the problems to solve 
(Klein, 2004), and modern challenges are very much interdisciplinary, or as stated by Dezure (1999), “life is 
interdisciplinary”. It is therefore critical for education, and indeed higher education to consider the benefits of 
an interdisciplinary approach, and for the maritime industry to implement its practice  (Newell, 1998).

Perhaps surprisingly, one of the main, and often neglected benefits of interdisciplinary education is allowing 
the students to reflect on their specialty and realise what their discipline really is. Indeed, the argument 
brought forward by Eckert (2007) is that “students really aren’t that clear about what the various disciplines 
do. What students really need to know is what a discipline is.” The most encountered benefit is the 
opportunity for the students to link ideas and concepts across varied disciplines, prompting a constructive 
paradigm that makes for a deeper understanding. 

A non-exhaustive list of the benefits of interdisciplinary learning and teaching as reported by Nissani (1997) 
and completed by Appleby (2015) includes:

In the United Kingdom, interdisciplinary learning and teaching is encouraged at various levels. The UK 
Professional Standard Framework (UKPSF) specifies that fellows of the Higher Education Academy should 
engage in “developing interdisciplinary or professional/work-based resources” (The Higher Education 
Academy, 2015). The Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) states that “the challenges facing the world are 
complex, and increasingly require multi- or inter-disciplinary approaches” (BIS, 2016).  Finally, at a local level, 
it is part of Southampton Solent University’s strategic plan for 2015-2020 to “develop cross-institutional 
research groups based on interdisciplinary areas and addressing real-world issues” (Southampton Solent 
University, 2015). The interdisciplinary approach is therefore recognised and encouraged at a national level, 
and its benefits are further promoted by the UKPSF, the TEF and Southampton Solent University.

At the heart of the maritime industry are transferable skills, a major benefit of the interdisciplinary approach. 
Indeed, most technologies in the relatively small maritime industry directly come from larger industries, 
such as the automotive or aerospace industry, and there is a large number of highly specialised fields within 
the maritime industry. This is one of the elements of the skills gap (Desty, 2012), defined as the difference 
between the employer’s expectations and the graduate’s capabilities. Answering the call for those specific 
skills in the maritime sector will result in enhanced employability (Boon, 2012), and will also benefit the 
industry by bridging the communication and interaction gaps between disciplines that appear to be a current 
issue faced by the superyacht industry (Feeley et al., 2016).

A strong case can therefore be made in favour of an interdisciplinary approach to education in the maritime 
industry, which is the primary motivation behind the pilot academic exchange conducted between 
Southampton Solent University (SSU) and the International Boatbuilding Training College (IBTC) Portsmouth, 
in order to test the proposed interdisciplinary learning pedagogical model.

• More meaningful learning experience.
• New opportunities resulting from the cross-

overs between two disciplines.
• Demonstrating real life applications.
• Varied perspective.
• Flexibility in problem solving.

• Bridge the communication gap between 
professionals.

• Critical thinking.
• Building confidence.
• Greater creativity.
• Transferable skills.
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Interdisciplinary Exchange Case Study
In order to assess the benefits of an interdisciplinary approach in the maritime industry via a case study, 
an academic exchange has been initiated between yacht design students from the BEng (Hons) Yacht and 
Powercraft Design and BEng (Hons) Yacht Design and Production courses at SSU, and traditional boatbuilding 
students from the Practical Boatbuilding course delivered at the IBTC Portsmouth. The exchange took place 
over a week in the spring of 2016, and involved 13 SSU students from first (level 4) and second year (level 5), 
as well as 12 IBTC Portsmouth students (level 3).

IBTC Students
The content of the academic exchange delivered to the IBTC Portsmouth students has been designed to 
support and extend the syllabus of their Practical Boatbuilding course, as defined by Souppez (2015), making 
full use of the specialist facilities at SSU, and revolving around a series of lectures, practical activities, and 
demonstrations. 

The lectures reinforced key elements of the practical boatbuilding course such as timber technology, but also 
brought new knowledge in basic naval architecture and yacht design, thus allowing a wider understanding 
and helping future collaboration with designers. The practical activities built on their experience, but pushing 
the skills outside of their normal comfort zone, moving from traditional timber to modern composite. Figure 
1 depicts the manufacturing of a model yacht hull, emulating a representative scaled-down version of the 
composite boatbuilding industry. In addition, to provide an insight into other specific aspects, advanced 
composite manufacturing and the use of a towing tank, shown in Figure 2, were demonstrated.

Fig. 1: Composite manufacturing.  Fig. 2: Towing tank demonstration.

As outlined in the student feedback, from the IBTC Portsmouth students’ perspective, the interdisciplinary 
exchange conducted was successful in supporting their studies, helping them acquire new skills and 
knowledge, and in their opinion enhancing their future employability.

SSU Students
The recent improvements made to both yacht design degrees at Southampton Solent University saw the 
addition of a stronger emphasis on practical skills, as directly required by the industry (Barkley, 2012). However 
course improvements are restricted to composite manufacturing. The syllabus designed for the Southampton 
Solent University students therefore revolved around practical activities focussed on wooden boatbuilding.

Firstly, to introduce the students to the use of hand tools, as well as working with wood, all manufactured 
a traditional mallet from a given drawing. In contrast to their normal studies where they would draw a plan 
aimed at the builder, they are now given the plan and need to build from it. This allows them to reflect better 
on what to provide a builder on construction drawings and will enhance their drafting skills in the future. 
Students then discovered skills specific to traditional boatbuilding, namely steam bending ribs, and roving, 
illustrated in Figure 3. While both techniques are taught theoretically, it is an invaluable experience to realise 
how flexible steamed timber is, and how much labour goes into roving; knowledge that will feed back into 
future design projects of the students. 
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Finally, the students were tasked with taking the scantlings (dimensions of structural components) off a WWII 
lifeboat and drawing plans that would enable a replica to be built. On completion, the existing boat, beyond 
repair, was entirely deconstructed by the students, providing fantastic opportunities to better understand the 
assembly process and to see an actual cross-section through a vessel, as shown in Figure 4. From the offcuts, 
students were given the opportunity to build their own creative project, ranging from a stool to a skateboard.

        

Fig. 3: Roving a steam-bent rib.  Fig. 4: WWII lifeboat deconstructed.

Through a series of practical tasks, the students were able to apply theoretical knowledge of materials, 
construction techniques, structural arrangements and design learnt during their course. This was 
supplemented by practical experiences leading to new skills and deeper understanding, as highlighted  
by the feedback gathered.

Student Feedback 
In order to gauge the value of the exchange for the students, a short survey was conducted. This comprised 
two sections: a multiple-choice satisfaction survey, and an opportunity for the participants to provide written 
feedback. The response rate from the IBTC and SSU students was respectively 83% (10 out of 12 students) 
and 62% (8 out of 13 students).

A primary objective was to support the students’ learning through an interdisciplinary exchange, with 
increased employability as a final outcome. Students were therefore questioned on the academic relevance of 
the exchange, i.e. how they felt it would benefit their current studies. Furthermore, the professional relevance 
of the exchange assessed the students’ view on how beneficial the exchange would be for their employability. 
In both cases, all students from both institutions responded positively (either satisfied or very satisfied). In 
addition, the interdisciplinary approach has allowed the students to develop new practical skills and gain 
further knowledge. Figures 5 and 6 depict the very strong satisfaction of the IBTC and Southampton Solent 
University students respectively. 

Fig. 5: IBTC students’ satisfaction.      Fig. 6: SSU students’ satisfaction.
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The students clearly identified the value of the interdisciplinary exchange to support their current studies 
and future careers. All positively ascertained that new skills were developed and further knowledge gained.  
Comments from the students all proved to be very positive, revolving around three core values: learning, 
reflection and capabilities, each respectively contributing to support their studies, bridge the skills gap and 
enhance employability.

Evidence of the learning benefits, in terms of understanding the discipline, creating a valued learning 
experience and new opportunities, was strongly indicated in the comments. The ability to now understand  
the other aspects and the various points of views was highlighted, together with the entertaining and 
interesting nature of the learning experience. Each group of students also mentioned the new possibilities 
offered and the new skills gained, as summarised by one student:

Surprisingly fun week and I think the educational outcomes will be shown in the exams at the end  
of the year. I really enjoyed the exchange to IBTC, it helps me develop skills and gain new ones. 

The reflection aspect, looking at real life application of concepts discussed in lectures and offering a varied 
perspective, is also present the students’ comments despite a lack of direct recognition for the benefits 
inherent to inter-professional communication. The feedback demonstrated the interest of students for 
the practical application of concepts they previously considered mostly theoretical. These aspects are 
encapsulated in the following comment: 

The course was overall beneficial to my academic studies as it first was very relevant to one of the six 
subjects that I currently study of marine materials and so provided a practical platform to what we 
had studied for example the steam bending of wood was covered in lectures so it was good to see this 
done outside of the class.

Finally, the capabilities, whether it is critical thinking, confidence, creativity or transferable skills are 
highlighted in the students’ responses. For instance, on student noted that “A great deal of boat knowledge, 
applicable to all types of boats, was acquired”, recognising the transferability of the skills and knowledge 
gained over a short and very specific course to a much wider range of applications in the maritime industry.

Two negative points emerged through the survey. One was about transport to the different sites. The majority 
of the students asked for this particular exchange to be run over a longer period of time. However, it is not 
intended to be extended beyond the current week it has been conducted over. Indeed, as noted by Kanikia 
(2007) and further supported by Jones (2010), a major focus on interdisciplinary learning can lead to an 
isolation from the original core of the field of study. Furthermore, issues can arise if interdisciplinary learning 
itself is considered a primary field of study (Szostak, 2007). This precise exchange programme is therefore to 
remain relatively short. However, providing students with similar opportunities, with an alternative discipline 
in another year of their degree would appear a more suitable approach.

The Proposed IDL Pedagogical Triangle
Building on the concept of the work-based learning (WBL) pedagogical triangle developed by Brodie and 
Irving (2007), as well as the benefits highlighted in the literature and through the case study presented, a 
pedagogical model of interdisciplinary learning is proposed in Figure 7. The interdisciplinary learning (IDL) 
triangle is based on the core principles that are learning, reflection and capabilities, respectively supporting a 
final outcome, namely their studies, bridging the skills gap and enhancing employability.

The case study of the interdisciplinary exchange appears to support the proposed pedagogical model and the 
benefits of the interdisciplinary learning approach in the maritime field, addressing contemporary challenges 
faced by the industry. 
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Fig. 7: Proposed interdisciplinary learning (IDL) pedagogical triangle.
 
This pilot exchange presented is now set to be organised as a yearly event. This will provide a platform to 
further evaluate the IDL triangle model, and increase the number of participants so that there is more reliable 
quantitative feedback. Future work includes a new survey questionnaire, better aimed at targeting each aspect 
of the model for a more precise validation. Looking at the medium term outcomes on students who took 
part in previous editions of the academic exchange is also planned to assess any significant impact on their 
studies and early career. Finally, an investigation into other fields and industries would allow to generalise the 
proposed concept beyond the maritime industry.

Conclusions
An interdisciplinary approach to education has long been praised due to its multiple benefits. In the United 
Kingdom, its practice is supported at a nationwide level by the UK Professional Standards Framework and 
the Teaching Excellence Framework, as well as locally, for instance through Southampton Solent University’s 
strategy. Moreover, it appears a necessity in the maritime industry to reinforce interdisciplinary learning and 
teaching to promote employment and better solve issues currently faced by the industry. To ascertain the 
benefits of this educational approach, a one week exchange has been conducted between the yacht design 
students of Southampton Solent University and the traditional boatbuilding students of the International 
Boatbuilding Training College Portsmouth. The exchange revealed very high satisfaction from all students 
and early data supported the idea of an interdisciplinary learning (IDL) pedagogical triangle. The benefits of 
interdisciplinary learning leads to three primary bases:
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• Learning, which enables the students to better understand their own discipline in contrast to an 
alternative discipline within the same industry, promoting new and motivating learning experiences 
as well as new opportunities.

• Reflection, demonstrating the real life applications of a studied theory, promoting varied 
perspectives on a given topic, which then improves inter-professional communication and gives  
a higher flexibility in problem solving.

• Capabilities, to develop critical thinking, gain more confidence and promote creativity; the end 
result being to acquire the much needed transferable skills for professional purposes.

Those three bases of the triangle then turn into concrete outcomes, respectively supporting the students’ 
studies, bridging the skills gap, identified as a primary issue in the maritime industry, and finally enhancing 
employability. If the proposed model appears to be supported by the literature and the case study, future work 
will look at validation, and the extension to other fields and industries, in order to generalise the proposed  
IDL pedagogical triangle, and better understand the place and role of the interdisciplinary approach in  
higher education.

Acknowledgements
The author would like to express his deepest gratitude to all the students and staffs of the International 
Boatbuilding Training College Portsmouth and Southampton Solent University who took part in this academic 
exchange programme for their time, enthusiasm, support and assistance, without which the exchange could 
not have taken place.

References
APPLEBY, M., 2015. What are the Benefits of Interdisciplinary Study? The Open University.

BARKLEY, G., 2012. Attracting & Equipping Yacht Design and Production Graduates for Employment in Today’s Yacht Design 

& Manufacturing Industry. Proceedings of the Royal Institution of Naval Architects Seminar on Education & Professional 

Development, pp. 115-122.

BOON, B., 2012. Four Decades of Learning and Teaching and Doing, but can it be transfered?. Proceedings of the Royal 

Institution of Naval Architects Seminar on Education and Professional Development, pp. 65-68.

BRODIE, P. & Irving, K., 2007. Assessment in Work-Based Learning: Investigating a Pedagogical Approach to Enhance Student 

Learning. Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, 32(1), pp. 11-19.

DEPARTMENT OF BUSINESS, INNOVATION & SKILLS, 2016. Success as a Knowledge Economy: teaching Excellent, Social 

Mobility and Student Choice, London: Department of Business, Innovation & Skills.

DESTY, N., 2012. The Marine Skill Gap and its Impact on Industry. Proceedings of the Royal Institution of Naval Architects 

Seminar on Education and Professional Development, pp. 37-46.

DEZURE, D., 1999. Interdisciplinary Teaching and Learning. Teaching Excellent, 10(3).

Eckert, P., 2007. Speaking of Teaching: The Centre for Teaching and Learning. Stanford University Newsletter, 16(2).

FEELEY, J., HADJIDIMOS, D. & SPENCE, E., 2016. Contemporary Trends vs Client Needs. London, Superyacht Design Week.

HALL, P. & WEAVER, L., 2001. Interdisciplinary Education and Teamwork: a Long and Winding Road. Medical Education, 35(9), 

pp. 867-875.

JONES, C., 2010. Interdisciplinary Approach - Advantages, Disadvantages, and the Future Benefits of Interdisciplinary Studies. 

Essai, Volume 7, p. Article 26.

KANIKIA, R., 2007. Talks about Benefits of Interdisciplinary Approach, s.l.: Stanford Report.

KLEIN, J. T., 1990. Interdisciplinary: History, Theory and Practice. 1st ed. Detroit: Wayne State University Press.

KLEIN, J. T., 2004. Interdisciplinary and Complexity: An Evolving Relationship. E:CO Special Double Issue, 6(1-2), pp. 2-10.

KOCKELMANS, J. J., 1979. Why Interdisciplinary?. Interdisciplinary and Higher Education, pp. 123-160.

MATHISON, S. & FREEMAN, M., 1997. The Logic of Interdisciplinary Studies. Presented at the Annual Meeting of the American 

Educational Research Association.

NEWELL, W., 1998. The Place of Interdisciplinary Studies in Higher Education Today, s.l.: Association of American Colleges and 

University and the Association for Integrated Studies.



44 Dialogue

NISSANI, M., 1997. Ten Cheers for Interdisciplinary: The Case for Interdisciplinary Knowledge and Research. The Social Science 

Journal, 34(2), pp. 201-216.

OBERHOLZER, E. E., 1937. An Integrated Curriculum in Practice. New York: AMS Press.

RICHARDS, P. S. & INGLEHART, M. R., 2006. An Interdisciplinary Approach to Case Based Teaching: Does It Create Patient-

Centred and Culturally Sensitive Providers?. Journal of Dental Education, 70(3).

SOUPPEZ, J.-B. R. G., 2015. A Student’s Take on Education in the Maritime Industry. Proceedings of the Royal Institution of 

Naval Architects Seminar on Education & Professional Development.

SOUTHAMPTON SOLENT UNIVERSITY, 2015. Building and Excellent University, Southampton: Southampton Solent University.

STEFANI, L., 2009. Assessment in Interdisciplinary and Interprofessional Programs. In: Interdisciplinary Learning and Teaching 

in Higher Education. New York: Routedge, pp. 44-57.

SZOSTAK, R., 2007. How and Why to Teaching Interdisciplinary Research Practice. Journal of Research Practice, 3(2).

THE HIGHER EDUCATION ACADEMY, 2015. UKPSF Dimensions of the Framework, s.l.: The Higher Education Academy.



Dialogue 45

A tool for mapping student participation in  
higher education

Cassie Shaw and Tom Lowe
Academic Quality and Development, University of Winchester

Corresponding author: cassie.shaw@winchester.ac.uk

Abstract
A development at the University of Winchester and Winchester Student Union has led to a perception that 
student participation, engagement, opportunities and extra-curricular activities all have some impact on the 
student experience. Institutional perspectives prioritise some activities over others (Lowe and Shaw, 2015). 
Astin (1984) suggests highly involved students tend to have a better student experience, including when 
that involvement is in extra-curricular activities. With this in mind, the Student Participation Map has been 
developed as a tool which seeks to widen awareness of all categories of participation and extra-curricular 
activity involving students on campus. This paper will give the context around the original thinking behind the 
Student Participation Map, as well the proposed applications of the tool, which are being explored in depth at 
Winchester and beyond.

Keywords: student engagement; mapping; participation tool.

Introduction
In recent years, the University of Winchester in partnership with Winchester Student Union, have strategically 
focused on student engagement in an effort to enhance the educational experience and increase staff-
student partnerships (University of Winchester, 2015). This has led to the creation of several new student 
participations, opportunities and extra-curricular activities to involve students in enhancement projects, 
quality processes and representation. This area of work aligns with the Quality Assurance Agency’s Chapter 
B5 on student engagement, as a means to take deliberate steps to engage all students, individually and 
collectively, as partners in the assurance and enhancement of their educational experience (QAA, 2012). One 
such initiative, the Winchester Student Fellows Scheme, sees sixty student-staff partnerships funded on an 
annual basis to work on educational development projects (Sims et al, 2014), aligning with the partnership 
concepts outlined by the Higher Education Academy (Healey, Flint and Harrington, 2014). This case study 
will give an outline of ‘The Student Participation Map’, which was created as a means to further the student 
engagement agenda at Winchester. We will give the context around the original thinking behind this tool, as 
well the proposed uses of the map, which we have recently begun to explore at Winchester and beyond.

Context
The term student engagement (and disengagement) was conceptualised in the 1980s as a way to understand 
and reduce student boredom, alienation, and dropping out (Finn & Zimmer, 2012). It has also been described 
to represent both the time and energy students invest in educationally purposeful activities and the effort 
institutions devote to using effective educational practices (Kuh, 2001). However, in recent years student 
engagement has become a term used to refer to practices, participations, engagements, opportunities and 
extra-curricular activities, which students become involved in to improve their experience (NUS, 2012; Healey 
et al, 2014; Wait & Bols, 2015; Dunne, 2016). These developments are exciting and it is remarkable progress in 
the sector that universities, such as Salford University, are adopting strategies with cross-campus themes of 
co-creation, to ensure all stakeholders (students, staff, employers and the community) contribute to decisions 
(Salford, 2016). Winchester adopted the terminology and practice of student engagement in educational 
development, learning and teaching and representation on its campuses. However, the term student 
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engagement can be defined in many ways; arguably in any way the stakeholder wishes to define it, allowing 
the term to be expanded to include further activity (Finn & Zimmer, 2001). This led a team at Winchester to 
widen the definition of student engagement to include all student participations, engagements, opportunities 
and activities, beyond the solely educational.

The possible impact of student activities, such as the Student Fellows Scheme, has been studied to assess 
potential effect of these extra-curricular activities on the student experience at Winchester (El Hakim et 
al. 2016). The student engagement team at Winchester theorised that all activities, whether educational, 
sport/societies or volunteering, could also have some impact on the student experience and could be viewed 
collectively and more holistically (Lowe, 2016; Stuart et al. 2009). This was a timely study aligning with the 
new Higher Education Achievement Record (HEAR) in UK Higher Education (HEA, 2008) which placed more 
emphasis on employability in extra-curricular activities. Our participation map was also inspired by Astin 
(1984), who found that highly involved students, involved in extra-curricular activities, tend to have a better 
student experience. Mahoney, Cairns and Farmer (2007) have similarly explored how educational status is 
linked to positive changes in extra-curricular activity, participation and interpersonal. 

The benefit of activities, beyond those that are solely educational, have potential advantages  for 
employability (Stuart et al, 2009). Extra-curricular activity can have a significant influence on the transition 
process from university to the workplace, leading to better occupational status (Tchibozo, 2008). There are 
positive influences that may be explored in any activity a student is involved in. The influence of a Student 
Fellow who drives improvement of an academic programme may be seen to be similar in its impact on other 
students, as one who is captain of the cricket team, or a student organising a voluntary welfare event. With 
this in mind, the authors have created a tool to map and explore all student participations, engagements, 
opportunities and extra-curricular activities across a higher education institution (HEI). 

The Origins of the Student Participation Map
The Student Participation Map was initially created from a conversation about the variety and number of 
opportunities available for students to engage in at the University of Winchester. These opportunities had been 
seen in isolation in different departments and had yet to be viewed from a holistic perspective. The mapping 
displayed clearly how varied the engagement opportunities are for students in a university environment. Prior 
to the mapping exercise there was a hierarchical perception among senior leaders of student engagement 
initiatives, with those linked to educational engagement and student voice/representation considered more 
valuable than extra-curricular activities. The student engagement team felt it was important to widen the 
perceived benefits for all participation on campus and to reinforce the positive effects of all activity on the 
greater student experience (Lowe & Shaw, 2015). By looking at all activities holistically through a mapping 
exercise, the team could see how students were able engage from a vast array of different activities, all 
contributing to their student experience (See Figure 1: The Student Participation Map). 

The team categorised activities which students participated in as follows:

• Student Voice / Representation
• Educational Engagement
• University / Union Employment 
• Volunteering
• Sports and Societies 
• Social Experience
• (Lowe & Shaw, 2014)
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These activities could be seen to all contribute to the student experience and offer varied ways for students 
to engage in the university environment, depending on the individual student needs and interests. The roles 
within the sections are placed to broadly represent levels of engagement, through the levels of responsibility 
and time committed by the student involved. Through looking at the possible pathways students can 
take towards further and additional engagement(s), we could see how a student could engage in greater 
responsibility in the variety of sections. The Student Participation Map allows an institution to see the 
different ways students can engage in student participations, engagements, opportunities and extra-curricular 
activities at an institution, beyond their studies. 

Applications of the Student Participation Map
This map can be used as an activity to give a group of stakeholders an opportunity to gain different 
perspectives, begin discussions and to audit participations at an institution, informing strategic perspectives 
and decisions. To date, this activity has directly informed thinking around student engagement at the 
Universities of Winchester, Derby, London Metropolitan, Canterbury Christ Church, Edinburgh Napier  
and Newman. 

Figure 1: The Student Participation Map (Shaw & Lowe, 2015)

View full size map at: http://www.studentengagement.ac.uk/index.php/resources/react-
tools?download=15:shaw-lowe-winchester-su-participation-map-example
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Assessing numbers of students involved
Once an institution has mapped all of their extra-curricular activities into the sections, a further interesting 
step to take when looking at the map is to apply figures to each kind of participation. The numbers an 
institution can apply to the map are flexible depending on the analysis the institution wishes to complete.  
The numbers could correspond to the hours spent by a student, the number of staff dedicated to the 
engagement, the funding given or how many students are currently engaged in the opportunity. This can 
reveal some often surprising results. It can be used to make comparisons between the sections and show 
where the investment is in an institution’s engagement. For example, there could be more funding and staff 
time given to opportunities with fewer students involved than compared to others with larger numbers of 
students. When this perspective is taken, further questions can be asked about institutional preferences 
towards certain engagement initiatives. When using the numbers positively, an institution is able to see 
clearly how many different ways there are available for students to engage. 

Communicating opportunities
The map also enables students to have an awareness of the variety of engagement opportunities available to 
them at an institution. If deployed as a promotional tool for university engagement opportunities, it could be 
used to raise awareness to the student body to highlight the opportunities available to them in an institution. 
This would communicate to students how many different ways they can engage meaningfully in their 
university and how they can shape their university experience in a way that best suits their preference. For 
example, a student who is looking for ways to meet more people and engage in an environment conducive to 
socialising, can see all the various ways they can engage socially and through sports teams and societies. They 
can also see how they could progress towards levels of engagement with more responsibility in these sections 
as it is laid out visibly for them in each section. Another student might also be interested in a wide breadth of 
engagement in the university and use the map to see what could be available for them to get involved in. 

Accessibility
The map provides students with a useful tool to see every engagement opportunity available for them at 
the university. This can help students to have full knowledge of the existence of all the opportunities and see 
how they can take advantage of each section or see how they can engage widely in all sections. This would 
help students to be fully informed of the multitude of opportunities available to them at an institution and 
they are able to see clearly how they can get involved in their university, beyond studying on their degree 
programme. The map exemplifies the sheer quantity of student engagement opportunities for students at 
an institution, which works to amplify the overall quality of the student engagement experience available 
at the institution. For a student, the initial introduction to the university environment can be a daunting, 
alienating and isolating experience, with meeting new people, experiencing new systems and a whole new 
environment (Mann, 2001). With a map showing them all of the different ways they can engage in more than 
just their degree, they can see how they are able to meet a wider circle of people through these opportunities. 
The map could also be enhanced to contain the contact details, so a student is able to know who to speak to 
about what interests them. This could have a significant impact on their student experience, as they are able 
to see that they have a myriad of ways to engage with the wider university community to ease the sense of 
alienation they might initially feel. 

Employability
Through showing students the numerous and different ways to become involved in their institution, they 
are able to see the multitude of ways to enhance their CVs, which adheres to the employability agendas of 
universities. They can choose to engage further in one section, showing their commitment to a specific job 
they have in mind or they can show their broad engagement as a student who is involved with the wider 
student experience. For example, a student who is looking for a job in the sporting sector might look to 
complete further engagement under sport and societies to show their clear enthusiasm for responsibilities  
in this engagement section. 
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A shared perception of student engagement
Enabling communication between the disparate initiatives can lead to opportunities to share best practice 
between them. When using the map as a workshop at the University of Derby (Shaw & Lowe, 2016) one 
of the key issues that came up for the staff at the university when filling a blank map out, was a lack of 
knowledge of the other activities that were happening in different parts of the institution. Through gathering 
the information to fill the map out, staff are able to acquire the knowledge of all previously sporadic and 
isolated initiatives. The conversations that can be induced from opening up those channels of communication 
can lead to the sharing of best practice, whereby the convenor of an initiative is able to see the effective 
qualities of another opportunity and receive help on improving that quality on their own initiative. For 
example, a conversation between a Student Academic Representative and a Volunteering Co-ordinator could 
communicate ideas on promotion to attract more students to a student engagement initiative that is on a 
voluntary basis. The map helps to identify ‘student engagement’ as a phrase for staff and students through 
exemplification of what practise the phrase entails. This can build a frame of reference for staff and students, 
so they can see what student engagement is through referring it to the opportunities shown on the map.

Conclusions
The Student Participation Map has been developed to ignite conversations about the variety of participations, 
engagements, opportunities and extra-curricular activities available to students. This paper has explored 
possible applications of the map, however, the applications discussed are by no means exhaustive and 
there are further developments to be pursued. The Student Participation Map seeks to demonstrate that 
educational, sport/societies or volunteering, could also have some impact as outlined by HEA on the student 
experience at Winchester and could be viewed collectively by viewing Student engagement more holistically 
(Lowe, 2016). It is hoped that this tool allows colleagues from across the sector to look again at the students 
as: welfare campaigners, the sports team captains and Student Fellows, thinking wider of their activities’ 
potential influence on other students’ experience, the campus community and a University as a whole.  
The team would welcome any feedback about the map, as they are continuously developing it for sector use.
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Abstract
This article explores the literature on personal tutoring in the context of mass higher education. Described as 
a ‘system in crisis’ (Grant 2006), personal tutoring is generally under-resourced across the sector, often relying 
on the goodwill of academics extending their efforts over and above normal workloads. It lacks status among 
academics, who face competing pressures to publish and teach in the midst of increasing administrative loads. 
Yet it is vital to student success, with evidence demonstrating clear impacts on retention, sense of belonging 
and student confidence. This article explores various models of personal tutoring, and provides evidence 
of the benefits to students, where structured systems of personal tutoring have been implemented. These 
benefits include both financial benefits to universities who retain a higher proportion of students beyond first 
year, and personal benefits of well-being, belonging and achievement for students. The article concludes by 
proposing that universities develop robust, systemic personal tutoring systems resourced by appropriately 
trained academics.  

Keywords: Personal tutoring; student achievement; retention; sense of belonging.

Introduction
Historically, personal tutoring has been integral to supporting students through Higher Education (HE). 
However, since 2000 many universities have abandoned their personal tutoring systems (Thomas 2011) as a 
result of mass higher education, deteriorating staff-student ratios, diminishing contact hours and increased 
pressure to produce research (Lindsay 2011, p.5). Personal tutoring remains a “system in crisis” (Grant 2006, 
p.11), ten years on from it being described in this way. 

Over the same period the HE student body has also changed. The new generation of 18-25 year old 
students is generally less mature, less independent and needier than their predecessors (Arnett 2000).  As a 
consequence of the widening participation agenda, many more students are attending university than ever 
before. It is well documented that first generation, mature, disabled and minority students have increased the 
breadth of student needs and often require more support to succeed at university (Owen 2002; Thomas 2006; 
Gorard et al. 2006; Stephen et al. 2008; Luck 2010; Braine and Parnell 2011; Lindsay 2011; Small 2013). 

In recent years, changes in student fees, UCAS application caps and the introduction of the Teaching 
Excellence Framework (TEF), have led to HEIs placing more attention than ever before on student applications, 
conversions, retention, progression, performance, employability and satisfaction. For many, this has provided 
the impetus to put personal tutoring back at the heart of the student experience.

Research indicates that there is a real and immediate need for every student to have regular and focused 
access to a personal tutor as a core part of their HE experience. Reliable integrated personal tutoring systems 
ensure that students are known, tracked and supported throughout their academic, personal and professional 
development (Owen 2002; Braine and Parnell 2011).

Students regard high quality personal tutoring as a right in consumer-driven UK higher education, whether or 
not academics agree with this market-driven philosophy of higher education. The National Union of Students 
(NUS) Charter on personal tutoring outlines students’ expectations, as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: NUS Charter on Personal Tutoring (2011)

All students should be entitled to a named personal tutor.

All students should meet their tutor at least once a term.

Staff should be given training on being an effective personal tutor.

There should be institution wide procedures for personal tutoring.

Staff and students should set mutual expectations.

The personal tutoring system should be adaptive to student’s needs.

Personal tutoring should support both academic and personal development.

Understanding assessment feedback should be integrated into personal tutoring.

Personal tutoring should be recognised in staff reward and recognition schemes.

Personal tutoring should make full use of appropriate new technologies.

This article outlines the nature of personal tutoring, conflicting roles of tutors, best practice, and challenges to 
embedding personal tutoring systems. Finally, it makes a case for personal tutoring as a vital element in the 
student learning experience.  

Defining Personal Tutors
Personal tutoring is poorly defined, meaning different things to different people (Coyle-Rogers and Cramer 
2005; Por and Barriball 2008, Braine and Parnell 2011). Poor definitions contribute to role ambiguity, conflict 
and reduced impact.

The role of the personal tutor is multifaceted, extending beyond advising on academic matters (Owen 2002; 
Myers 2008; Small 2013; Ross et al. 2014). In most contemporary definitions there are at least three core roles 
undertaken by the personal tutor but authors use a range of terms to describe these roles. The first involves 
academic support (Gidman 2001; Myers 2008; Small 2013; Ross et al. 2014). Phillips (1994) also refers to this 
as the teaching role. The second is that of pastoral support (Gidman 2001; Myers 2008), and is also referred to 
as counselling (Phillips 1994). The third relates to professional support (Myers 2008; Small 2013). This duty is 
also referred to as the clinical role (Gidman 2001; Ross et al. 2014).

There are many roles that the personal tutor performs including: friend, adviser, critic, and academic assessor 
(Wheeler and Birtle 1993; Por and Barriball 2008; Gotian 2016). Performing multiple roles can lead to 
‘inherent tension’ (Putsche et al. 2008). The wide-ranging roles of personal tutors expose potential conflicts 
and tensions. Wheeler and Bertle (1993, p.23) outlined five roles of the personal tutor, namely to:

1. Facilitate the personal development of their tutees. 
2. Monitor the progress of their tutees.
3. Provide a link between the student and the university authorities. 
4. Be a responsible adult within the organization, in whom the student can confide. 
5. Intervene with university authorities on behalf of their tutees.

Within these five roles, the personal tutor may be both the person who nurtures students’ personal growth, 
and the person policing their engagement, attendance and participation. Similarly, the personal tutor provides 
a link with university authorities but may also have to intervene on a student’s behalf, potentially confronting 
authorities. Table 2 provides a comprehensive overview of all the roles a personal tutor might play. It 
summarises the range of academic, pastoral and professional support personal tutors provide to students, 
based on research by Owen (2002); Braine & Parnell (2011); Small (2013) and McFarlane (2016).
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Table 2: Tasks associated with personal tutoring

Academic Pastoral Professional 

Monitor attendance 
Monitor progress
Help with study skills
Engage students in learning 
Encourage extra-curricular 
activity
Support learning needs
Communicate policies and 
procedures
Support personal development 
planning
Facilitate reflective skills 
Signpost to appropriate support 
services

Listen and provide help and advice 
relating to personal problems
Be there as a critical friend
Referral to support agencies
Help with identifying solutions to 
problems
Facilitate and nurture personal 
growth

Bridge theory and practice
Guidance future study and career 
planning
Support students to work within 
professional guidelines and 
boundaries
Develop professional 
competencies 
Role model best practice 
Help students make the link 
between academic learning and 
employment

The wide-ranging nature of personal tutoring has led scholars to categorise types of personal tutoring, 
developing models and frameworks for understanding the different approaches to delivering personal tutoring.

Defining personal tutor systems 
Earwaker (1992) identified three distinct models of personal tutoring delivery: pastoral, professional and 
curriculum. The pastoral model is a traditional approach in which academics are assigned a number of 
students to mentor in their own time. The professional model uses trained staff as full-time personal tutors, 
often located in a central student support hub. The curriculum model is delivered by academics but the 
personal tutoring is timetabled into the curriculum as part of a unit or module. McFarlane (2016, p.78) also 
identifies that some universities have adopted a hybrid of the three approaches. 

Each of these models has strengths and weaknesses. With mass higher education, the traditional pastoral 
model has come under increased strain. Myers (2008) notes that the personal tutor’s role has declined as 
higher education has expanded and access to personal relationships with staff has become restricted. Many 
academics report amplified pressure from increased teaching, administration and research demands, which in 
turn have left little time to support students’ pastoral needs. Widening participation has left many personal 
tutors feeling overstretched and further out of their depth (Lindsey 2011). As a result, traditional personal 
tutoring in many universities has become inconsistent, unreliable and often inequitable. 

Rather than adequately resourcing the pastoral model, a number of universities have tackled this by removing 
personal tutoring from academics and directing all student support to a ‘one stop shop’ of professional 
advisors and a series of ancillary academic and study skill resources. This professional model does remove 
pressure from academics and frees academics to focus on teaching and research (Myers 2008, p.610), 
however is not without flaws. It is criticised by Smith (2007) and Myers (2008, p.610) as an attempt to “deskill 
and de-professionalise academics” whilst cutting costs by recruiting cheaper staff to support student needs. 
Watts (2011, p.3) provides evidence that students’ preferred point of contact is with a known personal tutor 
rather than with a stranger. 

The curriculum approach guarantees time for personal tutors and students to work together, which helps build 
better relationships (Owen 2002; Stevenson 2006; Riddell and Bates 2010). The curriculum model ranges from 
being separate from teaching to being fully integrated into the curriculum and its delivery (Warren 2002). 
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One negative aspect of the curriculum model is that it can reduce the academic content of courses, and when 
linked to an assessment can become task rather than process-focused, with commitment tapering off when 
the task is over (Savory 2008).

Key elements in effective personal tutoring
The most important variable in the success of personal tutoring schemes is the quality of the personal tutor 
(McFarlane 2016). There are as many styles of personal tutoring as there are personal tutors, so it is difficult 
to distil definitions of quality.  However there are some attributes that transcend individual differences. Race 
(2010) found that the most frequently cited qualities were: knowledge of the subject, awareness of student 
support services and student needs; basic counselling skills; and approachability.

The relationship between tutor and tutee is vital (Stephen et al. 2008).  Attwood (2009, p.33) describes 
personal tutoring in UK universities as distinctive, saying that it is an “intimate pedagogical relationship 
between students and academics that sets UK universities apart from the rest of the world”. Close personal 
tutor relationships have been shown to enhance students’ sense of security, continuity, achievement, 
belonging, purpose, and significance (Ross et al. 2014).

Stephen (2008) discusses the two-way relationship between tutors and tutees, indicating that students 
generally recognise that they have a role to play in fostering healthy and strong relationships with their 
personal tutors. Dobinson Harrington (2006) advises that tutees need to become more professional and more 
independent to get the most out of personal tutor relationships. Specifically, she highlights the need for tutees 
to take responsibility for their learning and develop communication skills.

Research on tutor-student relations has identified how successful relationships are built on effort and 
commitment, good communication, shared power, a feeling of safety and security, supportiveness, inclusivity, 
equality, trust, a sense of being valued, genuine interest and care, reliability, consistency, approachability 
and availability (Owen 2002; Wilcox et al. 2005; Dobinson-Harrington 2006; Putsche et al. 2008; Stephen 
et al. 2008; Braine and Parnell 2011; Small 2013; Ross et al. 2014; van Hooff and Westall 2016). Vinson and 
colleagues (2010, p.140) reported in their study on transitions that there were differences in personal tutor 
commitment and enthusiasm which may have influenced student engagement. 

Proposals to strengthen the relationship include matching tutees and tutors based on experience, goals, 
teaching groups, and likes and dislikes. However, this is not always practical and can be time consuming and 
challenging (van Hooff and Westall 2016; Martinez and Knox 2015). Contrary to expectations Owen (2002) 
reported that the age and gender of the tutor were not important. However, it is well documented that prior 
knowledge of a tutor is an important factor. Students favour being taught by the tutor or meeting them 
“without a problem” before they feel comfortable in meeting their tutor to discuss a problem (Van Hoof & 
Westall 2016; Owen 2002). Students were more likely to attend meetings with known tutors with a lack of 
familiarity being a significant barrier to building a successful relationship (Ibid 2016). Students prefer to retain 
the same personal tutor throughout their university journey (Owen 2002). 

Communication is a key ingredient of any personal tutoring relationship (Putsche et al. 2008; Edwards 
2013). In a study on a personal tutoring system for computer students, Edwards (2013) identified that 
communication between personal tutors and students was a major issue and a significant cause of the 
breakdown of relationships. Putsche et al. (2008, p.520) reported that “blanket email messages normally 
resulted in few responses, while nearly all participants responded to individual, more personalized messages”.

Dobinson-Harrington (2006, p.39) identified unrealistic student expectations as a problem.  She noted that 
some students believed that the personal tutor was “a resource that should be readily available to support 
and assist them if and when required” (ibid. p.40). Similarly, Owen (2002) identified a common gap in 
expectations between students and tutors around availability. Staff reported that they were often available 
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for students but students reported staff were difficult to contact especially when the student had a pressing 
problem and wanted an immediate tutorial. In order for the relationship to work research has highlighted the 
need for clarity around the role of the personal tutor, including management of expectations and setting clear 
and appropriate boundaries (Putsche et al. 2008; Gardner and Lane 2010; Lindsay 2011).  

Personal tutoring systems operate on a continuum from reactivity to proactivity. At one extreme personal 
tutoring operates on an ‘as required’ open door policy, whilst at the other end, students have a systematic  
and deliberate programme of timetabled sessions. Reactive tutoring responds to issues where the student 
may feel they have lost control, whereas proactive tutoring seeks to prevent the situation from even arising 
(Lindsay 2011).

Proactive tutoring provides structured support for students and focuses on achieving student outcomes 
(Braine and Parnell 2011; van Hooff and Westall 2016). Structured systems have been shown to positively 
affect self-esteem, coping and reduce stress levels of students (Gammon and Morgan-Samiel, 2005). In 
Putsche et al.’s (2008), study, tutors and tutees met on average between two and four hours per month. Time 
constraints were resolved by having breakfast and lunch meetings and this was facilitated by a university-
wide programme that gave staff a certain number of free lunches to meet with students each month.

Regular tutorial meetings are one aspect of a more structured approach. Another is that the content of 
meetings is rich in data about students’ progress and learning journeys. Students themselves want closer 
monitoring and feedback on their performance and progress (Stephen et al. 2008; Watts 2011). Personal 
Development Planning (PDP) provides scope for students to reflect on their own knowledge, understanding 
and skills and assists them in setting goals to scaffold self-learning (Small 2013). PDP may be strengthened by 
learner analytics data such as attendance, grades, library usage, VLE usage (De Quincey and Stoneham 2015) 
as well as and third person feedback from results, assessment feedback, references from placements, and 
peer feedback (Braine and Parnell 2011). This aspect of personal tutoring is important for identifying ‘at risk’ 
students, perhaps even before the student is aware there is a problem. 

Arguments for implementing personal tutoring
There are many benefits of personal tutoring, both to the university and to individual students (Putsche et 
al. 2008). Universities have a clear moral duty to support students throughout their journey, but there are 
also strong economic justifications for supporting students through their student journeys. Student fees are 
the main source of funding for UK universities, so it is in the interest of each university to do everything in 
its power to maximise recruitment, retention, achievement and satisfaction of students (Thomas 2011; Ross 
et al. 2014). Effective personal tutoring is a key tool in this regard (Thomas 2012, p.1; Ross et al. 2014; van 
Hooff and Westall 2016). First year students are particularly vulnerable and personal tutors are vital in helping 
students make the transition to university life (Vinson et al. 2010, Small 2013). They help them adjust to living 
away from home for the first time and guide them through the many financial, social and personal challenges 
associated with independence.  

According to Thomas (2012, p.4), 8% of students withdraw from higher education in their first year, while 
between 33% and 42% of students think about withdrawing. At the Open University, personal tutoring 
has increased retention by 5% (Usman 2011) and at Oxford Brookes University retention has improved by 
10% (Thomas 2012, p.1). According to Lindsay (2011) the improvement in retention at the Open University 
generated a 550% return for their investment in personal tutoring. Similar results have been found in 
Australia, as the result of a mentoring scheme at the University of Notre Dame (Maher and Macallister 2013). 
When students are worth up to £9000 each per year and personal tutoring schemes can return up to a 20% 
improvement in retention “can you [universities] afford not to have a personal tutoring system?” (Thomas 
2012, p.1)
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The economic return is one argument for personal tutoring. But a more substantial and value-based argument 
is that students matter as people, and that universities have a duty of care, particularly in a mass higher 
education system. The relationships forged between personal tutors and their tutees makes students feel 
cared for and valued (Christie et al. 2004; Ross et al. 2014; McFarlane 2016), less isolated (Hixenbaugh 2006; 
Braine and Parnell 2011; Small 2013; Maher and Macallister 2013) and increases sense of belonging (Yorke 
2004; Evans 2012; Ross et al. 2014).

Personal tutoring is not just a safety net for failing students. It is as important for pushing the more able 
and engaged students (Ross et al. 2014; McFarlane 2016). It is the perfect platform to review progress and 
feedback on academic work (Braine and Parnell 2011; Small 2013); scaffold learning in a safe and supportive 
environment (Watts 2011, p.3); enhance awareness and development of gaps in knowledge and skills (Stephen 
et al. 2008).

While there are clear institutional and pedagogical benefits of personal tutoring, challenges in implementing 
good systems abound (Evans 2012, p.36). In the next section, I will outline the three main areas of challenge 
to implementing personal tutoring systems.

Challenges of implementation
The literature suggests three main areas of challenge in contemporary higher education in the UK. The first 
is about student expectations of the system, particular within a consumer model of HE. The second is linked 
to staff roles, their diverse and ever-increasing workloads, and capacity to be effective. Finally, institutional 
commitment and investment in personal tutoring is a key challenge in financially difficult times. 
Student expectations are evident from complaints which highlight lack of access to help and advice when 
required; lack of time with personal tutors; lack of staff understanding or competence about the role; too 
rigid a system, and a lack of proactive approaches to student development (Neville 2007; Putsche et al. 2008; 
Braine and Parnell 2011; Lindsay 2011; Elizov et al. 2014). Student Unions have used the National Student 
Survey to put pressure on universities to improve personal tutoring (Ramsden, P.et al. 2010, p.84). A survey of 
929 pre-registration nurses about their perceptions of personal tutors identified three key recommendations 
for improvement (Braine and Parnell 2011). These were: more academic advice; more help with study skills; 
and more group tutorials. Notably, these recommendations position tutoring as an academic responsibility, 
but also provide a cost-effective way forward by using group tutorials.  

Student expectations are not uniform. A ‘one size fits all’ approach is particularly inappropriate in relation 
to students’ development through the passage of an undergraduate degree. Brooman and Darwent (2014) 
and Macaskill and Taylor (2010) identify that independent learning is connected to academic success at 
university and that universities expect more autonomous self-study. Many students do not have the skills and 
metacognition to become independent learners when they start university. First year students require higher 
levels of contact and support (Leathwood and O’Connell 2003) but as they learn to be more independent the 
tutor’s role may diminish. This has implications for how systems are resourced.

The second area of challenge is linked to staff: their capability, workloads and how to respond to the diverse 
and complex array of support required by students. Academic tutors face difficulties balancing pastoral and 
academic roles; finding clarity about the personal tutor role; accessing training; knowing whether they are 
effective in the role; and knowing when to refer a student (Lindsay 2011; McFarlane 2016). Research indicates 
that many often feel isolated, overburdened, under-resourced, unrecognised and unrewarded (Dobinson-
Harrington 2006; Por and Barriball 2008; Lindsay 2011).

One significant problem in the context of weakly structured personal tutoring systems is that they may rely 
on the “goodwill of individual members of staff” (Owen, 2002 p.20). In this situation, academics face stark 
choices: accept the extra work hours or accept the guilt associated with letting down tutees (Barlow and 
Antoniou 2007). An associated issue is the huge variance in the number of students each tutor supervises and 
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the number of times they meet formally. The planned experience of personal tutoring may differ markedly 
from the lived experience. While most universities insist that all staff undertake a personal tutor role, not 
all tutors meet the personal tutoring needs of students equally, both in time and quality of interaction 
(McFarlane 2016). 

Many universities offer some training to ensure that staff gain the necessary skills (Lindsay 2011; NUS 
2011; Sandilands 2011). However, in Owen’s study (2002) many teaching academics felt that the did not 
require training on the grounds that tutoring and teaching are part of the same skill set. In contrast, Elizov 
et al. (2014) believes that mentors are made and not born. Similarly, McFarlane (2016) reported the tutors 
in her study did not get enough training and consequently were unclear about the role and especially role 
boundaries. Training is especially important for new lecturers. Ridley (2006) and Small (2013) highlight that 
for new tutors one of the biggest challenges is getting the balance between being available for tutees and 
being overwhelmed by giving too much support. McFarlane makes a strong case for training to be part of all 
academics’ continuing professional development (Ibid. 2016).

A particularly difficult area of personal tutoring is coping with shocking disclosures (i.e. self-harm, suicide 
attempts, sexual abuse). Whilst this is a relatively rare event, it may leave staff feeling “exhausted, paralysed 
and unable to function” (Luck 2010, p.282). Training and preparation for such shocking revelations, specifically 
discussions about the role of the personal tutor, boundaries and referrals, is vital for staff wellbeing  
(Luck 2010).

While the evidence suggests that high quality personal tutoring systems save money for universities through 
better retention, the cost of personal tutoring remains a significant challenge. Dobinson-Harrington (2006, 
p.39) argues that this cost has often been borne by the tutor. She states “for personal tutors to excel in their 
role they tended to have to work extra hours and therefore achieve success in the role at personal expense.” 
A number of universities have attempted to fill the gap with: peer tutoring (Bowman-Perrott et al. 2013; 
Burgess, McGregor and Mellis 2014); online self-help resources, intelligent tutoring systems, (Vaessen, Prins 
and Jeuring 2014; Sottilare 2015) and e-tutoring schemes (Denis et al. 2004; Goold et al. 2010; Walsh 2012) 
all of which are good but none of which are a suitable substitute for a robust face-to-face academic led 
personal tutoring system.

Discussion
This article has used evidence from the literature to highlight inconsistent provision of personal tutoring 
across universities in the UK, and to demonstrate the vital need for robust, structured and well-resourced 
systems.  Arguments for high quality personal tutoring systems make good financial sense, and demonstrate 
the duty of care which universities have for students. 

With recent changes in fees and application caps, students have become more discerning and will vote with their 
feet. In the 2016 HEPI report UK student perceptions of ‘good value for money’ fell from 53% in 2012 to 37%. 
Neves and Hillman (2016) identify that there is a clear correlation between contact hours and students’ perceptions 
of ‘good value for money’. Universities which fail to meet the challenge will struggle to survive. Whilst personal 
tutoring may not be the panacea for all the problems in HE, the evidence suggests it is a good start.

There are challenges to putting in place effective personal tutoring systems but with imagination and a 
genuine commitment to personal tutoring, these are surmountable. The need for investment is offset by the 
potential gains in retention and student satisfaction. Personal tutoring is not just a safety net to catch failing 
students, but has the capacity to bolster high achieving students’ performance. In the context of the Teaching 
Excellence Framework, helping students to learn through one-to-one or small group support is likely to 
contribute to overall excellence. In the words of Thomas (2012), can universities afford not to have a personal 
tutoring system? 
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Approaches to student retention and implications  
for practice

Verity Bird
School of Art, Design and Fashion, Southampton Solent University

Contact: verity.bird@solent.ac.uk 

Abstract
Southampton Solent University (SSU) puts widening participation at the heart of its activities. This includes 
students from non-traditional backgrounds (social and ethnic) in higher education, students with disabilities 
and overseas students.  Benchmark targets for retention are based on students’ background. In reviewing 
the literature around student retention and success, the author identified three clear approaches to the issue 
which mirror Biggs and Tang’s (2011) three focus levels relating to student learning. At Level One, the focus is 
on what the institution is. At Level Two, the focus shifts onto what the student does, so student engagement 
is monitored and students who are not engaging are followed up with a view to improving their outcomes.  
Recent research shows a Level Two focus to be ineffective in improving student outcomes. The Level Three 
focus, what the institution does, gives the best outcomes by addressing the needs of the whole student body.  
The author draws implications of these three approaches for policy and practice at SSU.

Keywords: retention; engagement; student focused pedagogy; best practice.

Background and context
This paper arises out of research for Southampton Solent University’s MA in Professional Practice, into the 
range and effectiveness of retention strategies within the University. Anecdotal evidence suggested that a 
variety of approaches were in use, but that it was not known which are the most effective.  It was this lack of 
clarity that the study sought to shed some light on. My research objectives were to:

• Comprehensively review existing research into effective approaches for student retention at  
Level 4 (first year).

• Establish the range of approaches across a range of courses within SSU, comparing these with 
known best-practice.

• Compare student progression rates with the alignment of course approaches to best-practice.
• 

In this article I will focus on the theory, literature and implications for Southampton Solent University. 
SSU’s mission statement of 2015 puts widening participation in the form of social mobility, together with 
internationalism, at the heart of the university’s activities:

We are dedicated to the pursuit of excellent university education that enables learners from 
all backgrounds to become enterprising citizens and responsible leaders, while also promoting 
economic and social prosperity for the communities we serve (SSU 2015a, p4).
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The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) (2015a) identifies three clear strands in widening 
participation: 

• Increasing the participation of students from disadvantaged communities, ensuring equality of 
access to higher education (HE);

• Support for students with disabilities;
• Understanding variation in success rates for students from different ethnic groups. 

These priorities are mirrored in the current SSU strategy, which raises the issue of widening participation in 
three key areas:

• Social justice and social mobility: students from non-traditional backgrounds (SSU 2015a, p5);
• International relations: increasing our international student numbers and building sustainable 

international partnerships (SSU 2015a, p6);
• Attracting mature learners through introducing different modes of learning (SSU 2015b).

A review of HESA data on widening participation shows how SSU compares with the England average on 
certain indicators, and our position relative to the 121 HEIs who returned HESA data.

Table 1: Widening participation indicators, 2014/15 (HESA 2016c)

Widening participation indicator England 
average

Sector 
highest

SSU Position out 
of 121

Entrants from state schools 89% 99.7% 97% 33rd

Social class 4 to 7 32.8% 54.4% 36.5% 52nd

Low participation neighbourhoods 10.9% 27.9% 14.7% 27th

Defining the terms
Social mobility and widening participation
Crosling et al. (2008) discuss increasingly poor retention rates.  At the core of this is the growing diversity of 
the student population, caused by increasing the numbers of students accessing HE, including both non-
traditional and international students. Non-traditional students are identified as:

• Low income or economic status groups (socio-economic classifications 4 to 7); 
• Students from families with no history of HE;
• Students from areas with low history of participation in HE;
• Disabled students;
• Mature students (21 and older);
• Students from minority ethnic groups; 
• Low A level grades (two grade Ds) compared to high grades (three grade As); this is particularly  

an issue for full time students (Crosling et al 2008, p18; NAO 2007).

It is not uncommon for a range of issues to apply to a student, because neighbourhoods showing higher levels 
of deprivation may, for example, be the locations where populations of migrants tend to congregate because 
living costs are relatively lower.

Non-continuation in UK HEIs
Concerns about student success and retention are ongoing issues in the UK HE sector.  The National Audit 
Office (NAO) reported the issue in 2002, with a further comprehensive study in 2007.  This 2007 report raises 
the twin issues of the HE sector seeking to increase and widen participation to include more students from 
under-represented groups in HE, and also to “bear down on non-completion” (NAO 2007, p7).   
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The NAO report distinguishes between completion, i.e. students who complete the whole course of study, 
and continuation, which is where students progress into the next year of study.  In 2004/5 continuation rates 
at the end of the first year in the majority of HEIs varied between 85% and 96%.  In 2012/13 the equivalent 
figures (rounded) were between 87% and 98% continuation (HESA 2015a), showing some improvement in the 
intervening period.

The reasons that students cite for not progressing into the second year of study has been the subject of 
numerous research projects, summarised in NAO (2007). The main factors are represented in a diagram of 
linked circles as many factors in student non-continuation are related:

Many of these reasons are related to the issue of the increasing diversity of the student body, however it 
cannot be assumed that discontinuation occurs because of the students’ lack of ability or motivation (Crosling 
et al 2008, p2).

Recognised good practice in improving student success
The Higher Education Academy (HEA) identifies four broad approaches called ‘work streams’ to improve 
student retention and success. These are programmes of integrated strategic, practical support and 
professional development that support the enhancement activities of HE providers at all levels. The work 
streams address student transitions, curriculum design, innovative pedagogies and staff transitions.  The work 
stream which relates most closely to retention is student transitions, which focuses on:

• Inclusivity
• Flexibility
• Widening access
• Equality and diversity
• Exploring retention and student mobility
• Examining the impact of policy reform (HEA 2015a).  

The issues which are most likely to give rise to higher than desirable rates of non-continuation are linked 
to widening participation and diversity (NAO, 2007).  It is not surprising, therefore, that a key piece of HEA 
research, commencing in 2008 and now in its second phase (running from 2012 to 2016), is the ‘What works:  
Student retention and success programme’ (HEA 2015b).

Exploring student learning through three focus levels
In reviewing the literature around student retention and success, the author identified three clear approaches 
to the issue, which mirror Biggs and Tang’s three focus levels relating to student learning.

Personal
reasons

Financial
reasons

Lack of
preparedness

Lack of
integration 

in HE

Better
opportunity
elsewhere

Wrong choice
of course
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Features of a Level One focus: What the HEI is
From this focus, retention is shaped by the student demographic, so there is little that can be done to address 
issues other than improving the demographic, for example by increasing entry tariffs.  This issue is discussed 
early in Kalsbeek (2013, p8): “graduation rates are institutional attributes as much as they are institutional 
accomplishments and are largely a function of institutional and student profile”.  A review of the issue of a 
market-centred perspective concludes that graduation rates are more dependent on what the institution is 
than what it does (Kalsbeek and Zucker 2013, p15).  This thinking goes at least as far back as Tinto (cited in 
Kalsbeek and Zucker 2013, p15), where the importance of the influence of institutional characteristics are 
considered.  Retention rates for a given HEI are highly predictable, taking account of the institution and its 
student profile. 
 
The HESA benchmarks (2015a and 2016a) clearly start from this premise, however, actual continuation rates 
vary significantly.  Taking the range of HEIs with a benchmark of SSU +/- 1% in HESA 2016a, there is more 
than 8% variation between the best performing HEI (with 5.7% of students no longer in HE after Level 4) and 
the worst (13.8% no longer in HE), so the worst performer has nearly three times the non-continuation rate of 
the best.  

If a focus Level One perspective were sufficient to explain retention, then such a wide range relative to 
benchmark should not occur.  This demonstrates clearly that other factors must also be important here.  
Fortunately, consideration and discussion of student continuation and success has progressed beyond this 
perspective.

Features of a Level Two focus: What the student does
A Level Two focus looks primarily at ‘what the student does’, i.e. if a student fails to engage then steps should 
be taken to improve that student’s engagement, which will lead to student success.  For example, Spittle 
(2013) refers to the tendency to put student-specific interventions in place to encourage better attendance 
and engagement and hence increase the probability of individual success.  Similarly, according to Kalsbeek 
(2013, p10) the typical approach to retention is focused around identifying ‘at risk’ students based on a range 
of factors.  

Thunborg et al. (2011) use a biographical approach to explore the motives of students to enter HE allied to 
their outcomes, addressing students’ prior experience and differing perspectives as considered in depth by 
Prosser and Trigwell (1999). Six core motives for entering HE were aligned with students’ commitment levels.  
Thunborg et al. (2011) identified that motivation is closely aligned with retention, appearing to suggest an 
individual focus. 
 
Biggs and Tang’s (2011) consideration of motivation focuses on the impact of effective teaching on 
engagement, ensuring that academic activities are meaningful, worthwhile and achievable.  “Students like 
Robert resort to surface learning strategies to avoid becoming involved.  It doesn’t help to say that Robert 
is ‘unmotivated’.  Of course he is; that’s the problem,” (p34).  The ‘Roberts’ may be the main beneficiaries of 
such approaches, however, the benefits are not limited to ‘Robert’ alone.

Some of the literature around retention and success supports an approach that addresses the individual, for 
example Tinto (2008) focuses on students who enter college from low income backgrounds, and who are 
particularly under-prepared academically.  He has demonstrated that academic needs can be addressed to 
enhance persistence; this is supported by the wide variation from benchmark expectations in HESA 2015a 
and 2016a.  At first reading this appears to suggest that an approach centred on the individual is appropriate.  
However, he goes on to argue that many institutions have been unwilling to change current practices and 
move beyond the provision of marginal add-on support which does little more than tinker at the edges of 
the core problem (Tinto 2008, p6).  This perspective is reinforced by Kalsbeek (2013, p11) who reviews the 
disproportionately large amount of individualised effort that goes into the unmotivated group, with retention 
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action focused on individual outcomes.  Like Tinto, Kalsbeek considers that a focus on the ‘statistical outliers’, 
individual students considered at risk, is unlikely to affect aggregate outcomes of the HEI.

Consideration of the reasons for students failing to progress identified in NAO (2007) shows that few of these 
are related solely or even primarily to attributes of the individual student.  Considering personal reasons: 
ill health, homesickness and home/study balance (carers), only the first and last are solely attributes of the 
individual – if the health issues relate to mental health, even this may have an institutional aspect to it.  
Financial issues are likely to be more individualised and it is considered that some of these, such as delays 
and limitations of funding, may be exacerbated by punitive regimes which deny students access to university 
facilities such as learning resources and the library if fees are paid later than the university considers 
reasonable.

The message that comes out of the literature is that a focus on the individual student is very unlikely to be 
the most effective way to achieve significant improvements in student success.  In exploring the literature, no 
sources suggest the opposite is the case, yet much of the work that goes into retention generally appears to 
be at a Level Two focus.

Features of a Level Three focus: What the HEI does
Most of the literature focuses on institutional approaches – what the HEI does – as the driver for leveraging 
improvements in retention and progression, and specifically does not focus on the individual ‘failing’ student.  
As part of the HEA ‘What Works’ investigation into student retention and success, Morey and Robbins (2011, 
p22) investigated approaches to individual student support at the University of Reading and Oxford Brookes 
University.  The aspect under consideration at Reading was an existing, successful approach to retention.  
However, as this study developed, the decision was taken to move away from looking at students considered 
to be at risk of early withdrawal, because a close examination of the data tended to reveal that these students 
were not necessarily the ones who would subsequently leave.  Instead, the focus of investigation shifted to 
the experience of the first years as a wider group, on the basis that this would be more likely to produce useful 
data for the project, the wider ‘What Works’ programme, and the sector.

Thomas (2011, p22) summarises the core principles that should inform the planning of interventions and 
approaches for success as:

• Mainstream – embedded into the culture and curriculum to ensure that all students participate 
and benefit;

• Proactive in engaging students rather than reliant on student motivation for engagement;
• Relevant with future goals and the benefit of participation explicit to students;
• Well-timed and in a suitable format to engage a wide range of students with varying needs and  

at a time relevant to the point at which students will benefit from the activity;
• Collaborative – including interfacing with other students as well as staff;
• Monitored to ensure students engage effectively with follow-up action if there is cause  

for concern.

The core premise of Kalsbeek et al (2013, p11) is that to be the most effective, a strategy for improving 
retention needs to address institutional issues. The focus is on:

• Profile – grounding approaches to retention strategy in the institutional goals;
• Progress – focusing on the quality of outcomes not simply the quantity of students retained;
• Process – implementing policies to positively affect the broadest range of students;
• Promise – aligning the focus on student outcomes to institutional goals and the ‘brand promise’.

While an institutional focus appears to be at odds with other core approaches to retention, the central idea in 
Crosling et al (2008), that learning and teaching strategies are crucial to encourage student success, is entirely 
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aligned with this approach.  Organisational policy and management activity also make a contribution (ibid). 
Andrews et al (2012, p5) provide examples of institutional strategies which aid retention and success, all of 
which are geared to the institution rather than the individual:

• Pre-entry and induction – students need to be informed and expectations managed;
• Learning and teaching;
• Friendship and peer support – aiding student transition into HE;
• Participation and belonging within the university learning environment;
• Using data to enhance the student experience – development of course components and 

adequate study support;
• Strategic change to enhance the student experience.

Implications of the literature
The ‘What Works’ study (Thomas, 2012) and most of the  literature suggests that the greatest benefits are 
derived from policies which focus, not on students deemed to be ‘at risk’, but on the whole cohort of students.  
This aligns with the three levels in Biggs and Tang (2011), which prioritise institutional frameworks, policies 
and practices. In this section, I will draw out implications of these findings for Learning and Teaching and for 
wider policies and practices at SSU.

Use research and theory to develop institutional strategies
Academic people are (or should be) by definition, thinkers.  A prescriptive institutional approach to policies 
of this sort might preclude and stifle innovative developments suited to individual courses.  Yet the most 
successful approaches to retention appear to be the places in the organisation where exactly this is done.  
The Level Three focus in Biggs and Tang (2011) is not about being prescriptive though. It is about developing 
knowledge and understanding of current best practice, with examples from the research of effective retention 
strategies. This is a better way forward.

While a prescriptive, ‘one size fits all’ approach would, therefore, be unlikely to work across the board, to 
be able to apply best practice (whether written down as policy or not), it is essential to understand the 
underpinning theory and evidence of efficacy. 
 
Investigate SSU data to find best practice
Use available data to identify courses in SSU with the best rates for student retention, and explore the 
approaches taken by these courses.  It would be particularly interesting to investigate courses which have 
shown a sudden improvement, which is consistently carried forward. Tasking a working group to conduct data 
mining in conjunction with the Strategic Development and Policy Unit and developing relationships with other 
HEIs with a similar demographic to understand strategies which work would contribute to a stronger evidence 
based culture, both from an internal and sector perspective. This data analysis and research might help to 
develop guidance for staff with responsibilities for recruitment, retention, course development, pastoral care, 
student support and so on. IT would also feed into the policy environment at SSU.
 
Investigate the relationship between satisfaction and retention
Investigate whether there is any alignment between sound retention rates in courses, and in their NSS scores. 
Where courses are struggling with retention, follow up at Level 5 to find out what aspects of the student 
experience have been successful, and where they felt they faced particular challenges at Level 4 – across the 
whole of their university experience – which early intervention might be able to resolve.

Forum for sharing good practice
A forum for sharing best practice could start to dispel some of misconceptions founded on individual 
approaches (Level Two) which contain elements of blaming the student.  This forum could be both online as 
part of the work of SLTI’s Instructional Design team, or be generated through engaging in the CPD workshops 
which are part of SLTI. 
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Disseminate information about ‘What Works’
It would be comparatively easy to organise an away day or similar with the specific objective of sharing good 
practice in relation to approaches to improved retention, picking up on the themes of the recent HEA ‘What 
works: Student retention and success programme’ (HEA 2015b), and considering some of the effective work 
that is already taking place in SSU.
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Abstract
Research informed teaching (RIT) is dogged by cloudy thinking. Weak conceptions have led to traditional 
and narrow interpretations of RIT. For many academics, research informed teaching is about using their own 
research in their teaching. This common-sense view is epitomised in the following statement: “I do research: 
therefore my teaching is research informed”, with the logical conclusion: “I do not do research; therefore 
I cannot do RIT”. This article explores four common myths about RIT. The first is that the ideal locus of 
RIT is within research-intensive universities; the second that research-active academics are best placed to 
embrace RIT; the third that doing RIT in first year is confusing for students, and possibly imprudent; finally 
we troubleshoot the myth that RIT is a selective pedagogy for high-achieving students. In this article, we are 
using evidence and theory from the literature to question these myths; in subsequent research we will use 
empirical data to gain a deeper understanding of staff and student conceptions of RIT. Our purpose here is 
to demystify RIT so that lecturers can engage with the full range of possibilities within the research-teaching 
nexus. Developing a shared language to understand RIT will enable teachers to engage in the full breadth of 
RIT, using creative and theoretically-informed practices which enhance student curiosity, capability 
and confidence. 

Keywords: research informed teaching; engaging pedagogy; myths and misconceptions.

Why research informed teaching matters 
The idea of research informed teaching is not a new one. Scholars agree that a key moment in its 
development occurred at the University of Berlin in 1810, when the Prussian Minister of Education, Wilhelm 
from Humboldt, set a fresh direction for universities as places defined by research. Prior to this moment,  
the purpose of universities had been largely ecclesiastical and administrative (Collini, 2012). Van Humboldt’s 
radical departure scoped out universities as places where lecturers and students together explore unresolved 
questions:

“It is a peculiarity of the institutions of higher learning that they treat higher learning always in 
terms of not yet completely solved problems, remaining at all times in a research mode. Schools, 
in contrast, treat only closed and settled bodies of knowledge. The relationship between teacher 
and learner is therefore completely different in higher learning from what it is in schools.  
At the higher level, the teacher is not there for the sake of the student: both have their 
justification in the service of scholarship” (Humboldt’s Programme for University of Berlin in  
1810, in Elton 2001, p.44).

The idea that university education is about “not completely solved problems” is central to the purpose of 
the modern university. Higher Education is distinctive from school learning. Its curriculum is not defined as 
a “settled body of knowledge” (Elton 2001, p.45). Academics in universities have three core roles – teaching, 
research and administration. The expectation to be involved in research sets academics apart from school 
teachers. In general, university students do not have 25 hours of wall-to-wall contact time each week, as 
happens in schools. Students have the intellectual space to pursue independent, research-oriented activities in 
their many hours of non-contact time. 
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The context of universities as places of exploration and discovery through research, necessarily shifts the 
nature of teaching and learning.  A different approach to learning is called for when knowledge is ‘on-the-
move’, and when exploring questions is central to understanding knowledge and advancing it. RIT positions 
student learning in more complex territory, and calls to student-centred philosophies of teaching and learning.   
Teachers and students are both involved in a quest to explore the unsolved problems of their disciplines. Elton 
questions whether universities are actually institutions of higher learning, without this scholarly endeavour: 
“University teaching only deserves that title if it involves a joint endeavour between teacher and learner, 
between professor and student, in a common search for knowledge” (Elton 2001, p.45).

So what is the problem?
In this article, we argue that RIT is not fully embedded or clearly understood in UK higher education, 
despite widespread funding, and supportive research and policy frameworks (BIS, 2009; 2011; 2016 DFES, 
2003; QAA, 2012; Stern, 2016). The relationship between research and teaching is contested, and the idea 
of RIT is often narrowly linked to an academic’s research activities. Moreover, a range of terms are used 
interchangeably to describe RIT, such as “research-led”, “research-based”, or “inquiry-based learning”, leading 
to a lack of consensus about what actually counts as RIT (Spronken-Smith et al., 2012). It is not surprising that 
misconceptions about RIT continue to flourish. Consequently, academics struggle to identify the objectives of 
RIT and to formulate effective strategies for its implementation. 

The purpose of this article is to develop more sophisticated perspectives of RIT and its implications for 
curriculum design, by exploring common myths in the light of literature and evidence. In examining RIT 
through the lens of common myths, this will clarify the concepts and practices which distinguish different 
RIT practices. Our aim is to provoke discussion and cultivate a stronger shared language about RIT.  Research 
informed teaching is a focal point of the University’s Strategic Plan “Building an Excellent University 2015-
20”, having as its ambition the radical reshaping of student learning. This article sets out Solent Learning and 
Teaching Institute’s (SLTI) theoretical position on RIT. Further research in 2016/17 will deepen and broaden our 
understanding of existing RIT practice at Southampton Solent University.  

Myths about RIT
Myth 1: RIT is best undertaken in research-intensive universities with research-active staff
There is a certain logic to the idea that RIT is best placed to flourish in research-intensive universities. 
These universities often have thriving research environments, awash with PhD students and postdoctoral 
researchers; they garner much of their funding from research productivity. Academics at research-intensive 
universities have fewer teaching hours, more research opportunities, clear expectations of research outputs; 
they are given resources for doing research, and supported by policies. All of these conditions lead academics 
in research-intensive universities to be more experienced at doing research, with the requisite research skills, 
abilities, and training that enable them to be better RIT practitioners. 

However, authors have contested the existence of a symbiotic relationship between research and teaching. 
Hattie and Marsh (1996) conducted a meta-analysis of 58 published studies to investigate the relationship 
between being research active and excellent teaching. They found no significant statistical relationship 
between research productivity and teaching effectiveness.  Drawing on Hattie and Marsh’s study, Elton (2001) 
has argued against the research environment as the mainstay of RIT:  “a positive research and teaching link 
primarily depends on the nature of students’ learning experiences, resulting from appropriate teaching and 
learning processes, rather than on particular inputs or outcomes” (Ibid, p.43). 

The myth about requiring a thriving research environment in which to embed RIT is founded on half-truths, 
notably that staff research activity necessarily influences the quality of teaching.  The transmission model 
of teaching (Freire, 1973) is not dissimilar to a “trading view” of research (Brew, 2012). Both reflect teacher-
centred and product-oriented approaches to teaching and research. 
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Exploding this myth requires taking a different perspective which privileges the process of student learning, 
as Elton argues: “the teaching–research link can exist if the teaching takes place through student-centred 
learning” (Elton 2001, p.50). It means seeing RIT as a multi-faceted concept, consisting of a range of innovative 
forms of teaching approaches that are informed, enriched and underpinned by research (Deky, 2010). For RIT 
to thrive, the research-teaching environment is important, as is the interplay between curriculum, teaching 
and research: 

…the nature of the link between research and teaching depends primarily on the process of the 
student curriculum, rather than on the outcomes in either research or teaching (Elton 2001, p49).

Having a strong research environment is not a sufficient condition for RIT. The purpose of RIT is to help 
students to learn through encountering research methods and content, and by doing research:

Research informed teaching is not just about incorporating research results into curriculum 
content or having students taught by active researchers: it is about everyone involved in higher 
education being a scholarly inquirer of some kind working together in a community of scholarship 
(Brown 2009, p.8).

Healey (2005) and Healey and Jenkins (2009) have expanded conceptions of RIT with a widely used typology 
representing different dimensions of practice.  The dimensions are explored in Figure 1:

                  Student-focused  
                    Students as participants

 

Em
ph

as
is

 o
n 

re
se

ar
ch

 c
on

te
nt

Research-tutored
Curriculum emphasises 

learning focused on  
students writing and 

discussing papers 

Research-based
Curriculum emphasises 
students undertaking 
research and inquiry

Em
phasis on research  

processes and problem
s

Research-led
Curriculum is structured 
around teaching current 

subject content

Research-oriented
Curriculum emphasises 
teaching processes of 

knowledge construction  
in the subject 

                  Students as audience  
                  Teacher-focused

Figure 1. Curriculum design and the research-teaching nexus (Healey 2005, p.70)

In Healey and Jenkins’ typology, the vertical axis distinguishes conceptions of teaching - from student-focused 
to teacher-focused approaches. The assumption underpinning these teaching modes is whether students are 
seen as active knowledge producers or passive knowledge consumers. The horizontal dimension distinguishes 
two different conceptions of the term research; that is, whether research is viewed as discovery-oriented 
inquiry (Levy, 2011) with the emphasis on research process and problems; or whether research is viewed as a 
teaching approach to investigate existing knowledge with the emphasis on research content (Healey, 2014; 
Hensley, 2015). Their model provides an overarching framework for discussing other myths identified in this 
article. The second myth is closely linked to the first, in privileging the research element of the research-
teaching nexus. 
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Myth 2: Being research active is the most important condition for effective RIT
The literature reports positive impacts from the research activity of teaching academics (Schoutede et 
al., 2016).  Research active lecturers can and do convey enthusiasm and motivation for their research to 
students. Studies have found that teachers who are active researchers are more inclined to integrate research 
outcomes into teaching; to encourage students in research groups; and to co-publish with them (Magi and 
Beerkens, 2015). In similar vein, lecturers’ research engagement has fostered students’ enthusiasm for learning 
(Hajdarpasic et al., 2015).  Being research-active has the potential to expose students to the cutting edge of 
disciplinary knowledge (Geschwind and Brostrom, 2015; Hajdarpasic et al., 2015; Light and Calkins, 2015). 
However, it is important to avoid the risk of exaggerating the benefits of one approach over others; meanwhile 
overlooking the value of alternative types of RIT.  Research-led teaching is commonly assumed to be the most 
prominent element of RIT. This underpins the myth that being research-active is the sine qua non of RIT. 

The studies cited above support the view that research productivity is closely related to excellent teaching. 
In his seminal report, “Scholarship Rediscovered”, Boyer describes the absence of RIT in these terms: “most 
students graduate without ever seeing the world-famous professors or tasting genuine research” (Boyer 
1998, p.3). Boyer’s report sought to unpack four different types of scholarship which constitute the research-
teaching nexus. Yet his comment about students “not ever seeing world famous professors”, has buttressed 
a perception of RIT which focuses on academics’ research prowess. There is a deep-seated and persistent 
assumption that simply rubbing shoulders with a Nobel Physics Laureate will engage students on their 
research journey. Traditional, teacher-centred and product-oriented views of RIT persist, with the voice of 
students often missing in the discourse.

In one of the few studies on student perceptions of RIT, researchers at a post-1992 institution conducted 
eight focus groups with first and final year students in a range of disciplines to elicit their perspectives on the 
relationship between teaching and research (Jenkins et al. 1998). The findings were mixed. On the one hand, 
students confirmed that some research-active staff brought enthusiasm and credibility to their teaching. 
Students described the benefits of having up-to-date curricula, and a window on the research life of academics. 
On the other hand, students described downsides. Research active staff were often less available; being a good 
researcher was different from being a good teacher; and some individual teacher’s research interests “distorted 
the curriculum towards their research” (Jenkins et al. 1998, p.51). The most telling finding in the study was that 
students did not regard themselves as stakeholders in research (Jenkins et al., 1998). This corresponds with 
Brew’s depiction of students being kept “at arm’s length” from research (Brew 2006, p.52).

A multi-layered perspective of RIT gives more weight to the curriculum and construction of the learning 
environment than the research prowess of the teacher:
 

The nature of the link may no longer depend on the research excellence of teachers, but rather 
on their ability to encourage and facilitate in their students a problematic approach to learning. 
The focus has been shifted from the excellence of the teacher to the excellence of the learning 
experience (Elton 2001, p.50)

Healey contends that all four types of RIT are valuable, and that curricula can and should contain elements of 
them all, rather than focusing exclusively on one or another (Healey 2014). To be an effective RIT practitioner, 
academics should consider how to negotiate the links between research and teaching, finding ways to 
integrate the two, thereby strengthening students’ understanding of research. RIT is consistent with the 
idea of inquiry-based learning, entailing constructing learning environments which stimulate questions and 
problem-solving. Students are viewed as partners in the scholarly community (Brew 2012).  In practice, RIT 
strongly depends on academics’ pedagogic understanding and their willingness to provide intellectual space 
for students to co-create and solve research questions and problems. 
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One reason for the persistence of the teacher-centred view of RIT, may be that the idea of learning as a 
“joint endeavour” and a “common search for knowledge” (Elton 2001, 45) does not sit comfortably with 
every academic. It implies releasing power and control, and taking some risks with a more engaging and 
less predictable curriculum.  The ‘Students as Partners’ movement, prominent in the UK and USA, has found 
similar reluctance among some academics to the “radical collegiality” of democratic and participatory 
approaches (Bovill et al. 2011, p.133; Fielding 1999, cited in Bovill et al., 2011).  Overcoming academics’ 
reluctance is vital to the RIT endeavour. It is equally vital in fulfilling the wider purpose of higher education,  
to ensure that students are equipped for living in an uncertain and super-complex world (Barnett, 2000).   
The cost-benefit analysis is self-evident:

For the students who are the professionals of the future, developing the ability to investigate 
problems, make judgments on the basis of sound evidence, take decisions on a rational basis, and 
understand what they are doing and why is vital.  Research and inquiry is not just for those who 
choose to pursue an academic career.  It is central to professional life in the twenty-first century 
(Brew 2007, p7).

Myth 3: Doing RIT in the first year is likely to confuse students
There is a popular myth about the right time to involve students in research. This myth is based on the 
assumption that knowledge is fixed. This is a ‘facts first’ approach.  Like a file of handwritten and well-
thumbed sepia lecture notes it lives in denial of the information age in the era of the University of Google. 
This myth assumes that university education is a cumulative process of acquiring knowledge and mastery, and 
that research is the preserve of those who have mastered a discipline. It is a content and knowledge-centred 
view of learning based on the school-like premise that students come to university to learn “settled bodies of 
knowledge” rather than to “solve problems in research mode” (Humboldt, 1810, in Elton 2001, p.44). 

Studies show that scientific disciplines tend to be more sceptical about involving undergraduates in research in 
the early years of their courses because of a belief that students need to acquire basic knowledge (Robertson 
and Bond, 2001). This contrasts with the humanities and arts (‘soft’ disciplines) which tend to allow more 
participation in research activities from the beginning (Healey, 2005). Wass et al. (2011) confound the norm of 
scientific disciplines taking a ‘facts first’ approach, turning epistemic ascent on its head on an Ecology degree 
at the University of Otago in New Zealand. The power of their approach is in their careful use of scaffolding 
underpinned by Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).  

An increasing number of scholars argue that all first year undergraduates should experience inquiry based 
learning through a research-active curriculum (Levy and Petrulis, 2012; Sangster et al., 2016).  Taking this 
approach fosters deep learning and promotes a sense of belonging within a community of scholars (Brew, 
2012). When students undertake research early on in an undergraduate degree, it contributes to developing 
their research identity and a scholarly mind-set. Not only is this critical for their transition to the next stage 
of study, but it also develops their metacognitive awareness of multiple perspectives, equipping them for 
living in a super-complex world (Healey, 2014; Barnett, 2000).  

RIT entails a conceptual shift from viewing learning as knowledge reproduction to seeing it as knowledge 
construction. Spronken-Smith et al. (2011) found that teachers who embraced inquiry based learning 
had student-centred philosophies of teaching and learning. Their study of enablers and barriers showed 
teachers’ initial reaction to taking an inquiry based approach may include fear and anxiety at the prospect of 
relinquishing control (ibid, 2013). This is exacerbated in environments where teaching cultures are risk averse 
(Healey and Jenkins, 2006) and where quality assurance regimes discourage risk-taking and innovation (Jessop 
et al., 2014; Jessop and Tomas, 2016). RIT takes a leap into a “pedagogy of air”, calling for a different way of 
thinking, planning and being as a teacher (Barnett 2007, p.1).  
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Gresty et al. (2013) identify risks about implementing RIT that play on teachers’ minds. These include 
anxieties about covering the designated content; concern about students’ intellectual maturation and 
ability to do research; barriers to active learning including its time-consuming nature; students’ lack of self-
regulatory skills; and inconsistencies in student learning (Ibid., p 579).

Indeed, undertaking research and inquiry-based learning early on in a degree may not result in loud bursts 
of applause from cohorts of wide-eyed first year students.  First year students from school tend to see 
knowledge as fixed and factual, and they expect it to be transmitted by teachers (Healey, 2014; Stevenson and 
O’Keefe, 2011). RIT challenges students to think differently about how they learn. Inquiry-based approaches 
to teaching puzzle students who hold strongly reproductive conceptions of learning (Levy and Petrulis, 
2012). They may fail to appreciate the value of research-informed practice and therefore underestimate its 
importance in their development.  

Theories about student learning journeys (Baxter Magolda, 2001; Perry, 1981; 1998) provide a framework 
for understanding how students develop in their university years.  First year students enter university with 
‘dualistic mindsets’ (Perry, 1981; 1998), in search of certainties and absolute knowledge (Baxter Magolda, 
2001).  The undergraduate journey involves travelling from certainty to more equivocal destinations. Students 
leave behind the security of the right answer in favour of weighing up evidence and reaching conclusions 
which shape their internal belief systems, values and identity. 

It is not surprising that RIT is a deeply unsettling pedagogy for students in search of the ‘right’ answer.  “Being 
in research mode” provides no easy answers and places students in the ambiguous territory of not always 
knowing absolutely. The theories of Perry and Baxter Magolda challenge teachers to teach in a way that 
moves students from certainty to uncertainty, and towards ‘self-authorship’. This process mirrors real-life, as 
captured here, in discussing Perry’s model of intellectual development (Perry 1981): 

By confronting students with uncertainty, ambiguity, and conflicting perspectives, instructors 
help them develop more mature mental models that coincide with the problem-solving 
approaches used by experts. Authentic learning exercises expose the messiness of real-life 
decision making, where there may not be a right or a wrong answer per se, although one solution 
may be better or worse than others depending on the particular context. Such a nuanced 
understanding involves considerable reflective judgment, a valuable lifelong skill that goes well 
beyond the memorization of content (Briggs, in Lombardi 2007, p.10).

Even though RIT is unsettling for first year students, researchers in the field attest to the value of its early 
implementation in the curriculum: 

Offer undergraduate research as a pervasive and early - not a localised and late - element of 
the curriculum. The UK dissertation is something traditionally undertaken in the final year. 
Undergraduate research is potentially something that can culminate not only in a capstone course, 
but also start on entry. (Healey and Jenkins 2009, p.14).

Myth 4: RIT is most likely to succeed with high achieving students
One of the most pervasive myths about RIT is that it a selective pedagogy best suited to students who 
inhabit the intellectual stratosphere. The myth is founded partly on a product view of research, which sees 
RIT as a mechanism for developing publishable outputs, generating new knowledge, and nurturing academic 
aspirations among the best and brightest students.  In this myth, RIT is seen as the funnel for developing a 
new generation of academic researchers. But research has established that RIT has a much broader focus, and 
a wider remit in developing students’ critical thinking, complex reasoning and academic writing skills. Large-
scale studies in the USA show that universities perform woefully in nurturing these vital skills, with half of 
graduating students leaving without them:
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How much are students actually learning in contemporary higher education? The answer, for 
many undergraduates, is not much (Arum and Roksa 2011, p.34). 

RIT is a pedagogic approach with huge potential to address gaps in students’ abilities to think critically, reason 
in complex ways and develop academic writing skills. RIT nurtures important academic and real life skills 
and attributes, which work to the benefit of all students, and have the potential to enhance the fabric of 
society. Participation in research yields significant personal and professional gains for undergraduates, such 
as analytical abilities, communication skills, understanding of research process, and self-confidence (Osborne 
and Karukstis, 2009; Russell et al., 2007). Being research-informed is also essential for career progression 
(Ddyke, 2010). There is consensus about the need to engage students with research and inquiry-based 
learning so as to foster higher order skills and academic dispositions necessary for their future work in a super 
complex world (Palmer et al., 2015). 

Studies on curriculum have emphasised that RIT supports students to construct their understanding of 
complex knowledge actively (Healey and Jenkins, 2009; Levy, 2011; Levy and Petrulis, 2012). When students 
learn as researchers, they are given the opportunities to explore how knowledge is produced, distributed 
and used through research (Healey, 2014). Moreover, engaging students in research activities aligned with 
academic research interests changes the perception of its value, as well as stimulating interest in the subject 
and improving understanding of research techniques employed (Fuller et al., 2014).

If well-constructed RIT has the potential to enhance the capability and confidence of all students, then 
it should be integrated into the curriculum for all students rather than targeted at an elite group of high 
performing students.  If RIT helps to develop a culture of inquiry and research, stimulating intellectual 
curiosity and problem-solving mind-sets among students, then it is vital to the higher education endeavour. 
However, this does not mean that all students will benefit in the same way or equally from RIT. 

The literature indicates that the benefits of RIT are not ‘one size fits all’ across different types of courses and 
disciplines (Jenkins et al., 2007). Evidence also indicates that different students benefit from different types 
of RIT.  More traditional forms of RIT which focus on the content of academics’ research outputs may benefit 
high achieving students more, while RIT which promotes active and deep learning through involving students 
in a variety of carefully designed and well-integrated research activities is likely to benefit all students. 

Conclusions and next steps
Debunking popular myths clarifies and expands our conceptions of RIT. For academics, it demonstrates that 
there is more to RIT than simply doing research and linking the content to your teaching, virtuous though 
this is. RIT calls for new ways of thinking about teaching and learning, and it drives inventive curriculum 
and assessment design. It calls for a shift from content-driven curricula which freeze-dry settled bodies of 
knowledge into neat units, into more problematic and provisional approaches to disciplinary knowledge 
domains.  RIT is about teaching which frames learning in questions rather than answers.  It is about actively 
engaging students in a carefully crafted research journey from the beginning of their university studies until 
the end.  

This article has attempted to debunk common myths of RIT by investigating challenges and frustrations 
associated with the application of RIT. We hope that this may prompt staff to push the boundaries of 
possibility by challenging dominant disciplinary paradigms. Academics may have different ways to apply 
RIT within their disciplinary contexts and educational institutions, disciplines, programmes and so forth.  
Embedding RIT in the University Strategy and resourcing a team to support its development are the first 
significant steps in strengthening RIT at Solent. This article is a second step, attempting to clarify the concept 
and demystify it.  Dispelling myths will enable us to develop a shared language of RIT, and a wider definition 
of research, reflecting the many and creative ways in which we generate new knowledge at Southampton 
Solent. Further empirical research in this area with academics and students, and those who lead, will help to 
develop these discussions, and test our myth-busting. 
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Postscript: Implications of policy and funding on RIT
Both the 2016 ‘TEF’ White Paper (BIS, 2016) and the Stern Review of the REF (BIS, 2016) are likely to impact 
how universities play the RIT card. Both make mention of the research-teaching nexus, but the Stern Review, 
in particular, may drive the sector in one of two directions to ensure good REF 2021 outcomes. The Review 
proposes that all academics with research as part of their contract should submit a minimum of two research 
outputs over the period from 2015 to 2021, which may include outputs about teaching and learning in higher 
education.  On the one hand, this may be the long-awaited clarion call to valuing research and scholarship 
about teaching and learning, engaging a critical mass of academics in research, influencing more research-led 
teaching, and engendering more confidence among academics to engage with RIT.  On the other, it may foster 
conservative and narrow RIT practices (only research-led), and some institutions may choose to institute 
teaching-focused/only contracts, or research-focused/only contracts for academic staff to avoid low returns 
of published outputs. The idea of a holistic academic contract which holds together research and teaching 
may scatter to the winds. This is likely to dent aspects of RIT which rely on the energy and enthusiasm of 
research-active teachers. But the policy landscape will not impede RIT in all its multi-layered pedagogic 
forms, as we have argued in addressing Myth 1 and 2. RIT is less about funding, higher education policies and 
politics, than it is an educational and philosophical approach with potential to benefit all students (Healey and 
Jenkins, 2009).
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Research informed teaching by design: 35 surprisingly 
simple strategies

Dr Paul Joseph-Richard
School of Business, Law & Communications, Southampton Solent University

Contact: paul.joseph-richard@solent.ac.uk 

Abstract
Research informed teaching (RIT) needs to be integrated into the practice of academics in higher education. 
This article draws on an extensive literature review and case studies from 2005 to 2015 to distil strategies for 
implementing RIT. It proposes 35 surprisingly simple, granular strategies for designing RIT into the curriculum 
at undergraduate and postgraduate levels. RIT is complex but vital for engaging students in contemporary 
theory and research methods, and enriching pedagogy. With the Teaching Excellence Framework on the 
horizon, research informed teaching is a vital approach for building up excellent learning environments which 
link teaching and research. 

Keywords: research informed teaching; strategies; techniques; student engagement; teaching excellence.

Introduction
The aim of this paper is to integrate current patterns of practices used in the promotion of research informed 
teaching (RIT) in HE institutions. This is achieved in two ways: by collecting strategies that are conceptualised 
in the existing literature through an in-depth literature review; and by identifying the lived experiences of HE 
teachers in promoting RIT through an analysis of institutional case studies published between 2005 and 2015.  
Although many useful strategies, particularly at the institutional level, have been proposed in the past (e.g. 
Jenkins and Healey 2005; Elsen et al 2009; Turner, Wuetherick and Healey 2008; Jenkins et al. 2003), how and 
what individual teachers, who are often overwhelmed by their workload (Rohn et al 2016), can do to promote 
RIT in a given situation remains sparse and scattered. It is important to provide busy practitioners the much 
needed granularity on this complex area of practice. Considering the fact that the Teaching Excellence 
Framework’s proposed quality criteria include the extent to which “the learning environment is enriched by 
linkages between teaching and scholarship, research or professional practice,” this paper is timely.

This paper contributes to the existing literature by integrating several practical and ready to use strategies 
for advancing RIT, using a new set of categorisations that are based on research evidence, context, process, 
technological tools, impact, outputs, and RIT mind-set. These strategies are underpinned by the well-known 
theoretical frameworks of RIT, proposed first by Griffiths (2004), and later modified by Healey (2005) and 
further refined by others (Healey and Jenkins 2006, 2009; Pan, Cotton and Murray, 2014). These scholars have 
clarified that teachers can use any of the approaches labelled as research-led teaching (the most orthodox 
form of HE teaching, where students learn about research findings of others), research-oriented teaching 
(where students learn about the research process), research-based teaching (where students undertake 
inquiry-based learning), and research-tutored teaching (where students, in small groups, engage in research 
discussions with a teacher). Healey and Jenkins (2006) have also suggested that a combination of these four 
approaches may lead to effective learning experiences. They had an explicit preference for research-tutored 
and research-based approaches because they promote active student participation. This paper builds on that 
proposition, by demonstrating the ‘how’ of those approaches and bringing together several student-centred 
approaches to promote RIT. Research, in this paper, is defined as “a process of investigation leading to new 
insights effectively shared” (REF 2010).
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In what follows, I will list 35 ready-to-use strategies to promote RIT in HE institutions. They can effectively  
be applied individually or in combination with others. I also propose that these strategies can be used to 
achieve research-teaching integration at individual (e.g. lecturer/unit/student level) and collective (team, 
department, school, and institution/national) levels.  Although these strategies are useful to all levels of 
teaching, they are mainly positioned at teaching campus-based, post-graduate level students, as integration 
of research and teaching at this level continues to be problematic (Charlier, Brown and Rynes 2011). Further, 
Zhu and Pan (2015) note that “despite numerous studies of the research-teaching nexus, applying research 
informed teaching (RIT) to taught-postgraduate education has been largely overlooked” (p. 1). This paper 
addresses this gap.

Strategies for RIT
Strategies that focus on research evidence
Design modules based on research questions and debates in your area (Brew and Boud 1995). Start with ‘Why’ 
(Sinek 2009). Let the big questions of your subject area guide the design and teaching process. Avoid starting 
from text-book style introduction of a topic; instead begin with the contemporary problems that scholars 
and practitioners are concerned about in a given discipline or field. Structure the lessons based on those 
issues. For example, I designed a ‘Management Development’ (MD) unit based on the following questions 
of importance: Why must managers be developed? How do they learn? Why won’t managers learn? What 
would be their learning and development needs? How can we develop them? What development method 
works, for whom, and in what context? What is the impact of MD? How can we demonstrate the value of MD 
to key stakeholders? These questions of interest guided the entire unit design and teaching schedule. When 
answering those questions, new learning spaces became available for me to help my students understand 
the ‘threshold concepts’ in that topic. Asking the right questions in the right way is critical both for personal 
development and business success. Starting with why triggers a meaningful journey. 

Use Ackrill’s (2015) way of linking everything with everything: link all parts of the curriculum, module or 
unit with everything about the research process, for example ‘constructive alignment’ of classes, contents, 
and assessment with various stages of a systematic investigation. Investigating his insightful experience of 
designing an applied economics module is a good place to start.

Deliver only evidence-based lectures. Integrate fresh, current and relevant empirical evidence within your 
teaching so that you can teach them with conviction what we really know. (Just check how many of your 
PowerPoint slides and learning materials which seem lifeless contain latest evidence, correctly referenced. 
How about including footer in every slide ‘updated on…’?).

Highlight what is not known in the topic you discuss, because teaching includes not only transmitting what  
is known, but also an exploration of what is not known (Jenkins 2001). By explicitly articulating knowledge 
gaps, learners can understand the limitations of our knowing, and this awareness can potentially help trigger 
new quests.

Use results of your own study (Markides 2007; Neumann 1994; Moses 1990), when possible. When I share my 
own research, it increased my academic credibility and my students were able to sense my ‘signature’ style  
of teaching. 

Increase the ‘opportunity for enquiry and critique’ (Garnett and Holmes 1995) by using ‘breaking news’ stories 
of critical importance as they appear in popular media. I ask my students critically evaluate assumptions 
that underpin those stories. Often they are spiced up with opinions of modern management gurus, political 
leaders, and high street shoppers. Giving reasoned consideration to evidence, based on an objective analysis 
and evaluation of issues is important for making sound judgements. 
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Strategies that focus on research context
Explicitly acknowledge students’ use of evidence. When they cite from a current issue of a high quality journal 
article in their assignments, I use a customised ‘Quick Mark’ in TurnitIn called ‘Bravo!’ 
Encourage evidence-supported in-class participation. Ask them to use research evidence by citing a study or 
quoting an author, before asking a question (“I read this idea in that journal. How does it relate to this topic?). 
Frame your discussions by linking the competing ideas proposed by scholars.

Invite National Teaching Award winners and business leaders along with scholars, active researchers from 
other disciplines, to speak about their experience of being engaged in research in a real-world setting. 
Research is not the preserve of campus-academics alone.

Support your colleagues to write about their practice. We need to write about corporate interventions, 
field projects, consulting assignments and management solutions (Burke and Rau 2010). We are yet to fully 
understand how academics develop as researchers, how their perceptions of research influence teaching 
practices, and how academics work, teach and research in various disciplines (Tight 2012, p. 174-5). Examine 
students’ perceptions of teachers’ research activity, so that teaching, learning, and research all are informed 
and strengthened by each other.

Install transparent document holders in places such as atriums, meeting places, office spaces and tea rooms, 
for researchers to display their most recent publication so that students and colleagues can see and recognise 
the lonely hours invested in them and celebrate their efforts. It is possible even a casual greeting could turn 
into a RIT conversation. 

Strategies that focus on the research process
Teach students how knowledge is constructed, reconstructed, advanced and renewed in your discipline 
(Jenkins 2001) and the role of research in your discipline (Jenkins, Breen and Lindsay 2003). Creating a 
pluralistic view of knowledge creation (Brew 1999) is an important phase of research-teaching integration. If 
students do not understand research, then they – our future leaders - most likely “will not act in accordance 
with it, or discern a need to do so” (Burke and Rau 2010, p. 141).

Ask questions about the nature of students’ knowledge, without terrifying them with the use of research 
philosophy (e.g. How do you know this? Why do you believe that this is the case?). Encourage them to 
challenge conventional assumptions, to consider conflicting viewpoints, make informed decisions and act  
with agility.

Conduct an inter-disciplinary doctoral students’ symposium to share their research pathways with students. 
This will help students learn differences between studies that are discipline-specific and cross-disciplinary.
Use copies of recently completed doctoral dissertations, archived in your institutional library and use them 
as to teach and learn about the multiple stages of research process. (I use online databases such as ‘EthOS’ 
and ProQuest Dissertations, which has 400,000 and 3.8 million dissertations respectively, in my Research 
Methods class frequently).

Review journal articles published in methodology journals, such as Organisational Research Methods or 
International Perspectives on Higher Education Research, in your class. Such in-class reviews have potential to 
help them recognise not only what makes a manuscript worthy of being published in high quality journals but 
also to develop students’ ability to recognise the validity of research.

Articulate with conviction how research skills can enhance their employability (Jenkins et al. 2003; Healey and 
Jenkins 2006; Jenkins et al. 2007). For example, Higgins, Hogg and Robinson (2013) report that, in teaching 
diagnostic radiography curriculum at the University of Salford, RIT has facilitated the students’ translation of 
learnt theory into clinical skills knowledge, which in turn lead to good patient outcomes. In response to my 
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RIT related query, several of my final year Masters students who worked as interns in the Big Five consultancy 
firms tweeted that the following skills were useful to them to excel in their work: Identifying and defining 
problems, designing problem-solving projects, collecting, analysing and evaluating information, making 
conclusions, and proposing meaningful recommendations were necessary skills for them. These skills have 
helped them develop critical analysis, respect for evidence and informed decision-making, and as a result, an 
evaluative mind-set was evolved in them to benefit their employers and communities.

Strategies that focus on Research-related Technological Tools
Introduce researcher-friendly software to students so that they can learn to save time and manage large 
amounts of data. Qualitative analysis software such as FocussOn, Saturate, Atlas.ti, f4analyse, webQDA, 
Dedoose, Quirkos, NVivo, and QDA Miner may be of interest to students. If licensing restrictions and 
budget cuts tend to curb your enthusiasm, there is plenty of open source software freely available on the 
web, including, Aquad, Coding Analysis Toolkit (CAT), CATMA, FreeQDA, LibreQDA, and Transana. When 
my students were exposed to these tools, their work has shown demonstrable improvement in validity and 
auditability of qualitative dissertations.  Similarly, quantitative analysis software such as SPSS, JMP, SAS, R, 
MATLAB can help students get interested in the unexciting analytical tasks. Most institutions have at least 
one or more of the above, and several of them have free thirty day trial period too.

Create personal accounts with your students on ORCID – a website for researchers, research organisations, 
publishers, funders, professional associations. Give them a digital identifier that uniquely identifies them 
among this growing global community of scholars. This ID can offer them a possibility of getting credit for all 
research outputs, when applying for grants for example and can also be linked to other professional accounts, 
including Scopus, ResearcherID or Linkedin. Creating a unique ID for student researcher gives them a new 
identity and pride.

Link students with subject experts and active researchers online (I share experts’ Linkedin and Twitter 
accounts with my students and encourage them to post their opinions).

Use free online methodology sources such as http://moodle.in-visio.org/ or National Centre for Research 
Methods and ask them do assignments on research methodology. Give credit to their work in ways that are 
meaningful to them, as Gresty and Edward-Jones (2012) did. (See my next idea).

Develop student research e-journals. Gresty and Edward-Jones (2012) made their students design research, 
conduct it, write about it, review, select, and publish it, using Open Journal Systems, a free open source 
journal management and publishing system. They selected excellent UG dissertations, invited academics to 
reviews and approve, and get them published in their own e-journal. As an effective tool, it showcased student 
research, given better visibility to students, enhanced their CV, provided rich learning experience and created 
additional engagement opportunities for them.

Strategies that focus on Research Impact
Encourage them to identify issues that bother them at work and in life and use those issues as starting points 
for intellectual inquiry. As we develop the attributes necessary to cope with the challenges of an ‘information-
driven society’ (Ozay 2012), questions such as ‘What works?’ and ‘Why?’ tend to capture students’ attention 
and they are interested in solving real-world issues, here and now. Posch et al. (2006) have shown how 
focusing on issues relevant to society (e.g. sustainability) is one way of promoting RIT. Several of my PG 
Students in Healthcare Leadership course, for example, started their dissertations with questions that they 
genuinely cared about: How to improve patient experience in Accident & Emergency Departments in NHS 
hospitals? How to improve health and wellbeing of our foster children? Link theory and practice in such a way 
that the real-life business issues are addressed by theoretical inquiries whilst also fulfilling the academic needs 
of your students. Make RIT vocationally relevant (Jenkins, Healey and Zetter 2007).
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Build networks of students who are interested in questioning structures, systems, institutions and 
establishments so that inquiry mind-set is developed in a collaborative environment. 

Discuss the impact of research to demonstrate that it is worth doing a research study. It is possible that 
many students may not know that the research conducted in your institution has in fact made a difference 
to people, policy, and practice. I recently reviewed the ABS report ‘Business Schools delivering value to 
local and regional economies’ (Chartered Association of Business Schools, 2015) to discuss research impact 
with my Masters students. Needless to say that there was a real sense of disbelief in the classroom when 
hearing that UK business schools’ research did impact by driving regional growth, developing business 
support infrastructure, promoting sustainability, health, and social development, developing leadership in 
organisations and equipping them with new talent and skills. I also use several impact case studies from 
REF2014 submission to inform the learners that research works (case studies are available at http://impact.
ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/ - among the thousands of cases, Southampton Solent University has nine too!). Impact 
has the power to trigger new questions and influence learners.

Strategies that focus on Research outputs
Engage students in research. Don’t treat them as passive recipients of established knowledge. Get your 
students progressively involved in production of new knowledge (Brew 2006; Gresty and Edwards-Jones 
2012). This co-creation of content “increase[s] subject knowledge and levels of understanding, and develop[s] 
independent research skills (Gresty et al. 2015, p. 58). Involving them in research promotes confidence in 
them (Patrick and Willis 2009), boosts their understanding of both research and their own subjects, and 
develops an appreciation for the realities of the research process and a desire to progress onto postgraduate 
study (John and Creigton 2011). 

Conduct a small-scale, class research-project that is of value to the local community (Dexter and Seden 2012). 
Let the class collect data (on perceptions of teaching excellence and parents’ preferred metrics to measure 
the impact of your class, for example). Let the teams analyse the data and see learning happens in the very 
process of making sense of the information. Let them demonstrate the value of that project to the key 
stakeholders, while building transferable skills. Let production of knowledge become an activity in which all 
members of a HE institution can participate (Kenny 1998).

Empower students to present at internal and external conferences, organised specially for them. Have you 
thought of encouraging students to present their papers, for example, at MMU Postgraduate Research 
Conference or the British Conference of Undergraduate Research (BCUR)? Participation will also enable them 
to get a grasp of what is happening in their field and to get an opportunity to meet scholars, whose names 
they are familiar with.

Take your students when presenting your work as full papers or developmental papers at high quality 
conferences. Academic conferences as “occasions for professional learning as well as organisational and 
professional socialisation” (Egri 1992) will also enable, among other things, “the acquisition of techniques, 
skills and dispositions that allow newcomers to demonstrate their proficiency as members of a culture” (Bell 
and King 2010). My developmental papers (i.e. work in progress) have benefitted from insightful comments of 
conference participants. Developing self-identity as a researcher is important for promoting RIT in HE learning 
contexts. I have taken my students when I presented my papers. I listened to scholarly feedback and shared 
my experience of learning from their feedback with my students. When my own vulnerability is revealed 
in front of my students, I became alive and our learning relationships grew stronger (Brown 2010). We 
experienced a difference in students’ engagement levels in knowledge production and collaborative working.

Share your research ideas and your work with your colleagues within your department, and across the 
university to explore options for collaboration. Why not organise a school-wide ‘research conversations day’ 
where students can share their ideas with volunteering ‘critical friends’? When budgets are squeezed, such  
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in-school/university collaborations are valuable. Let the students see that you are engaging with your 
colleagues in active research. 

Build research collaboration with other scholars beyond regional and national boundaries. My networks have 
revealed that scholars are definitely human and they are willing to build productive, learning partnerships - 
even in a pub.

Strategies that focus on developing RIT Mind-set
Although both research and teaching are ‘concerned with the act of learning’ (Brew and Boud 1995, p. 261), 
the ‘nexus’ between these two has been described as an ‘unstable terrain’ (Robertson 2007, p. 543) and we 
have only begun to understand the link between the two. There is less agreement among scholars what these 
terms really mean (Healey 2005; Robertson 2007). As the nature and meaning of research varies considerably 
among academic disciplines and practice-oriented fields (Griffiths 2004), it is important we develop a shared 
understanding at every level of RIT implementation. There is lot more to be understood about the complex 
and multi-faceted nature of the relationship between research and teaching. We are yet to fully understand 
how these can effectively inform each other and what conditions might facilitate the links between the 
two (Locke 2005; Barnett 2005). This gap in our understanding must not prevent us from engaging in the 
promotion of RIT. Have we all not started crawling and walking well before knowing the names of the nerves 
and muscles? It is important that we get moving in this direction with an openness to learn as we travel.

Relatedly, studies on undergraduate teaching (e.g. Astin and Chang 1995; Hattie and Marsh 1996) have 
already shown that there is only a weak connection between research activity and teaching quality. This 
means that good researchers are not necessarily good teachers. Only intentional efforts to integrate both 
make a difference.

Dispel RIT-related myths (Jessop and Wu, in this issue) and believe that RIT can be promoted and 
implemented in multiple levels, simultaneously, progressively, by several individuals, across many disciplines 
and fields of study, in all types of institutions. In an international study of undergraduate students (Turner et 
al. 2008) selected from less-research intensive universities and more research-intensive ones, the researchers 
found that all of them “reported learning best through involvement in their own research projects” (p. 209).

Finally, evaluate students’ and staff’s experience of RIT and feed that back into the curriculum (Healey and 
Jenkins 2006). Although there are many benefits of RIT (Gresty et al. 2015, Burke and Rau 2010; Jenkins et 
al. 2007) to students (e.g. improved student engagement, enhanced employability skills), and to staff (e.g. 
greater personal motivation and satisfaction) there are also academic risks that can negatively or positively 
impact them, when implementing RIT. In a mixed methods case study in a UK university (Gresty et al. 2015), 
the student-participants reported that there is a tendency among teachers to selecting content that matches 
their own research interests, and to spending disproportionate time on that content (“curriculum bias”); there 
is also a lack of a progressive approach to developing research skills in students, resulting in anxiety, stress, 
and lack of confidence or ability to conduct research independently.  Staff-participants of that study, on the 
other hand, reported risks related to students’ inability to cope with the complexity of a research process 
and the possibility of students not having the intellectual maturity to undertake research; some staff have 
also reported that there are risks associated with unsupportive policies, practices and culture of a given 
institution that can prevent them from introducing curriculum innovations. Considering the sample size of 
this single case study, further investigation on these risks and ways of minimising negative impacts of RIT is 
urgently needed. However, this insightful study invites us look at RIT from a different angle which is in general 
masked by theoretical abstractions and practice complexities. Similarly, McLinden et al. (2015) report that 
despite substantial RIT activity by staff, this was not widely recognised by students. They caution that we 
should not assume that students will recognise RIT when they experience it without tutor clarification and/or 
explanation. That is why regular evaluation of staff and learner experience of RIT is vital when implementing 
RIT. Evaluation approaches such as ‘Realistic Evaluation’ (Pawson and Tilley 1997) that focuses on ‘what 
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works for whom in what circumstances, and why?’ and ‘Goal-free Evaluation’ (Scriven 1999) which focuses on 
examining unintended consequences of an intervention may be useful methodologies to this end. Dexter and 
Seden (2012) use action research to evaluate the effectiveness of small-scale research projects on enhancing 
teaching and learning can be another insightful example. To this end, it may be valuable to have ‘Continuous 
Improvement’ as one of our organisational values. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, this paper has integrated several hands-on strategies of promoting RIT, with a view to demystify 
the ‘how’ of RIT (see the following summary table). These strategies seem simple because they are. It is in 
their effective application that their impact can be recognised. Arguably, this integration is not exhaustive 
and some strategies are not empirically supported. However, all of them are workable, experience-informed 
strategies, which I have used in my two decades of practice, and have been used by other colleagues who are 
passionate about RIT in HE institutions. 

It is important, however, to recognise, when creation of evidence-led teaching culture is desired in HE 
institutions, that only by taking into consideration the given context and the distinctive feature of pedagogical 
communities, the impact of these strategies can be maximised, as “the relationships between research and 
teaching are dynamic and context-driven” (Brew, 1999, 299). It is only by introducing them early on, and also 
progressively in student’ journey, from the first year of a student’s academic life - rather than infrequently at 
some isolated but inspired moments of teaching, the power of these strategies can be fully appreciated. 
Further, in light of the risks identified by Gresty et al. (2015) - risks related to unhelpful policies and practices - 
I agree that the HE systems, institutions, and departments at local, regional, national and global levels should 
and could do a lot to shape, facilitate and strategically address this integration (Jenkins et al. 2003). What 
institutions need to do has been discussed elsewhere (Jenkins et al. 2007) and the need to cultivate students’ 
expectations so that they can appreciate the importance of RIT has been emphasised by McLinden et al. 
(2015). My focus in this paper is to argue that we, as individuals and teams, can still do a thing or two towards 
promotion of RIT, so that students’ experience of learning is transformed and the many reported benefits are 
realised for them. Students, not as an end in this process, but as a means, can also inform our practice and 
enlighten our RIT efforts. Thus, every intentional act of RIT becomes a catalytic force to enhance student 
experience and career readiness, and also to enrich institutional research practices and culture. 

It has been well-established that RIT cannot automatically happen, just because you are good either in 
research, teaching, or both. Scholars have emphatically argued and concluded “we are convinced from the 
research evidence and our own experience that these links have to be created. The nexus does not necessarily 
occur naturally” (Jenkins et al. 2007, p.76), because the research-teaching nexus is “complicated and 
confusing” (Pan et al. 2012). I agree with their conclusion. Incorporating research into teaching is neither easy 
nor accidental. Let RIT denote ‘Really Interesting Teaching’ (Buraimo et al. 2009) that shapes both theory and 
practice. It is my hope that this paper contributes to help facilitate that integration. 

RIT happens only by design. Period.
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Book reviews

Professional writing skills for social workers

Frith, L., and Martin, R. 2015. Professional writing skills for social workers. Maidenhead: Open University Press

Dr. Carina Buckley
Solent Learning and Teaching Institute

Contact: carina.buckley@solent.ac.uk 

Although you may not have contact with Social Work students specifically, I am willing to bet that at one 
time or another you have been approached by a student who is having difficulty with writing. Perhaps they 
are worried about what makes writing ‘academic’; perhaps it is the grammatical structure that is of concern. 
Whichever it is, the writing itself has become an issue stopping them from progressing with their work.  

For Social Work students, the issue is compounded much more by the professional demands and standards 
they must meet from early on in their course, since they will be communicating with service users and social 
work colleagues several years before they qualify to practice. If there are any nerves or uncertainties around 
writing generally, these added pressures can sometimes prevent the student from achieving their  
full potential.

That’s why this book is so valuable. Frith and Martin address writing as a professional activity, and throughout 
all examples are contextualised within social work. Part one breaks down the technical aspects of writing, 
from structuring sentences all the way up to structuring reports, with the main aim and purpose of the 
communication in mind at all times. Social work has at its heart the principles of anti-oppression and non-
discrimination, so professional writing, and writing for service users, must also meet those requirements. The 
examples and activities they provide make it seem eminently simple and achievable.

Part two develops this idea further, focusing in greater detail on the nature of writing within the social work 
profession. Now the student should be more familiar with the rules of good writing, they can move on to 
doing more with that good writing, such as critical analysis, sending effective correspondence, maintaining 
accurate and useful records, writing a range of reports, and applying for funding. As before, the examples are 
real and relatable, and the activities allow the student to reflect on their learning, try out their developing 
skills, and check with suggested examples given at the end. 

Throughout, the authors offer a friendly and approachable voice, encouraging and guiding the student reader 
and offering support. The chapters are accessible and the layout contributes to a manageable learning process. 
The student can get as much or as little out of it as they choose, and as a result this is likely to remain useful 
to the student even after they have qualified and are working in the profession. It’s the friendly guide that 
every social work student needs.
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Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses

Arum, R., and Roksa, J. 2011. Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press.

Professor Tansy Jessop
Solent Learning and Teaching Institute

Contact: tansy.jessop@solent.ac.uk 

More than half a million students decided to borrow £27,000 to invest in their education last year. And that’s 
just to cover their tuition fees.  In this arresting and important book the authors question whether students 
are getting ‘bang for their buck’. If not, then higher education has become a massive exercise in credential-
ism, enabling students to graduate with degrees not worth the paper they are written on.  ‘Academically 
Adrift’ is set in the USA, yet many of its conclusions are transferable to UK higher education. Its key question, 
“how much do students learn on an undergraduate degree?” explores student learning gains in three crucial 
domains: critical thinking, complex reasoning and academic writing. The book’s conclusions are stark and 
challenging.

The authors demonstrate from large-scale data that some 50% of students show no statistically significant 
gains in critical thinking, complex reasoning and academic writing. An absence of learning gains feeds the per-
sistence in social inequalities, with middle class students in selective institutions making more gains because 
of the ‘concerted cultivation’ of their parents. The study questions the value of ‘college for all’, describing 
warm and fuzzy pastoral approaches to students without substantial educational gains as a form of ‘ware-
housing’ students. 

I was gripped by several findings. The first, that in an era of ‘college for all’, many students drift into higher 
education with expectations that universities will deliver good jobs and a great future on a platter, but with no 
real sense of how to achieve these goals. The second, related finding is that many students embrace a ‘creden-
tialist-collegiate’ orientation, which focuses on earning a degree with as little effort as possible. This is borne 
out by an analysis of how much time students spend on academic pursuits each week compared to socialising, 
which comes in at 16% compared to 24% on social activities, and 9% working part-time. 

The most compelling finding relates to setting high expectations. The authors demonstrate a definitive 
relationship between setting high expectations and student achievement, regardless of students’ prior 
achievement, and whatever their academic and social background. One third of students they studied did not 
take any courses with 40 pages or more of reading/week, and only half of the students in their sample took 
courses involving more than 20 pages of writing per semester. Students who were required to read more than 
40 pages of academic writing each week, and to write more than 20 pages of academic writing each semester, 
achieved significantly higher on critical thinking, complex reasoning and academic writing.  High expectations 
are best fulfilled by students studying on their own, challenging dominant theories of social learning. There is 
a positive association between studying alone and learning, when compared to studying with peers. 

This is not an easy read. It is dense and data-heavy, but I’m thrilled to have read it because it identifies core 
problems in US higher education which hover around conversations with colleagues here. I like the big picture 
and big data correlations, which lend credibility to the main arguments. As an educational developer, there are 
some solutions implied in the findings.  The low-hanging fruit is to set high expectations.
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