






Informal learning spaces which have been developed beyond the 
teaching hub concept to provide both choice and convenience are 
a valuable way to encourage interaction. There is recognition of the 
requirement for a positive emotional connection with users. Kuh et 
al. (2005:93) defined the “physical and the emotional as inextricably 
intertwined to form an almost palpable sense of place, one that 
has profound, if not always clearly understood, meaning to many 
members of the campus community”. In classical Roman religion, 
Genius Loci was defined as the protective spirit or atmosphere of 
a place as there was clear recognition of the need to feel safe and 
sheltered within an environment. Why should 21st century students 
be different? Human behaviour dictates the need to feel in control. 

Illustration 1

Illustration 2
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This is a psychological factor focusing on students’ subjective feelings 
of connectedness or cohesion to the institution. Goodenow (1993) 
suggested that the feeling of belonging may have a direct and 
powerful influence on students’ motivation. Apply this in the context 
of informal learning provision and from a students’ perspective there 
is the need for belonging, familiarity, ease and connectedness with 
areas to enable learning. The development of informal learning 
spaces which extend beyond the bustle of a teaching hub concept 
is a step towards providing choice for all students.  
   
The third strategic principle is appropriate environments with diversity 
of design and layout to support blended and informal learning. 
Diversity in design is applicable to both the formal and informal 
environment. Within the teaching hub concept, in order to effectively 
support pedagogy, a balance of different styles of rooms and layouts 
has been created. This includes the traditional layout to support the 
mass delivery of content to the more collaborative designs facilitating 
increased interaction and participation. It also includes a range of 
capacities, designs and colour schemes. If estate project managers 
were given more autonomy, the perceived successful design formula 
would become ubiquitous throughout the campus. This is based on 
the notion that students want vibrancy and stimulation through colour 
and design. There is certainly a place for this, however evaluation 
from student feedback continually identifies the preferred teaching 
space in Loughborough University is the Design School (illustrations 
1 and 2). This is based on a neutral design with muted colours and 
natural wood. Ten undergraduate students interviewed in a recent 
focus group believed that the lecture theatre provided a calming 
and professional environment to effectively facilitate learning. This 
is a powerful message about the importance of effective design and 
reinforces Freed and Parsons’ (1997) statement that some students 
such as those with attention deficit (hyperactivity) disorder and autism 
spectrum condition may be more sensitive to colour in the learning 
environment due to heightened sensory responses and strong 
visual processing abilities. Graetz (2006) noted that in any learning 
environment students are awash in environmental information, only a 
small fraction of which contains the sights and sounds of instruction. 
Vibrant colours may appear stimulating and interesting but may 
distract from the business of learning. 
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Diversity in design is also represented by a range of furniture layouts. 
This includes traditional rows, collaborative tables and what is known 
as node chairs (illustration 3). These are chairs on casters with a flip-
over writing tablet. They have been designed for maximum flexibility. 
When used with a range of colours they can enable the instructor 
to anonymously assign groups for collaboration. The furniture works 
well in small seminar rooms to support approximately 30 capacity, 
but scaled-up can create an environment which can be perceived 
as chaotic and unstructured. The furniture also facilitates movement 
in the classroom due to the casters. For the restless and the fidgety 
who may welcome the ability to move, this can be distracting to the 
lecturer and fellow peers. To summarise, the effectiveness of this 
design following ongoing evaluation, the term marmite was used.   

The final principle is appropriate and future proofed provision of 
learning and support technologies which is intuitive and consistent 
across all teaching space. This incorporates the hard learning room 
requirements including induction loop and voice reinforcement 
technologies, projection facilities with the appropriate lumen brightness 
to support the visually impaired and technologies to aid physical 
accessibility. It also includes the requirement to utilise technology 
to enhance learning. Many students prefer using technology and 
enjoy coaching or mentoring others to do the same. According to 
(JISC) technology is inherently enabling and learners with relatively 
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low traditional literacy levels can use digital resources at a higher 
level than anticipated to achieve their own outcome.  
 
There are a range of learning technologies deployed to support the 
academic delivery. These include voting systems which have widely 
been adopted to facilitate the students’ active engagement in their 
learning. Such systems also provide the lecturer with a means through 
which students can be given instant anonymised feedback within a 
classroom context. This is especially important within large cohorts 
where there can be a danger of reducing students’ involvement in 
learning to that of passive bystanders. Voting systems enable a safe 
and anonymised feedback mechanism which supports a student 
who may not have the confidence to openly respond in a lecture 
environment. 
 
Loughborough has invested in learning enhancement technologies 
including ReVIEW lecture capture, which is one of the single most 
transformative technologies to arrive in higher education and 
increasingly universities are achieving a large scale roll-out to help 
maintain competitive advantage. Lecture capture can support students 
to provide a study-aid for review and revision, assist students who do 
not have English as their first language, help accommodate different 
learning styles and importantly assist students who have particular 
educational needs.  As a resource it has become highly valued by 
students and has been identified in the top ten student priorities for 
four consecutive years. As a learning technology it is nonetheless 
following a typical adoption curve which requires continual work and 
commitment to embed within academic practice as there is a fear 
that the recording of lectures will ultimately impact on attendance. 
It also exposes academic practice both good and not so good. 
According to (JISC), learners on the autistic spectrum may find the 
busy classroom environment too distracting and it is helpful for 
them to access and revisit lecture content at a later stage. It is also 
suggested that lecture recording may benefit dyslexic learners as 
they can focus on understanding rather than note-taking and have 
the ability to triangulate details afterwards. Institutionally it is valued 
from a wider perspective and can benefit all students. 

Effective learning spaces to support students require robust and 
ubiquitous Wi-Fi and accessible power. This is a fundamental 
requirement to all students, however especially prevalent to students 
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who may require supportive technologies to aid their learning. 
This may be through the use of mobile and portable devices with 
assistive apps. All too often additional power and network beyond 
the lecturer’s podium is perceived as a nice to have and therefore 
value engineered out of a project at an early stage. This highlights 
the importance of appropriate stakeholder engagement throughout 
the project not only to ensure that the brief supports requirements 
but also protects the brief during project delivery. 

THE FUTURE OF PHYSICAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 

The term student experience has become ubiquitous and embedded 
within discussions at every level. Following the 2012 decision to 
increase student fees to £9,000 per year, and the proposed further 
increase with the Teaching Excellence Framework, there is a shift to a 
more demanding culture among students as they bear the increased 
burden for the cost of tuition. Universities are being confronted with a 
new generation of students who, with legitimacy, are stating, I expect 
quality learning environments. These are reasonable requests and 
they positively challenge the status quo. Students are both consumers 
and partners in their education. With this in mind the physical 
learning environment and associated infrastructure will, and must, 
continue to evolve, however the estate rhetoric must also change 
to redress the efficiency verses effectiveness balance. This chapter 
has suggested that space can either enable - or inhibit - different 
styles of learning and one size does not fit all. A balance of design, 
layout and technology is required to support pedagogy, but more 
importantly there needs to be a greater understanding of how to 
effectively support the inclusivity agenda through the physical built 
environment. All universities would benefit from robust empirical 
research into this area coupled with continued effective stakeholder 
engagement.   
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IDENTIFYING AND BRIDGING GAPS 
THROUGH THE STUDENT VOICE

Amarpreet Kaur 

INTRODUCTION

This chapter will consider the extent to which the student body is 
or can be involved in decisions regarding their learning, teaching 
and assessment within higher education. From the perspective of 
a thoroughly engaged student, who was a course representative, 
programme review panel member and involved in a number of a focus 
groups, this unique insight will critically explore what the student 
voice can offer. Moreover, it will deliberate how implementable 
what students desire as best practice is and shed insight to how 
the student voice has previously been accommodated within Higher 
Education (HE), from a programme level through to faculty and 
university wide changes, with examples from a student perspective.
During my bachelor’s degree I was fortunate to be elected by my 
peers as a course representative for all three consecutive years. 
Throughout this time I acted as a bridge between staff and students 
to help create positive change and ensure that the wider student 
voice was heard. From working with university staff I was able to 
develop a balanced perspective on what students wanted/expected 
in relation to how implementable/feasible this could be. By providing 
two-way feedback on student-staff expectations and experiences 
we aimed to enhance the student learning experience in an inclusive 
manner so that students could feel like they were getting the most 
out of their education. 

It was through this role I was enabled to access a range of focus 
groups and similar roles at which the student perspective was key 
to the decision(s) being made. It was also because of this role that 
I began to appreciate the diversity within the student body and 
understand the unseen adjustments which empower students to 
proactively engage with their learning in ways that made their higher 
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IDENTIFYING AND BRIDGING GAPS 
THROUGH THE STUDENT VOICE

education more accessible to them. As such, this chapter will share 
how learning, teaching and assessment respond to inclusivity within 
higher education, guided by this enlightened student perspective.

ISSUES OF INCLUSIVITY 

Initially, when faced with student disengagement dilemmas as a 
course representative I could only testify to the implications this 
had on engaged students. From lack of engagement with subject 
materials such as seminar reading, right through to low attendance I 
had very little insight to why students would choose not to participate 
in something they had opted in to. I place emphasis on choose 
because I later came to understand that it was not always a choice, 
rather it was sometimes a situation that prevented them from being 
included. I have always taken my status as a full-time student as my 
primary role, thus this has superseded many of the decisions I have 
made in higher education. For example, my availability for extra-
curricular activities or part-time work was centred around my academic 
timetable; at no point did either of these take precedence over my 
academic timetable. Hence, if there was ever a scheduling overlap, 
there was rarely a time when attending and participating in a taught 
session was not priority. As such, my personal attitudes and beliefs 
towards education and my role as a student originally shadowed my 
understanding of what I used to consider others’ excuses. However, 
when I began to question my peers it transpired that many had a 
desire to want to be more engaged with their learning but often 
there was an unavoidable underlying circumstance or priority which 
prevented them from doing so. 

Some well-cited conditions included long commutes and/or family 
commitments (National Institute of Education, 1977; National Union 
of Students, 2008), which from my department’s perspective usually 
surrounded discussions on timetabling and attendance. I remain 
surprised at the extent to which consideration is given to such instances 
as I highly doubt they would be as widely accepted in the world of 
work. However it is noted that many workplaces are increasingly 
becoming more flexible. I like to think that an inherent part of higher 
education is preparing students for graduate employment, thus 
whilst I can appreciate the extended consideration, I continue to 
question how beneficial it truly is. However, some higher education 
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providers (HEPs) have actively tried to accommodate and respond to 
such inclusivity issues raised by the student voice by implementing 
10am starts, avoiding taught sessions after 4pm and having multiple 
teaching sessions on the same day where possible. These initiatives 
were strategically implemented in the hope of increasing attendance, 
and some have been more successful than others in doing so. 

Nonetheless, this is a direct example of how the student voice has 
previously been acknowledged within HE and showcases how some 
universities have responded to it. It demonstrates the balanced 
measures universities try to make in order to be more inclusive 
and enhance the student experience. Whilst the implementation of 
these student-focused ideals fluctuate according to demands and/
or requirements in each faculty it is noted that departments do try 
to facilitate these desires as best as possible (Ramsden, 2008). In 
cases where these ideals have not been met, for example lectures 
and seminars timetabled after 4pm, course representatives have 
been successful in having some sessions re-timetabled. Again, 
this is indicative of engagement with the student voice and of 
how universities can listen to students to reach mutually desirable 
outcomes. 

Perhaps more reasonable circumstances affecting any inclusivity gap, 
are those surrounding disorders, disabilities or health conditions. I 
only deem these more excusable in the overarching essence that they 
can be unpredictable and therefore suggestively less controllable 
than the circumstances discussed in the previous paragraphs. This 
judgement does not negate that there may be elements of long 
commutes or family commitments that are also unforeseeable, merely 
that I assume the majority can be planned to a greater extent. Unlike 
several other barriers to learning, teaching and assessment, matters 
surrounding disorders, disabilities and health conditions are usually 
considered highly individualised. As such, at least initially, they 
require direct engagement from the individual student with staff 
to ensure more inclusive arrangements are made to accommodate 
their needs (Manchester Metropolitan University, 2016a; University 
of Cambridge, 2016a).

Most, if not all HEPs have some form of a disability service which 
usually works with students who access them to generate a strategy 
for their education which is mindful of their individual needs. Official 
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names vary across institutions but some are known as Personal 
Learning Plans or Student Support Documents, etc. (Manchester 
Metropolitan University, 2016b; University of Cambridge, 2016b), 
and are aimed at assisting students with all areas of their education, 
whether it be teaching, learning and/or assessment. Provisions vary 
according to the student’s individual needs but generally offer 
supporting/alternative practices to assist in these areas, thereby 
acting as examples of perhaps the most extensive provisions made 
to include specific cohorts in higher education. Support/adjustments 
can range from utilising note-takers or library assistants to having 
rest breaks in exams, or even doing alternative forms of assessments, 
depending on the student’s needs. However, it remains pertinent 
that the individual student ensures that their support continues to 
be fruitful to them; whether through their own voice or that of an 
advisor/tutor, rather than through the collective student body. 

The examples provided above address two very different ways 
in which HEPs listen to and take student voice into consideration 
in relation to inclusivity. Both present ways in which students can 
be involved in decisions regarding their learning, teaching and 
assessment, i.e. sharing their thoughts and comments with course 
representatives or by utilising existing structures themselves. The 
first however is more collective in that it is geared towards creating 
change or advocating initiatives that are likely to affect larger groups 
of students. The latter on the other hand is more individualised and 
generally only impacts the students who intentionally seek some 
form of personalised adaptation. Both indicate ways in which the 
student voice can be accommodated within higher education to 
combat the inclusivity gap, but only that in relation to the collective 
student voice will be discussed further.

LISTENING TO AND IMPLEMENTING STUDENT VOICE  

It is evident that the student voice is often taken into consideration 
and that it can offer substantial direction to identifying areas and 
reasoning to issues surrounding inclusivity within higher education. 
Student voice has proven to make great impact in the shaping of 
many areas within higher education (The Union MMU, 2015) and 
has been the driving force behind many initiatives and positive 
changes. Course representatives can work with staff within their 
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own departments, faculties and the wider university to influences 
changes at all these levels. For example, in 2014 I was involved in 
a focus group for assessments and results; the group comprised of 
course representatives from every department within the faculty. 
We each brought perspectives from our own courses, these were 
collated and later used to spearhead a movement to penalise late 
submissions without approved exceptional factors with 0% as a result, 
across the university. It is recognised that the implementation of this 
initiative took several months as did other initiatives surrounding 
how and when profiles of results were released due to the scale on 
which they were to affect the student body. 

Similarly, some changes made within my department in response 
to student feedback to staff, such as switching a summative 
assessment from a group presentation to an essay also could not 
take immediate effect. However less significant requests, such as 
using white backgrounds on presentation slides instead of black 
could be actioned within days. Despite the time differences in being 
able to fulfil response to student desires, what remains important is 
that the student voice was listened to and valued. We appreciated 
that our department cared about what we wanted and what we had 
to say, that they were honest about the possible resolutions and 
made us feel that we could actively shape our course. It remains 
unfortunate that the nature of some changes means that the cohort 
that requests them do not get to actually benefit from them, but it 
is nice to know that we have made a positive difference for future 
cohorts. Because I was a course representative for three years, 
although some of the changes I advocated for consequently did not 
directly affect me as I progressed through the programme, I still 
got to hear how the other cohorts responded to them. It was always 
satisfying to learn that the changes we pushed for were pleasing 
to those who did not know they were once a problem and that the 
department stayed true to their word. 

Needless to say, it is clear that students can be involved in decisions 
regarding their learning, teaching and assessments to varying 
extents and in many cases be the voice to advocate the need for 
adjustments (National Union of Students, 2015). Students know the 
problems they face, therefore when staff engage with us and listen, 
they do not have to guess why students adopt certain practices, 
or puzzle over what students desire (Wilson, 1981). By listening to, 
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and working directly with, students highly valuable feedback can 
be gained to improve the student learning experience in a more 
inclusive manner. As course representatives develop, inherent to the 
role, they hear about, and from, a diverse range of students which 
they then go on to advocate for. As such, even though students 
with long commutes / from non-traditional access routes into higher 
education / international students may not ever attend staff-student 
meetings, staff can be sure that in many cases their thoughts and 
opinions are still being promoted. It is noted however that this can 
be dependent on how active course representatives are and some 
may be less so than others. Nonetheless, if presented with the task, 
many course representatives would happily seek further student 
perspectives to issues on which they have little insight. After all, 
that is core to the essence of their role. Therefore, the student voice 
can also be utilised to help staff solve the dilemmas they face in 
teaching students, as well as highlighting the problems students 
encounter in their learning. 

Most often what students want or expect to see as best practice 
can eventually be delivered (Gurung & Schwartz, 2009). Sometimes 
it may take a considerable amount of time and on rare occasions 
they may not appear feasibly possible. For example, whilst it is 
noted that suggestions for unit changes are generally actioned the 
following academic year, other factors may prevent them being 
implemented. It has previously happened that students expressed 
the desire for an increased range of units, however due to staff 
availability and/or popularity of them this could not be delivered 
by the department. In such circumstances, it was not that student 
voice was being ignored, more that the staff had to readdress the 
situation to find alternative solutions, because areas of education 
that students feel strongly about do tend to reoccur. In this instance, 
once this issue reached Programme Committee, staff were then able 
to collectively float innovative ideas in response to student feedback 
to see if other adjustments could be made. It was later confirmed 
that the department would make all optional units available to both 
second and third year students and simply adjust the assessments 
accordingly. Although this was not considered to be best practice 
by students, it was deemed to be a suitable temporary measure 
until such a time that an increased range of units could be designed 
and offered to students in line with staff availability. This example 
highlights the collective efforts department staff are willing to make 
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for students and empirically evidences just how involved students can 
be in regards to decisions surrounding their learning and teaching 
in higher education. 

CONCLUSION

This chapter has shared a course representative’s perspective on 
what the student voice can offer in HE and several examples of the 
extent to which students can be involved in decisions regarding 
their learning, teaching and assessment. It has presented how 
implementable students’ desires can be and some of the challenges 
staff may face in delivering to these expectations. The insight 
reveals how the student voice has previously been accommodated 
within HE and highlights the value extended to the student voice 
at various levels throughout an institution. It showcases how staff 
and students can work together to reach mutually beneficial and 
actionable outcomes, and discusses issues that students face and 
how these have been formerly addressed by HEPs. The chapter 
expressed how the student voice can be used not only to identify 
issues but also to help bridge them. It is wholeheartedly believed 
that the student voice will always be the progressive way forward 
in higher education when balanced with open-minded staff, and it 
is hoped that this chapter has conveyed this conviction. 
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THE IMPROVEMENT OF THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF 
HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE REPUBLIC OF CROATIA 
– A PREREQUISITE FOR ITS INCLUSIVENESS

Lelia Kiš-Glavaš 

This chapter examines Croatia’s response to the changing participation 
in higher education within the broader diverse social context as laid 
out in the Bologna Process (2010) which encouraged benchmarking 
academic standards across European Higher Education Providers 
(HEPs). The process included consideration of the links between 
equitable participation in, and successful completion of, learning in 
higher education, and employability options leading to more equal 
opportunities for life outcomes. Lifelong student-centred learning 
was a central issue with explicit acknowledgement of prior learning, 
including informal learning. The aim of the Bologna Process was 
that the student population in Higher Education (HE) would reflect 
the diversity of society at large (London Communiqué, 2007). As 
Biggs and Tang (2011) state, widening participation challenges 
academics across institutions to address the quality of their teaching 
and assessment to develop a truly inclusive approach. 

The education system in Croatia (Hrvatska, 2017) begins in preschool 
institutions, which include those run by local authorities and private 
nursery schools (e.g. run by religious communities), and institutions 
which provide preschool programmes.  Children who are 6½ years 
or over must attend compulsory elementary education, which lasts 
eight years. There is an adult education system for those over the 
age of 15 who fail to complete elementary education. 

Upon completing their elementary education, children may continue 
optional secondary education which is divided according to curricula 
into gymnasiums, vocational schools (technical, industrial and craft-
based) or art schools (music, dance, art). Gymnasiums provide a 
comprehensive syllabus that lasts four years and includes a final 
examination, the state matura. Programmes in vocational and 
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art schools last from one to five years, and usually end with the 
production of a final assignment, but it is also possible to sit the state 
matura if pupils have completed four years of secondary education. 
Since 2010, state matura results have been the basis for entry to 
higher education institutions. Along with secondary education, 
there are also programmes that prepare people to work in their 
chosen vocations and adult education programmes. Elementary 
and secondary education in state schools is free. 

Higher education is conducted in higher education institutions through 
university and professional studies. Higher education institutions 
are divided into polytechnics, colleges of applied science, faculties 
and art academies.  

University studies equip students for work in science and higher 
education, in the business world, public sector and society. 
University studies are organised and implemented at universities, 
which are comprised of several faculties, and may be at the level 
of undergraduate, graduate or postgraduate studies.  

Professional studies provide students with the knowledge and skills 
they will require to work in professional occupations. Professional 
studies, which last two to three years, are conducted in colleges of 
applied science or polytechnics, and may be conducted in universities. 

The educational system in Croatia is illustrated in figure 1.
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Figure 1: Chart of the educational system in Croatia (Hrvatska, 2017) 

In Croatia, theoretically, everyone has an equal right of access to all 
levels in the education system, and the Constitution of the Republic 
of Croatia (1990) explicitly states that it is necessary to take several 
additional measures to make HE truly accessible to everyone, 
especially to individuals from vulnerable social groups. These key 
vulnerable groups will be highlighted before going on to discuss 
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the National Plan for the Improvement of the Social Dimensions of 
Higher Education which sets out goals and time frames for widening 
participation in higher education in Croatia. 

A pilot programme developed agreements between the Ministry of 
Science and Education and public universities, university colleges 
of applied science, and community colleges (Beljo Lučić, 2012). The 
programme spanned three academic years from 2012/13 to 2015/16, 
and three out of its five agreed general directives involved social 
dimensions within higher education: (i) acquiring qualifications, (ii) 
facilitating access to study and financial support for students from 
lower socioeconomic groups and for students with disabilities, and 
(iii) facilitating access to, and ensuring quality of, study for students 
aged over 25 years. 

Further development of the programme encompassed academic 
years 2015/16, 2016/17 and 2017/18 and also included two strategic 
objectives relating to widening participation: (i) equal access to 
higher education for full time students in the Republic of Croatia, and 
(ii) encouraging completion and graduation from higher education 
(i.e. reducing drop-out rates). This is to be achieved by subsidising 
fees and co-financing materials costs (https://vlada.gov.hr, 2015). 
In the past few years, there has been an increased investment in 
student scholarships. Between 2014 and 2020, 22,000 scholarships 
are promised for students in lower socioeconomic groups; 15,000 
scholarships are to be made available for students in the STEM 
disciplines (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics), in 
ICT (information communication & technology) and other identified 
priority subjects. In addition to the 5,000 state scholarships annually 
allocated, an extra 4,500 will be allocated for students from lower 
socioeconomic groups and 3,000 for STEM and other priority fields 
(http://www.strukturnifondovi.hr, 2014). 

In 2014, the Croatian Parliament adopted the Strategy of Education, 
Science and Technology that stipulated one of the development priorities 
of Croatian education was to include underrepresented groups within 
the higher education system. The Strategy, in the section on higher 
education, lists several tasks that are aimed at enhancing the social 
dimensions of higher education in Croatia. One of these tasks refers to 
enabling underrepresented and vulnerable groups in higher education, 
as well as reducing factors that contribute to their limited enrolment. 
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This task was entrusted to the intersectoral National Group for the 
Improvement of the Social Dimension of Higher Education which acts 
as an advisory body to the government of the Republic of Croatia, 
the Ministry of Science and Education, Rectors’ Conference, and the 
Council of Universities and University Colleges of Applied Science, 
whose establishment was encouraged by one of the measures of 
the national strategy. 

Since its establishment at the end of 2015, the National Group has 
highlighted the following underrepresented and vulnerable groups 
of students in higher education (as well as some of the factors 
that make them vulnerable): students whose parents have lower 
levels of education; students from families of lower socioeconomic 
status; female students in technical fields and male students in the 
humanities; mature students; students with children; students with 
disabilities; students from vocational schools; students working whilst 
studying; students who need to travel to study; student-children of 
Croatian war veterans; students belonging to the Roma minority; 
LGBT students; students from alternative care; homeless students 
or those at risk of homelessness; students from rural areas, small 
towns or islands; refugees and asylum seekers. 

I was personally a member of this working group, primarily serving 
the role of chairperson of the Committee for Disabled Students at 
the University of Zagreb, and a role as representative of the Faculty 
of Education and Rehabilitation Sciences (http://www.erf.unizg.hr/
en/about-us/about-the-faculty, 2017) whose mission is to carry out 
education founded on scientific knowledge in the areas of educational 
rehabilitation, speech-language pathology, and social pedagogy with 
the aim of including vulnerable groups and groups under risk into 
the community, by influencing individuals and social environments 
as well as influencing policymaking and social benefits. 

Students whose parents have lower levels of education 

Studies show lower academic achievement of students coming from 
families with less educated parents (Burušić et al., 2010; Jokić, et 
al., 2010; Gregurović & Kuti, 2009). Students whose parents have 
lower levels of education more often enrol at vocational schools, 
particularly those offering 3-year courses. The academic gap that 
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these students have to cover if they want to continue their education 
at a higher level significantly impedes the continuation of their 
education (Matković et al., 2014). 

The EUROSTUDENT sample research (Šćukanec et al., 2016) shows 
that, typically, children of highly educated parents more often engage 
in higher education. While 17% of fathers in the general population 
have secondary or higher education, they represent 34% of fathers 
of students in HE. Conversely, 18.5% of men aged 40-60 have only 
primary education; as few as 5.1% of students have fathers who come 
from this demographic. Students whose parents have only primary 
or secondary education significantly more often assess their financial 
difficulties as very serious or more serious compared with students 
whose parents have higher education (Šćukanec et al., 2016). 

Students from families of lower socioeconomic status 

The research of Košutić et al. (2015) showed that one third of 
students mentioned the lack of financial resources as a reason for 
not continuing their education. The same research showed that 
when asked about financial assets, high school students who are 
planning to go to college differ from those who do not or who still 
do not know. Students who stated that they are planning higher 
education have parents with the most assets. 

Students from lower socioeconomic status groups usually opt for 
entering full-time employment and these students estimate the 
intensity of study obligations as lower than those who do not work 
(Šćukanec et al., 2016). This suggests that they may underestimate 
the time commitment needed for studying and may be at greater 
risk of dropping out from study. 

Female students in technical fields and male 
students in the humanities 

According to Jugović (2015), gender stereotypes about professions 
and disciplines of study are an important factor in the choice that 
young people make about their area of study. There appears to be a 
belief that one’s own gender has less talent in a particular profession 
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or field of study, and is associated with a lower likelihood of selecting 
that area of study. Therefore, men significantly outnumber women 
in technical sciences (70%) and women make up the significant 
majority of students in humanities and social sciences (74%), and in 
the field of medicine and health care (71%) (Šćukanec et al., 2016).

 
Mature students 

Only 8% of students in Croatia enrol at universities for the first time 
after the age of 21 years (Šćukanec et al., 2016). Hauschildt et al. 
(2015) compared data from EUROSTUDENT concluded that Croatia, 
with only 21%, comes 17th amongst European countries that have 
students older than 25 years. The Scandinavian countries are on top 
with Finland having 58%, Sweden second with 53%, and Norway 
coming a close third with 52%. Austria and Switzerland have 46% 
and 44%, respectively. 

There are indications that older students are less likely to complete 
their first year of study (Mihaljević Kosor, 2010), and that social 
integration into higher education is more difficult for them (Doolan 
et al., 2014). 

Mature students are more likely to have financial concerns. Fifty one 
percent (51%) of students who start studying aged 21 years or older 
assess their financial difficulties as very serious or serious, whilst 
only 36% of younger students cite this as a concern (Šćukanec et 
al., 2016). In addition, students who started studying after the age 
of 21 years are more likely to have a full-time job than those who 
started studying before they turned 21 (Šćukanec et al., 2016). 
 

Students with children 

Only 3% of students in Croatia have children (Šćukanec et al., 2016). 
Parents are an underrepresented group when compared with other 
European countries. Comparing EUROSTUDENT data, Hauschildt 
(2015) found that Croatia comes 25th out of 29 countries. 

Student-parents claim that studying is more difficult for them than 
for students who do not have children. Doolan et al. (2014) cite the 
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fact that they estimate time available for study to be severely limited 
for them. Most student-parents (65%) are also employed full- or 
part-time (Šćukanec et al., 2016), thus limiting their time even more. 
Šćukanec et al. (2016) have shown that 15% of students in Croatia 
temporarily stop studying for up to one year, and the same thing 
is done by 22% of student-parents.

 
Students with disabilities 

The cohort of students labelled as having disabilities is heterogeneous; 
therefore, their needs in higher education are diverse and individualised. 
However, their abilities and needs are generally viewed in relation 
to the type of disability experienced. This ranges from the need 
for physical accessibility or availability to all areas; the need for 
services (physical impairments); the need for a personalised approach 
to text (visual impairment); the need to ensure a communication 
intermediary (hearing impairment); the need for flexibility in deadlines 
and sometimes in the daily rhythm of activity (chronic illness or 
mental health issues); the need for adapted teaching materials and 
methods of assessment (students with specific learning differences 
and sometimes students with physical and sensory impairments). 
In addition to adjustments within the jurisdiction of higher education 
provision, the inclusion of students with disabilities depends on the 
issue of transition to higher education in terms of social and living 
accessibility. Croatian HE providers need to consider the possibility 
of adapted transport and housing, assistance in halls of residence or 
dormitories and canteens, and offer the use of assistive technology 
(Kiš-Glavaš, 2012). 

Urbanc et al. (2014) have shown that experiences of disabled students, 
regarding accessibility to individual faculties and adjustments of 
teaching, are diverse and uneven. This can range from highly positive 
and supportive experiences to some that indicate insensitivity and 
lack of knowledge amongst the teaching staff and other participants 
involved. Students rightfully recognise that the system is comprised 
of people, and that it is not enough to rely on technological 
advancements that make it easier to follow lectures. It is essential 
to provide, and insist on educating and training teaching and non-
teaching staff. 
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Students who have completed vocational school 

Students graduating from vocational schools are significantly less 
likely to progress to higher education than those from traditional 
schools. Baranović (2015) suggests that whilst almost all (98.5%) of 
high school (gymnasium) students and three quarters (75%) of four-
year vocational school students plan to go on to higher education, 
only 16.5% of three-year vocational school students cite that they 
expect to do so. These latter cohorts of students face the barrier of 
being less likely to pass the necessary exams for progression (the 
state matura) (Matković, et al., 2014). 

Doolan (2010) states that students who have finished some vocational 
schools express dissatisfaction with the way secondary education 
prepared them for college, both in terms of content and in terms of 
work habits. Likewise, there are indications that it is more difficult 
for students from vocational schools to pass exams in their first year 
of higher education study (Mihaljević Kosor, 2010; Doolan, 2010). 
This concern is anecdotally mirrored in parts of the UK where many 
academics are concerned at the lack of preparedness of students 
with non-traditional A-levels or vocational qualifications like BTechs.

Students who work during studies 

Students with full-time jobs have less time for study obligations than 
students who do not work (Šćukanec et al., 2016). EUROSTUDENT 
data (Šćukanec et al., 2016) shows that almost half of all students 
(44%) had undertaken some paid full-time or part-time work during 
the semester during which the study was conducted. Students 
whose parents do not have higher education themselves; students 
who enrolled for higher education study after the age of 21 years; 
and student-parents are the most represented in full-time work. 

  
Students who travel to study  

According to EUROSTUDENT data (Šćukanec et al., 2016), 13% of 
students travel to study in another county. According to Doolan 
et al. (2014), students travelling to study from one Croatian county 
to another cannot be present at all classes due to travel costs, but 

280



also due to irregular public transport lines and time being spent on 
travelling. These students have less time for studying. 
  

Student-children of Croatian war veterans  

The Croatian War of Independence was fought from 1991 to 1995 
against the aggression of the associated Great Serbian forces – the 
extremists in Croatia, the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), and Serbia 
and Montenegro (Croatian Encyclopaedia, 2017). 

According to the 2009 data about the War, at least 12,500 people 
were killed on the Croatian side, and 1,030 people were considered 
missing. Wounded people are considered as war-affected people 
(according to data from 1999, 33,043 people were injured, 9,816 of 
whom were civilians); people detained in Serbian camps, children 
without parents; and veterans with permanent health disorders 
(Croatian Encyclopaedia, 2017). 

A small, but significant number of children (302) of Croatian war 
veterans killed in the Croatian War of Independence are now of age 
to be accessing higher education (Ministry of Croatian Veterans / 
Ministarstvo hrvatskih branitelja, 2016). The loss of a parent has a 
long-lasting negative impact on academic achievement. The negative 
impact is greater the longer the time a child has been growing up 
without the parent(s), and the psychological consequences of early 
parental loss are more prominent as the child gets older (Kovač, 
2015). This will affect the wellbeing of students in higher education. 
 

Students belonging to the Roma minority  

The Roma people have inhabited the territory of the Republic of 
Croatia from the 14th century. The Roma minority in Croatia is not 
homogeneous – they speak different languages, have different 
religious beliefs, and their position is marginalized. According to 
the 2001 census, 9,463 Roma people were registered in Croatia, 
but it estimated that between 30,000 and 40,000 Roma people 
live in Croatia. Living conditions faced by most of the Roma people 
are difficult, especially because of the high unemployment rate, 
insufficient involvement in the education system, inadequate 
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housing conditions, and the arrangement of areas inhabited by 
the Roma people. In 89% of Roma households, no family member 
has a permanent source of income (Office for Human Rights and 
Rights of National Minorities of the Governments of the Republic 
of Croatia / Ured za ljudska prava i prava nacionalnih manjina vlade 
Republike Hrvatske, 2017). 

Members of the Roma minority enter secondary education less 
frequently, which presents an obstacle in continuing their education 
to a higher level (Baranović, 2009). Baranović continues to discuss 
how a relatively small number of student members of the Roma 
minority express aspiration for higher education, and only a few 
actually take part. The report outlines data from the Ministry of 
Education and Science that in 2007 there were only 10 students 
from the Roma minority attending higher education. 

 
LGBT students 

Findings of a study conducted on a sample of high school students 
in Croatia show that LGBT students are more often exposed to 
emotional abuse and physical violence than are their heterosexual 
counterparts (Jugović & Bezinović, 2015). Thus, they can be seen 
as a potentially vulnerable group of students in higher education 
in Croatia (Institute for the Development of Education / Institut za 
razvoj obrazovanja, 2017). 
 

Students coming from alternative care 

In Croatia, around 200 children without adequate parental care 
or coming from orphanages and foster families finish high school, 
with some of them wanting to continue their education. However, 
young people from alternative care often enrol into vocational 
programmes, after which continuation to a higher level is more 
difficult. Furthermore, financial difficulties make it difficult for this 
cohort of young people to continue their education at a higher level 
(Šimić et al., 2011). 
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Homeless students and those who are at risk of homelessness
 
The Croatian Homeless Network reported cases in 2015 and 2016 
of young people (among whom were several students) who sought 
help at regional centres and homeless shelters due to unexpected 
life circumstances which made them lose their existing place 
of residence (Office of Ombudsman of Croatia / Ured pučkog 
pravobranitelja, 2017). 
  

Students from rural areas, small towns, and islands 

People living in rural areas are at greater risk of poverty and social 
exclusion. They have poorer health care and higher unemployment 
rates (Operational Programme ‘Effective Human Resources 2014-2020’ 
/ Operativni program Učinkoviti ljudski potencijali 2014.-2020., 2015).
 
The reasons for underrepresentation of students coming from 
rural areas include: financial difficulties because higher education 
institutions are located in cities; schools in rural areas often do not 
have the same resources as those in urban centres; support of the 
family and environment for studying is often lower in rural areas as 
they are not traditional participants in higher education; there is a 
problem of digital divide in relation to students from urban area 
who have greater access to the internet and digital resources. 

  
Refugees and asylum seekers 

Refugees and asylum seekers in the European and Croatian area 
are identified as a vulnerable group whose integration must be 
systematically supported by the national state. The European 
Commission has recognised refugees, asylum seekers and asylum 
grantees as a vulnerable group at all levels of education (European 
Commission / Europska komisija, 2008). The lack of knowledge of 
the Croatian language and lower socioeconomic status together 
with the lack of integration into society, education systems, and the 
labour market, as well as accommodation problems are just some of 
the problems that these potential students are faced with every day. 
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Other vulnerable groups 
 
The National Group has further identified the vulnerable position 
of part-time students, as well as those involved in professional or 
expert studies. 

Part-time students in Croatia comprise about 27% of the overall 
student population, and about two-thirds of those work while studying 
(Šćukanec et al., 2013). Their study also indicated that these students 
are also the ones most likely to have left school earlier than those 
who go on to full-time study.  Half of full-time undergraduates state 
an intention to continue to postgraduate studies, and only about 
one third of those studying part-time intend to do the same. 

According to EUROSTUDENT research, gymnasium school students 
make up two thirds of students in higher education, while those 
from vocational schools make up two thirds of students enrolled 
on professional studies. 

Students report that the average total cost of professional studies 
have far higher costs than university students, with an average of 
29,239 HRK per semester at private colleges and a smaller, but still 
above average, cost of 16,281 HRK per semester at public colleges. 
The average cost of students at university is only 14,012 HRK. Despite 
this, students at universities are more likely to receive scholarships, 
while students of professional studies primarily have to rely on the 
income coming from their jobs. More than one third of Croatian 
students assess their financial difficulties as serious or very serious; 
this is particularly true for students at public university colleges of 
applied sciences and community colleges. 

FUTURE PLANS: The National Plan for the Improvement of the 
Social Dimension of Higher Education  
 
The National Group plans to develop several objectives for 
underrepresented and vulnerable groups in the following areas: 

•  Improve widening participation in higher education  
    by systematically collecting and processing data
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•  Increasing attention to, and removing barriers for, 
    access to higher education 
•  Providing equal opportunities for all students 
    throughout their studies 
•  Raising graduation rates 
•  Raising employment rates for the first four months  
    after graduation 
•  Improving financial support  
•  Quality assurance.  

The National Plan is stepping forward towards widening participation 
by proposing concrete objects, sub-goals and activities to be carried 
out primarily by the institutions and bodies in higher education. 
Additionally, it proposes measurable indicators within a set timeframe 
for monitoring these achievements.
 
Activities for implementation are diverse and numerous,  
but will include: 

•  Systematisation of existing data and the development 
    of new methodologies for collecting new data 
•  Stronger collaboration within the secondary education 
    system and improvements in career guidance  
•  Creation and implementation of a series of measures 
    for equal opportunities for underrepresented and  
    vulnerable groups of students  
•  Revision of the existing academic programmes and 
    adjustments to make curricula more inclusive for all 
    students; this will include making student internships  
    obligatory 
•  Student services will be developed to include  
    psychological, career, and academic guidance;  
    counselling services will be made available for  
    all students to access 
•  Creation and implementation of educational training  
    for university academic, professional, and 
    administrative staff 
•  Reform of the system of part-time studies 
•  Facilitation of additional funds for courses with  
    a high rate of employment after graduation  
    with the aim of capacity building 
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•  Facilitation of additional funds for courses with a high 
    share of graduate members of underrepresented and 
    vulnerable groups 
•  Provision of scholarships for underrepresented  
    or vulnerable students 
•  Financial aid to students with need 
•  Ensuring financial aid meets the real costs of study 
•  Increasing accommodation capacity in halls of residence 
•  Internal quality assurance to promote and evaluate 
    programmes to widen participation, including external 
    validation or accreditation procedures. 

Counselling and student support centres along with adequate and 
timely financial support have been identified as key activities. 

Running in parallel to activities to increase accessibility are the 
measures for ensuring successful planning or inclusivity. This is 
expected to be a major challenge for Croatian higher education, and 
requires a substantial shift in the expectation, understanding, and 
thinking of the role of university teachers. They are expected not 
just to teach, but also to engage in encouraging the full professional 
and personal development of each of their students. 

This chapter has presented an illustration of how inclusive higher 
education is being approached in one country in Europe, Croatia.  
Many issues and difficulties are the same as those for higher 
education in the UK.  However, the prelude to higher education 
is slightly different and whilst we have many student cohorts in 
common, we have additional groups of students – like those who 
have experienced the war for independence.  Since the Strategy 
of Education, Science and Technology was adopted by Parliament 
in 2014, higher education providers have been working towards 
solutions to include underrepresented groups.  We have had some 
success but we continue to monitor our improvements by closely 
measuring our set indicators. 
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Note:  

To create this paper, three still unofficial documents have been 
used, two of which are available in draft version and one is still in 
the progress of being written: 

•  Members of the National Group for Improvement 
of the Social Dimension in Higher Education (2016): 
Underrepresented and vulnerable groups in higher 
education in Croatia (Članovi Nacionalne skupine za 
unapređenje socijalne dimenzije visokog obrazovanja 
(2016): Podzastupljene i ranjive skupine u visokom 
obrazovanju u Hrvatskoj),  
http://public.mzos.hr/Default.aspx?art=15067&sec=3674  

•  Members of the National Group for Improvement of 
the Social Dimension in Higher Education (in progress): 
National Plan for Improvement of the Social Dimension 
in Higher Education in Croatia 2017-2021 (Članovi 
Nacionalne skupine za unapređenje socijalne dimenzije 
visokog obrazovanja (u izradi): Nacionalni plan za 
unapređenje socijalne dimenzije visokog obrazovanja u 
Republici Hrvatskoj 2017.-2021.) 

•  Kiš-Glavaš, L. (2016), National Group for Improvement 
of the Social Dimension in Higher Education: Guidelines 
for Improvement of the System of Support for Students 
with Disabilities in Higher Education in Croatia 
(Nacionalna skupina za unapređenje socijalne dimenzije 
visokog obrazovanja: Smjernice za unapređenje 
sustava potpore studentima s invaliditetom u visokom 
obrazovanju u Republici Hrvatskoj),  
http://public.mzos.hr/Default.aspx?art=15067&sec=3674  
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TRANSFORMING THE LEARNING JOURNEY
THROUGH INCLUSIVE CURRICULUM DESIGN

Nick Morton and Rachel Curzon

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter reflects upon the transformative journey higher education 
(HE) students take from entrant to graduate. In particular it explores 
the design and co-creation of an integrated, inclusive curriculum 
purposely intended to support students on this learning journey, 
and thereby help to close the inclusivity gap. 

During 2015-16, Birmingham City University embarked on an 
ambitious project of Transforming the Curriculum across all faculties 
and programmes. The motivation for this was both to improve the 
university’s standing within the UK HE sector and to ensure the 
delivery of excellent teaching provision. The project was designed 
to encourage a fundamental review and clarification of the academic 
offer and its underlying philosophy, underpinned by the guiding 
principle of the university’s Academic Plan: to pursue excellence 
by providing practice-led, knowledge-applied education that 
is interdisciplinary, employability-driven, and internationalised 
(Birmingham City University, 2016a). 

This chapter reflects on the strategy employed in the Faculty of 
Computing, Engineering & the Built Environment (CEBE), a science-
based faculty which delivers programmes ranging from Architectural 
Technology and Construction Management, Automotive and 
Mechanical Engineering, to Computer Science and Film Production 
Technology. The transformation of its programmes through a 
student-centred process to create a positive learning journey for 
all students does not impose detailed, prescriptive structures, but 
proposes a common framework and explores transferable practices 
based on primary experience and wider understanding with links 
to appropriate literature. 
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TRANSFORMING THE LEARNING JOURNEY
THROUGH INCLUSIVE CURRICULUM DESIGN

Birmingham City University is a large urban university spread 
across three principal campuses with over 23,000 students. The 
university aims to provide “quality, student-focused education in a 
professional and friendly environment” with a focus on “practical 
skills and professional relevance [which] is producing some of the 
country’s most employable graduates” (Birmingham City University, 
2016b:np). At the heart of the University, as demonstrated through the 
actions of both staff and students, are four core values (Excellence, 
People-focused, Partnership Working, and Fairness and Integrity) 
(Birmingham City University, 2016c). The university’s mission, “to 
transform the prospects of individuals, employers and society through 
excellence in practice-based education, research and knowledge 
exchange” (Birmingham City University, 2016d:np), is reflected by 
the approach taken in CEBE.  

The students at Birmingham City University are a diverse mixture 
of full and part time, undergraduate and postgraduate, home and 
international individuals; over 80 countries are represented in the 
student population (Birmingham City University, 2016b:np). The 
university has a higher-than-average number of commuter students 
whose home and term-time addresses are the same, and in 2014-15 
71% were in this category (Birmingham City University, 2016e:np). 
Additionally, whilst the HE sector reported in 2013-14 that the student 
population (UK domiciled, full-time, undergraduates) was 78% white 
and 22% Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME), the student population 
at Birmingham City University was 55% white and 45% BAME 
(Birmingham City University, 2015:np). 58% of students are under 
21, whilst 26% are between 21-24 years of age. 64% of students are 
female, 36% male, and ten per cent of students declared a disability 
in 2013-14; but the proportion, in particular, of male to female varies 
considerably between faculties. Considering our particularly diverse 
student population is therefore an especially important component 
of transforming the learning journey and ensuring inclusivity.  

THE STRATEGY: EMBRACING A FLIPPED CURRICULUM TO PROMOTE 
INCLUSION AND ENCOURAGE ACTIVE LEARNING 

The strategy that was developed and applied in CEBE is based on a 
value-added curriculum. This is defined as the range of opportunities 
that reflect the student partnership ethos: greater representation 
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and involvement in key decision-making processes in programme 
development and delivery, an extended focus on induction and 
transition, and co-design of active learning and teaching (field visits; 
practical labs; etc.). The university has a longstanding commitment 
to student partnership, with encouragement and support (through a 
variety of mechanisms) for students to be proactive change agents 
and to share their ideas of learning and teaching with staff to enhance 
learning opportunities (Birmingham City University, 2016f).   

The University advocates that “student engagement should not be 
confined just to the curriculum, but should be woven throughout the 
fabric of the whole student experience” (ibid:np) and, embracing 
this view, the learning and teaching strategy in CEBE is founded 
on a move to flipped learning. This method provides students with 
the opportunity to practice professional skills in a hands-on way, 
and a flipped curriculum enables them to do so from early in the 
programme, moving from formative, introductory tasks through to 
evaluation and reflective problem-solving at higher levels (Bergmann 
& Sams, 2012; Berrett, 2012; Bowen, 2012). This approach also lends 
itself to work-based learning modes of delivery, where that practice 
knowledge can be very easily mapped to what happens in an actual 
industrial setting. Flipped learning also presumes a general move 
away from didactic PowerPoint teaching to active learning in smaller 
groups facilitated by a range of additional support mechanisms 
(Gibbs, 1988; Kolb, 1984; Kolb et al., 2014). Adopting techniques 
which encourage active learning can have many positive impacts, 
including increased critical discussion, enhanced transferable 
skills, deeper learning and a greater willingness to share and apply 
knowledge in the perceived safe environment of the smaller group 
(Meyers & Jones, 1993; Prince, 2004; Keeler & Steinhorst, 1995; 
Freeman et al., 2014; Bea, 2011). 
 
This shift towards flipped learning encourages a more inclusive 
attitude to learning and teaching, delivered through a range of 
related pedagogic approaches variously described as social learning 
(Fry et al., 2008), learning by doing or problem-based learning 
(Boud & Feletti, 1998; Schwartz et al., 2001; Savin-Baden, 2000) and 
understanding different learning styles / conceptions of learning 
(Biggs & Tang, 2011; Entwistle et al., 2000 & 2013; Race, 2007 & 
2010; Ramsden 2003). It uses a variety of techniques to encourage 
participation and engage a wide range of learners.  
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ESTABLISHING SHARED PRINCIPLES 
 
Turning to the process of curriculum design, key to the transformation 
of the learning journey to embed inclusivity was the creation, 
discussion, and agreement of a set of guiding principles, honed 
through extensive debate with staff and student groups. These 
principles aimed to build a shared understanding of how our 
overarching philosophy - an enriched curriculum delivered through 
an active learning approach - would be translated into the design 
and approval of our programmes. 

The framework is built on the following features: 

1) Designing innovative, internationally-relevant programmes  
   that lead to graduate employment
 

-  active involvement all our key stakeholders (students,  
   staff, industry partners, professional bodies, and others) 
   in the design and approval process  

-  this draws on the belief that stakeholder engagement  
   and collaborative design enhances the quality and  
   relevance of the programmes. Research completed by 
   others in this field (for example, Bovill et al., 2011;  
   Bovill, 2014; Voogt et al., 2015; Oliver & Hyun, 2011) has 
   been particularly useful in refining the approach taken.

  
2) Delivering an outstanding learning experience through   
    contemporary and innovative pedagogy 
 

-   continually challenge ourselves to improve the  
    quality of our learning and teaching practice 
 
-   engage and inspire our students by applying the 
    principles of flipped learning to our curriculum  

-   design assessment that excites and engages students 
    as active partners in their learning
  
-   enable all students to be part of a bigger research  
    or innovative practice initiative through their final 
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year project, blending the creation of an artefact with 
reflective evaluation in the form of a research paper 

 
Through understanding not only what is required in terms of 
quality assurance but having an awareness of the debates in this 
area (including Gibbs, 2010; Quality Assurance Agency for Higher 
Education, 2014; Aithal et al., 2015; Carey, 2013; Skolnik, 2010), our 
approach to learning and teaching strives towards genuine quality 
enhancement. An additional output of this new approach should 
also be an enhanced community of learning (Tinto, 1997, 2000 & 
2003) which in turn should have positive implications for student 
experience, retention and success. Exploring how assessment can 
be used to engage students and enhance their learning (Gibbs & 
Simpson, 2004; Astin, 2012; Boud et al., 2014; Knight, 2012) has 
been an important area of discussion, and has led to the creation 
of consciously varied approaches to assessment.   

3) Supporting students to engage in shaping their learning 

-   design tutoring and mentoring initiatives to support  
    our diverse students into induction and transition, 
    through personal and professional development,  
    and into graduate employment  

-   actively involve students in decision-making to add  
    value and reflect a partnership ethos  

-   create in or near-curricula memorable experiences  
    for every programme.  

Birmingham City University has a longstanding commitment 
to student engagement through its staff-student partnerships, 
mentoring schemes and peer interventions at university, faculty and 
school level. We believe that this principle offers multiple positive 
outcomes cross-cutting student retention, progression, success, 
and satisfaction, whilst also enhancing the individual experience of 
students. The effectiveness of such an approach is evidenced through 
various findings (Bovill, 2013; Bovill & Felten, 2016; Cook-Sather et 
al., 2014; Healey et al., 2014; Johnson, 2015; Kahu, 2013; Kuh et al., 
2008; Morton et al., 2014; Nygaard et al., 2013; Streitwieser & Light, 
2010; Thomas, 2012). 
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FROM PRINCIPLES TO REALITY: DESIGNING AN INTEGRATED 
CURRICULUM: MAKING THE IMPLICIT EXPLICIT  
 
In pursuing this holistic approach to curriculum design, we were acutely 
aware that students would need to understand how inclusivity would 
feed into the lived experience of their programmes. Therefore, as part 
of a shared approach adopted across the university, all programme 
specifications now include Statements of Intent specifically designed 
to prepare students for critical aspects of their learning experience. 
They address in detail a wide range of topics including widening 
participation; information and digital literacy; sustainability and 
global citizenship; and inclusivity itself. 

Within each programme, these themes have then been developed in 
a context-specific form; for example, the redesigned BSc Construction 
Management programme includes a module entitled Professionalism 
and Citizenship to address inclusivity within the construction industry. 
Data published in 2016 indicate that only 4% of the UK construction 
industry workforce is drawn from the BAME community, whilst the 
proportion of women has been largely static for several years at around 
13% (Glenigan, 2016). Those with a disability represent approximately 
14% of the workforce, compared to 19% in the general population 
(deGraft-Johnson et al., 2009). By confronting and exploring aspects 
of diversity, inclusion and exclusion as a core part of the curriculum, 
we will build appreciation at a formative stage of our students’ own 
professional development, and enable them to become agents of 
change within the industry. Such an approach may be unusual in a 
traditionally technical subject such as construction, but, endorsed 
by our partners in the design process, this commitment is made 
explicit through a student-centred framework shaping the learning 
and teaching strategy. It is founded on the changemaker principles 
developed at the University of Northampton, and delivered through 
social innovation (Curtis, 2013; Alden Rivers et al., 2015): 

1. Believe in responsibility to make positive changes  
    in society  
2. Have the power and resources to make a difference  
    (tangible and intangible)  
3. Take initiative to bring about innovative change,  
     local and systematic  
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4. Work with others to maximise impact, working  
    in groups and networks  
5. Know and live authentically according to one’s values  
6. Practice empathy by engaging in another person’s  
    world without judgement. 

 
Each module will embed changemaker attributes such as emotional 
and social intelligence, intended to shape our students as life-long 
professional learners able to make positive changes both in their 
own lives and in wider society. 

ENGAGING STUDENTS IN THEIR LEARNING 

Practice-based study is at the heart of all these programmes. By 
using flipped learning as a vehicle to actively engage students in 
the learning process, we will encourage them to apply theoretical 
knowledge and fundamental principles to real-world problems (through 
the medium of case-study work; projects sourced from placement 
experience and industrial partners; and applied research), and by 
facilitating a reflective approach to this process so that students 
are able to appreciate learning requirements and assess their own 
learning gain (Higher Education Funding Council for England, 2017).  

For example, in the first-year module Socio-Technical Systems, on 
the redesigned BSc Business Information Systems programme, the 
content will be supplemented by structured workshops based on an 
organisational case study which will be presented to the students 
in segments relevant to the topic of the week. The workshops will 
require students to apply problem solving, or discuss a specific 
aspect and report back, or role play, etc. Crucially, in addition to 
the element of active reflection facilitated through the flipped 
curriculum, students will be expected to make an active contribution 
to the development of a positive and inclusive learning culture. 
For example, undergraduate students who have previously been 
through a placement year, or other form of industry engagement 
or extra-curricular project, will be asked to share aspects of their 
experiences with their colleagues. Such positive role models help 
to engender a proactive approach to learning from all students, and 
reinforce the employability benefits of our programmes. 
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Indeed, enhancing graduate employability is central to the approach 
to learning and teaching across the faculty. Subject experts, including 
graduate recruiters, have also had input into programme review and 
development, mainly focusing on wider graduate attributes such as 
developing a portfolio of work, the ability to demonstrate flexibility 
and adaptability, and encouraging innovation. 

A CURRICULUM CASE STUDY: RE-ENGINEERING ENGINEERING
 
As a detailed example, the faculty’s Engineering degree programme 
has been subject to a root and branch reappraisal encompassing 
programme structure, teaching material and style, intended to directly 
address core concerns around student satisfaction, retention and 
employability. Crucially, those changes have been directly driven 
by the views of current and former students and their employers, 
gathered through various means including online and face-to-
face discussion groups. The redesigned curriculum places a much 
greater emphasis on the practical aspects of the subject - learning 
by doing - rather than lecturing, and on the development of a much 
more engaging weekly timetable for students. The programmes will 
provide opportunities for students to work in multidisciplinary teams, 
reflecting the need for today’s engineers to be broadly based and 
appreciative of the skills of their peers, and in support of widening 
participation we are working with the WISE campaign (https://www.
wisecampaign.org.uk) to offer inspiration and practical advice to 
female students interested in engineering careers.  

One feature common to all routes and levels is our intention that 
our programmes must provide momentum to the students’ learning. 
To achieve this, not only must the content and delivery style be 
attractive, but the pace of delivery must also be engaging. Students 
must want to attend the university and naturally engage with the 
programmes, rather than having to attend for monitoring purposes. 
We have therefore carefully developed the curriculum to be inclusive 
of diverse backgrounds, qualifications and learning styles, to deliver 
a stimulating agenda and a carefully structured, thematic approach 
to the learning journey:
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Level 4: Learning to think like an engineer 

We have redesigned the first-year curriculum to be a generic 
primer for all our engineering disciplines, featuring a much broader 
syllabus which offers the students a greater range of learning 
opportunities and styles, and two clearly-defined practical skills 
modules. All students are supported through a comprehensive, 
peer-led approach to transition into higher education, beginning 
with pre-arrival outreach and providing ongoing mentoring during 
the crucial first phase of university life (Morton et al., 2017). Small-
group tutorials closely integrated into the teaching programme will 
run throughout the year. 

Level 5: Focusing on your engineering discipline 

In the second year, level 5, students start to focus upon their chosen 
discipline, but we have deliberately introduced an interdisciplinary 
activity to bring them together to work in teams on challenging 
projects. Not only will this reinforce the interdisciplinary nature of 
engineering and enhance students’ communication skills, but it 
will also equip them with the skills needed to go out on industrial 
placements the following year.  

Level 6: Becoming a graduate engineer 

To generate meaningful projects, industrial partners will be asked 
to supply real project challenges to our students, presented at the 
end of the year, back to industry in an exhibition setting. We believe 
that industrial input here will increase the students’ employability 
and create a challenging and memorable event for our students. 
It will also increase the dialogue between staff and industry and 
generate a useful and positive media presence.  

Thus, through an iterative process of evaluation, reflection, and 
redesign, we have created a structured study programme that we 
believe will be accessible to a diverse range of students, and will 
support engagement and success in their academic endeavours. 
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REFLECTIONS 
 
The process of curriculum review and redesign has proven to be an 
immensely rewarding undertaking, and has led to many interesting 
and challenging conversations. Ongoing discussions with our various 
stakeholders have directly informed the content of the programmes 
and have formed an invaluable part of our development. However, we 
should not understate the resources necessary in both intellectual and 
practical terms, and there have certainly been the usual concomitant 
difficulties of time pressures and compromise inevitable with any 
such major project. Nevertheless, our experience has suggested 
a number of transferable principles and examples for others to 
consider adapting and employing: 

Develop shared principles in a collegiate and transparent setting
 
Time invested in the creation and agreement of ground-rules proves 
invaluable in establishing a firm foundation for inclusive curriculum 
design. We drew upon the wider literature to provide an integrated 
set of principles guiding design, pedagogy, student engagement, 
and the learning environment, before any detailed work commenced.
 
Be open to the possibilities offered by co-creation 
of the curriculum 

By reaching out to our internal and external stakeholders to be 
directly involved as partners in the transformation project, we 
ensured authenticity in the design process. Students were involved 
at every step, from initial concept, through development stages in 
steering and focus groups, to the final approval panels. 
 
Set clear expectations to prepare students for 
the learning journey 

In making explicit our commitment to inclusive, personal and 
professional development, we believe our students will be enabled 
both as individual learners and as agents of positive change in their 
profession and wider society. 
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Structure the curriculum to scaffold learning for the benefit of all 

By establishing a thematic focus for each level of study, supported 
with transition and mentoring projects, we will create a clear path 
to success for diverse student groups. 

Next steps 

Of course, designing an integrated, inclusive curriculum is merely 
the beginning of a much longer-term process of monitoring and 
review. Evaluating the success of these new programmes, and the 
learning and teaching approaches adopted within them, will enable 
us to consider their effectiveness in enhancing the student learning 
journey and truly delivering upon our commitment to inclusivity.  
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EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE – 
THE ROAD TO INCLUSIVITY  

Nick Gee

INTRODUCTION 

Higher Education Providers (HEPs) in today’s marketplace are seeing 
an ever-increasing need to meet the demands of a richly diverse 
student and stakeholder body.  We need to maximise student 
engagement and experience; to score well in league tables and 
satisfaction surveys; to promote social mobility; and to be seen as 
current and accepting even though the landscape of the sector has 
changed dramatically in recent years.  This can pose challenges to 
staff as these changes to their workplace, since they began their 
own careers, can lead to a damaging mix of fear, resistance, apathy 
or malaise. 
 
Higher Education Providers have gone through many rebrands to 
try and achieve this aim and to secure their positions in application, 
attainment and attrition league tables.  However, this has, in certain 
circumstances, resulted in a model being implemented (in good 
faith) which links closely with that particular provider’s model and 
core values, but does not necessarily consider the needs of all.  
Often it can be seen that so-called inclusivity strategies have been 
implemented because there is a general awareness that one is 
needed; but if implementation only happens as a tick box exercise, 
it can be perilous and not achieve the desired results. 
 
What is required is a deeper mindfulness and an emotionally intelligent 
appreciation of our staff, student and stakeholders’ diversity coupled 
with a genuine, honest and open desire to be current in our thinking 
and truly inclusive of all. 
 
This chapter will highlight and consider the pitfalls of corporate 
inclusion for HEPs in today’s society.  We live in a world where 
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EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE – 
THE ROAD TO INCLUSIVITY  

accountability is key, and discrimination has become almost a throw-
away phrase levelled at any person or organisation who does not 
meet the expectations or their end users.   
 
Staff are incredibly busy and do not necessarily think that there is 
anything wrong with their teaching or service provision.  In many 
cases there isn’t anything wrong as such, but to stay abreast of the 
reality, we need to take time out to self-check and to consider our 
customs and practices.  It is understood that this can be very fear-
provoking for academics who have forged long and eminent careers 
in their fields by doing things the way they have always done them, 
often without turbulence of scandal. 
 
Sadly, however, today one does not have far to go to find a lawyer 
who will attempt to sue people for doing pretty much anything 
which has made them unhappy, either recently or in the past, and 
we do have to give some serious thought to how inclusive, open 
and appropriate we are in our customs and practices.  The greater 
the appreciation we have, the more universally we can design our 
learning and teaching strategies and overall service provision. 
 
Through reading this chapter and engaging with its activities, you 
will be able to consider carefully what the needs of your students 
and stakeholders may be, how best to facilitate these needs and set 
out on a journey to really get to grips with the rich diversity which 
makes up the education sector. 
 
The activities in this chapter can be carried out individually; over 
different time periods; alone or in groups/teams.  Whilst this chapter 
is aimed primarily at academic staff, it would be very useful for all 
staff to undertake these activities, particularly those at both the top 
and the bottom of your HEP’s hierarchy as fully inclusive provision 
runs from the front door, right through to the Vice Chancellor’s 
office with no breaks in between. 
 
To achieve true inclusivity, we first need to consider the emotional 
intelligence required to underpin inclusive thought and practice, 
and this chapter will aim to outline the potential pitfalls of corporate 
inclusion whereby practices and resources can be badged as inclusive 
when in fact they are not, as off the peg measures rarely succeed 
in being accessible for all.  Many organisations, and on occasions 
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education providers pay lip service to the notion of needing to be 
seen as inclusive and open, as it is generally seen as the right stance 
to take.  However, measures which are rushed, ill thought out, or 
otherwise restrained seldom achieve the goals to which they purport.  
 
Many organisations can be guilty of feeling they have it right, and 
thereby rolling out their corporate model throughout their facilities.  
But how often is it questioned whether the measures taken are 
appropriate for the customer?  
 
Many organisations use corporate land marking to draw us into their 
brand, and thus we know what to expect when we arrive at certain 
establishments.  Consider the budget hotel industry; wherever you 
travel in the world, a hotel from a large budget chain will look and 
feel the same.  The model is rolled out on a huge scale. 
    
We are all very familiar with this corporate model which screams: this 
is who we are, what we do and how we do it.  One quickly identifies 
that everything is the same from the fixtures and fittings, the layout, 
style, menus, everything down to the language and phrases used by 
the staff is often standardised.  But is this appropriate?  I, for one, 
cannot confidently say that I have ever met a standard human being.   

So, too, can we go down our high street and know exactly where the 
well-known cosmetics suppliers are situated as their overpowering 
aroma hits us, and (supposedly) draws us in to the brand.  Many 
high-end hotels and fashion houses have spent millions of pounds 
on commissioning their own signature scent (White, 2011).  This 
can be welcoming and homely, reassuring and classy, but is it what 
the population at large needs?  Several mid- to high-end fashion 
outlets have adopted a signature look and feel, but it is so often 
accompanied by on-trend fads such as mood lighting (bring a 
flashlight with you), and a very select demographic of staff who are 
on hand to serve you, not necessarily to help you.  Counters are 
often set at a standard height, as are clothes rails, and often there 
will be an oversized accessible changing room set deep within the 
shop which can only be accessed after negotiating many other 
obstacles.  Most stores will have a more accessible area, such as 
the immediate vicinity of the accessible changing room or toilet but 
the ethos of being truly inclusive has not transferred through to the 
entire brand and shopping experience.  
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It can of course be argued that this is difficult to achieve.  For 
example, the accessible facilities might be set nearer to the doors 
or around the edges of the store, which might be more logistically 
viable in providing clear access routes, but does this inadvertently 
give the message that accessibility and inclusivity are bolted on 
rather than taken to the heart of the business?  By keeping these 
facilities on the periphery, we are not achieving true inclusivity at all.  
 
In essence, this is what happened in the UK when a positive duty was 
first put on all public bodies to promote disability equality (Disability 
Equality Duty, 2005), and again in 2011 under the Public Sector 
Equality Duty under the Equality Act (2010). In response to these 
duties almost every retail outlet and facility accessed by the public 
set to work installing ramps, widening doors and dropping kerbs.  
And then stopped.  This kind of tick box approach to inclusivity is 
not only blinkered and outdated, but can be costly for organisations 
in the longer term as retrofitting facilities is more costly than getting 
it right from the outset.  We also live in a time when there is an 
ever-increasing culture of litigation and bad press is instantaneous 
in this digital age.  It is generally accepted therefore that whilst we 
will not get it right for everyone all of the time, we must follow our 
duty to be anticipatory in our approach (Equality Act, 2010) and 
therefore ensure that as far as reasonably practicable we are mindful 
and prepared to take a truly inclusive approach from the ground up.  
 
Whilst the Equality Act (2010) requires us to be anticipatory in our 
approach and provision, I would urge the reader to be aware that 
there is a fine line between anticipatory and prejudiced as it can 
be hard for us to anticipate unless we have a preconceived idea, 
experience or other reason to think in a certain way.  The key is to 
let these preconceptions inform a deeper consideration to ensure 
all angles are considered as far as reasonably practicable and 
foreseeable.  Taking this approach can help to avoid the pitfalls of 
becoming casually racist, sexist, ableist, etc. 

These examples relate not only to the service, retail and leisure 
industries, but to all industries as the approach and subsequent 
challenges are prevalent across all sectors, including higher education 
and this is particularly relevant in the current climate whereby fee-
paying students are often regarded as customers.  
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Most large organisations have spotted this change and have at least 
a passing awareness of their duties under the Equality Act 2010.  
However, most boardroom agendas cite umbrella phrases such as 
Equal Opportunities, Equality and Diversity or Inclusion and tend 
to focus around accessibility and disability, which only goes part 
way towards meeting our duties as achieving true inclusivity on a 
universal scale requires much greater thought and empathy.  

To achieve inclusivity and build in emotionally intelligent measures 
to enable us to do so, we first need to get to grips with the three 
key components which form the principles of Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL).  In short, these are referred to as what, how and 
why (Meyer et al., 2014).   
 

•  Principle I: Provide Multiple Means of Representation 
    (the “what” of learning)  

•  Principle II: Provide Multiple Means of Action and 
    Expression (the “how” of learning)  

•  Principle III: Provide Multiple Means of Engagement 
    (the “why” of learning).  

For this chapter I would like to introduce a further component of ‘who’.  

•  Ensure awareness and inclusion of all stakeholders  
    (the “who” of learning) .
  

IDENTIFYING THE ‘WHAT’

QUESTION 

What is your core business, 
service you provide or product 
that you sell?
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To take our first step towards achieving inclusivity we need to identify 
what our purpose is and what exactly we do in the sector.  Rather 
than coming up with a quick surface response, we need to take 
some time and go on a journey to check we actually understand 
fully what the purpose of our core business is, and being mindful 
that there is seldom only one.  
 
Most people can operate in life with a surface knowledge of many 
things, and a working understanding of who provides which services 
and where to go to access the things we need.  However, we can also 
often be guilty of thinking we know what certain establishments do, 
and as a consumer this can lead to us feeling let down if, ultimately, 
we do not receive the service we were expecting.  
 
As we live in an ever increasingly litigious society and are by default 
needing to become more customer-focused, it is imperative we 
understand what we do, how we do it and where this fits into the 
marketplace to deliver and meet the expectations and requirements 
of those who access our services.  
 
It is common that when asked about the function of certain 
establishments we may provide something of an ‘off the peg’ catch 
all answer such as supermarkets sell groceries, hospitals treat the 
sick, educational establishments teach people and airports send 
and receive passengers on flights.  
 
Conversely, we can make assumptions of certain professionals 
whereby we think we know what their jobs entail.  Shopkeepers 
sell goods, nurses treat the sick, teachers teach, pilots fly planes.  
Not incorrect, but blinkered.  How much more do each of these 
establishments and professionals actually do and how?  What 
additional things do they do explicitly which we may just never have 
noticed, or implicitly behind the scenes which we have never made 
it our business to find out?  

Inclusivity starts with a knowing anticipation and this cannot be 
achieved until we have taken a journey to see what goes on around 
us, to look at our roles within our sector of employment and how 
this impacts on our students, customers, clients, service users etc.  
 
Take for example your Educational Establishment.  It may well be 
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that many students expect that they will attend here to be taught.  
Others may feel that they attend to be facilitated to learn.  Some 
may be here to develop their practical and specialist skills in honing 
a trade; some may be studying as a fun pastime after retirement, 
whilst others are fresh out of college and looking for the qualifications 
they require to secure their footing on the first rung of the career 
ladder.  
 
These factors are well and good, but they are still only a surface 
scratch of the service that most HEPs provide the world over.  So, let’s 
take another look, a closer look, through the eyes of an emotionally 
intelligent practitioner.  
 
How many people, on any given day are just passing through your 
HEP?  Who is there for a conference being hosted by another 
department, of which you have no idea what they do?  Who is there 
to deliver teaching or office equipment? Are there any exhibitors or 
traders on site today? Who is that visiting lecturer who is looking 
a little lost?  Who is moving into halls of residence for the first 
time today, and is anyone moving out?  Why?  How come there 
seem to be two parents sitting in the foyer looking anxious and 
worried.  When is your next open day, and do you know who is 
attending?  Who is, as you read this book, overseas presenting at 
a conference, or exhibiting at the careers fair at the local college?  
What government or other projects are being worked on right now, 
and how many collaborations are being worked on between your 
HEP and others?  What community and charitable work is going on, 
and are you involved in any way?  
 
Okay, so now we have looked a little wider we can see that there 
are, in fact, many other work streams in which our HEPs are involved, 
which we may never have considered, or have only considered when 
they directly affect us and our position within our places of work.  
But this in itself is an exclusive approach, which breeds silo working 
and is at odds with our desire to achieve inclusivity.  
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REMEMBER THIS THOUGHT POINT - 
YOU CANNOT DO INCLUSIVITY EXCLUSIVELY.  
  
Activity  

This week’s challenge comes in three parts.  

Firstly, take a look at your HEP/Faculty’s internal directory and pick 
out a department or section the work of which you know little or 
nothing about.  Try to select a department which, if you are being 
honest, you feel you probably ought to know more about.  Okay, 
that’s the easy part done.  Now comes the challenge... I want you 
to contact that department or a member of staff who works within 
it whom you do not already know, or at least do not know well, and 
arrange to meet with them to find out more about what they do.  
 
Secondly, prepare a short set of notes (don’t worry, these are just 
for you to see) about what you think that person or department 
does.  How do you get in contact with them if you need to?  Would 
you ever need to refer anyone to them and if so, how do you do 
it?  How long have they been established?  How many people are 
there in their team? etc.  
 
Lastly, after your meeting, refer to your notes.  How accurate were 
you?  Did you have a good appreciation of what they do, and did 
you learn anything new?  Did you identify the potential for closer 
partnership working and what benefits can you see in this?  How 
did you feel when you were making the first move to contact this 
department that you knew nothing about?  How did they receive your 
request, and what clues does this give you as to how your students 
might feel when they are asked to make contact with people and 
departments whose roles are unclear to them? 

Tip

For ongoing CPD in this area and to further develop your skills of being an 
inclusivity champion, make it your mission each month to find out about one 
new project which you do not have awareness of or involvement with that is 
taking place within your HEI.  See if there are any links which can be established 
and whether there is any collaborative work which you could initiate?  Is there 
a way you can offer support, assistance or expertise with any of these projects, 
and can you receive the same from them?  Be careful not to be seen to be 
jumping on other people’s bandwagons.  Remember this is about working 
together inclusively not touting for accolades.
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IDENTIFYING THE ‘WHO’  
  

Building on what you learnt from your new introductions, you will 
have gained a greater insight into the fact that your organisation is 
much larger than your part in it.  In order for an organisation of any 
kind to work inclusively it needs to be formed with all component 
parts being well knitted together.  
 
In this section we are going to delve further into identifying some 
of these component parts, by really getting to grips with who we 
work with, for and on whose behalf.  

To gain a greater appreciation of this the following task needs to 
be undertaken more than once.  At first you need to look, and then 
you need to make sure you are seeing, and finally we will move on 
to stringing it all together in an inclusivity plan.

Activity  

To complete this task, you will need to clear some time in your 
diary over the course of three weeks in your institution to look, 
and more importantly, see the demographic of those who come 
into contact with your institution and see if you know what they 
are doing there.  I suggest that you undertake this exercise at least 
twice, but preferably more.  

QUESTION 

Who do you provide your service 
to/for, and what does your client 
base look like?
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Week one.    
 
In the first week your mission is to observe from afar.  Grab a coffee, 
pull up a chair in an inconspicuous location, but where you can still 
see most of the comings and goings at your workplace.  Ideally, 
I would suggest this be somewhere in your institution’s reception 
area.  In this first week your sole task is to observe, not to interact.  
Don’t worry, there is method in this as what you are actually doing 
is taking your first steps towards balancing your requirement to be 
anticipatory, without making prejudiced assumptions.  
 
I would suggest that you take up your seat for periods of an hour or 
so at a time, and over varying hours each day throughout the week.   
Just sit and observe, noting whether there are any peak times of 
activity, and if so, what sort of activity.  
 
Complete the table (appendix 1) using a simple tally mark to record 
your findings.  For the final section, just write brief bullet point words 
such as study, making delivery, cleaning and so on.  Don’t worry that 
most of this is likely to be a best guess as that is the whole point!  
 
As you are recording your findings, try to make a mental note of 
whether the people you have observed appear to be relaxed or 
hurried, at ease or stressed.  Does anyone look confused or upset, 
and who looks happy to be here?  What or who are they bringing 
with them, and are they moving around individually or together in 
groups?  Keep this in the back of your mind for when you return to 
do next week’s observations.  
  

Week two.  

Whilst last week was purely supposed to be observational, this week 
is all about getting out there, interacting, networking and generally 
getting stuck in.  
 
For this week’s task, you need to return to the general area where 
you undertook your previous observations.  This time however, don’t 
worry about setting yourself up with a chair and a position on the 
periphery as you won’t be sitting down if you do this right.  
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Be prepared that this week’s task might take you out of your comfort 
zone a bit, but fear not, this will all be useful, and we need to be 
aware that we cannot be inclusive without first being a part of what 
is going on around us.  
 
Your only brief for this task is to get involved!  Talk to people as 
they are passing through the foyer.  Make an effort with anyone 
who appears to be lost or upset, speak to the happy crowds as 
they pass by.  What is making them happy? This week is all about 
capturing the feelings and emotions which are cycling around your 
organisation daily.  
 
Remember the key here is that you are looking to gain a deeper 
knowledge of your user/client/colleague base and you are striving for 
emotionally intelligent practice, so don’t be afraid to get emotionally 
involved, in fact it is a pre-requisite.  
 
If you do this right you won’t have time for your coffee this week, 
but better still how about inviting someone who looks like they 
need help, advice or guidance to have a coffee with you whilst you 
really get to grips with what is happening.  
 
This time, use the tally chart retrospectively if you can, as whilst it 
is important to make notes of your interactions, so you can reflect 
on them later, it is important that you are not seen to be surveying 
people.  
 
Again, it is recommended that you float around the key areas of your 
building for about an hour at a time, and over different time slots 
throughout the week so you can get a full flavour of what goes on 
whilst you are usually somewhere else doing your thing.  
 
Be aware that this week might leave you feeling a bit exhausted and 
somewhat overwhelmed as you will have received many different 
responses to your interactions.  If you feel like this, then good! This 
means you have done it right.  It’s also worth considering here that 
if this short snapshot has worn you out, how would it feel to be 
sitting in the position of your receptionist all day every day?  Is this 
the first time you have had a small insight into some of the work 
they do, and how it may make them feel on a daily basis?  
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Week three.  

This is where you consolidate your findings and begin to string it 
all together.  

So, over the past couple of months you have met with different 
people, observed the general footfall through your institution and 
spoken to people to see how they are feeling.  This should have 
left you with a large amount of very rich data, and now is the time 
to see what you can do with it.  

For this week’s task you are best to take yourself off to somewhere 
quiet.  You are best to do this part behind the scenes, in your office, 
off site, or at home.  
 
The brief this week is to look back at your tally charts and reflect 
on the interactions you had with people and any notes you made.  
 
Using this data, complete the table (appendix 2) to identify any 
patterns or trends, recurrent themes, issues that surprised or worried 
you and any issues that made you feel content or inspired.  Remember 
that you will need to empathise with the stories of those whom you 
have observed and met.  Anticipatory vs prejudiced once again.  
 
Once you have done this and completed the table, select one 
interaction or observation which has stuck in your mind for positive 
reasons and one which has stuck in your mind for less than positive 
reasons.  You will need these as we move on to the more practical 
elements of our emotionally intelligent journey, the ‘how’ bit.  

IDENTIFYING THE HOW – UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING (UDL) 

QUESTION 

How do you deliver your 
service to meet the requirements 
of your client base?
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Remembering that Universal Design for Learning relies upon the 3 
core principles of multiple means of representation, expression and 
engagement we can now look at how to embed this in our practice. 
  
Hopefully by reviewing your tables of data you will have identified 
that the demographic of people accessing your organisation is widely 
varied.  This also stands for your own client base, and as teachers 
we need to appreciate that our students come from all walks of life 
and backgrounds, may hold different beliefs and values, may have 
disabilities or access requirements and may view their interaction 
with us in entirely different ways.  
 
With this in mind, we cannot have a one-dimensional approach 
and that is where the principles of Universal Design for Learning, 
or UDL come in.  
 
In this section we are going to consider our own teaching methods, 
challenge our own perceptions and beliefs and, hopefully, update and 
improve our emotionally intelligent approach to inclusive teaching 
which will in turn improve staff and student satisfaction, attainment, 
feedback and market credibility.  
 
Activity  

Have a think about a regular lesson which you teach or session which 
you facilitate.  This can be formal classroom based teaching, tutorial 
based discussion, forums which you run or meetings that you chair.  
 
Now spend a while gathering up all the current resources you use to 
do this, get it all in one place so we can have a look at it all together.  
 
It is likely that you will gather a varied assortment of items whilst 
undertaking this task, do not worry, include everything you can 
think of.... Some potential pointers are given on the next page, but 
before you refer to those, see how you get on gathering the items 
without any prompting.  
 
Next, we are going to work our way through these resources and 
apply a set of considerations to each.  Do not worry if you have 
items in front of you which are not listed, as the considerations 
themselves, in the spirit of inclusivity, are transferable and universal.   
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Considering the 3 principles of UDL, plus the fourth which I have 
added, it’s now time to run each of your resources you have gathered 
through a simple 4 stage test, see (appendix 3).  
  

 
 
 

Through applying this simple check 
to our techniques and methods, we 
can quickly identify that there may 
be several factors which we had not 
previously considered.  For example, 
it is often through applying this test 
that we realise we have not innovated 
or changed our technique for several 
years, and in some cases, we may not 
even be able to rationalise why we use 
the things we do, we just well.... do!    
 
We may see that we have not involved 
our stakeholders in any kind of 
evaluation recently, and so we may 
not be able to say with any certainty 
that we know we are meeting the 
diverse needs and requirements of 
our consumer base.

The reason that the water or coffee is 
important is that so often we maintain 
our own needs in this regard but 
stop our clients from doing the same 
i.e. by enforcing no eating/drinking 
rules or failing to factor in suitable 
rest breaks for our audience.  With 

Books

PowerPoint or other 
visual slides

Paperwork

Lesson plans

Assessment briefs/criteria

A list of learning objectives/
outcomes

A meeting Agenda

A tick list/progress 
evaluation chart

USB Stick/s

Pens and paper/flipchart

Diary or planner

Laser pointer

Bottle of water/Mug 
of coffee

Floor plan/photograph of 
room you are using

ID card/name badge

Room keys

Uniform/fleece/jacket/robe

regards the uniform/id badge etc, can this be seen as a piece of 
armour which we hide behind or a tool by which we maintain and 
assert power or authority? 

To be inclusive and to really mean it, we need to master and practise 
sound skills of empathy.  We need to appreciate that there are many 
stakeholders involved in all that we do, both directly and indirectly 
and we need to look more widely, involving people at all times.  
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Consider this – your teaching methods are simple/straightforward 
to you because you are used to them, you are in charge of them, 
you wrote them, etc.  We can apply this to any setting whereby we 
are the consumer and we may not be aware of what may seemingly 
be straightforward to the service provider.  For example, how often 
have you stood in a long line in a shop/railway terminal/bus station 
etc?  The agents at the counter may know that on average a line 
of 20 people will be cleared in approximately ten minutes, but the 
person at the end of the line may not know this and may be anxious, 
worried, cross, disheartened etc.  Some establishments (typically 
theme parks) have mastered emotionally intelligent signage, displaying 
messages such as approximate wait time from this point, 10 minutes, 
etc.  Simple, but very effective.  Some multi-centre catering and 
lounge outlets in large and busy places such as airports may have 
emotionally intelligent digital signage displaying messages such 
as more room available in lounge B or typical wait time at border 
control 40 minutes, allow at least 20 minutes on foot from here.  
 
Admittedly, it can be hard to see how these strategies translate into 
learning and teaching practise, but the underpinning ethos certainly 
does.  For example, have you considered saying to your audience 
phrases such as ‘There are a lot of slides to cover in this session, 
but don’t worry hard copies are available and you can access them 
online too’ and ‘we will be stopping for a break part way through’ 
or ‘It is usual for the content of this lecture/subject matter to be a 
bit upsetting or worrying, but there is plenty of support available 
to help you to master it, and if you are unsure or would like me to 
slow down, please just let me know’.  Other inclusive and supportive 
phrases may be appropriate such as ‘I would recommend you start 
your data collection at least 4 weeks before you come to start 
writing your account’ or ‘if you need any specialist support or any 
reasonable adjustments please let me know confidentially outside 
of the session so we can make sure everything is in place for you 
early on’.  
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CONCLUSION  

In conclusion, this chapter has hopefully set you off on the road to 
becoming an inclusive practitioner through adopting an emotionally 
intelligent and user-focused approach, underpinned by empathy 
and understanding of diversity.  The road is long, there will be 
many twists and turns, and the need to take pit stops at regular 
intervals to check you are still heading in the right direction is to be 
expected.  So, go forth and be inclusive, enjoy the journey and be 
brave enough to ditch the old route map you have been keeping 
in the boot for more years than you may care to admit.  And, if in 
doubt, simply stop, take a step back and ask yourself: “would this be 
good enough for me, my family or friends if they were encountering 
this for the first time?”  Road test your new initiatives on friends and 
colleagues who are from other backgrounds or different schools/
faculties.  After all, this will give you a good indication of how your 
students feel!  
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APPENDIX 1 

Day and Date 

Student

White (all)

How many have any visible disability? 

Reason for being here  

Black (all) Asian (all) Unknown

Staff

Male 

Under
18 

18-25 26-30 31-35 36-40 41-45 46-50 51-60 Over
60 

Female 

Location 

Visitor

Time of observation 
and duration 
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Number of observation 
sessions in Week 1 

Total number of staff

Total Male

Number of observation 
sessions in Week 2 

Location 

Total number of 
other visitors 

Average age

Location 

Average length 
of session 

Total number 
of students

Total Female

Average length 
of session 

Average length 
of conversation 

Total White

Busiest day observed 

Any patterns/other notes  

Busiest time of day observed  

Total Black Total Asian Total unknown

APPENDIX 2 
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Stage one – What  

What is the item/resource?  

What does it do?   

Stage two – How    

How do I/others use it?  

How do I know it works? 

Stage three – Why 

Why did I start using this item?  

Why do I still use it?  

APPENDIX 3 
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Stage four – Who   

Who does this benefit? 

Who does this disadvantage? 

Who else other than me may benefit from being allowed to use it?  

Stage five – Stringing it all together

Considering the diversity of your client base, using activities 1 and 2 to 
remind you, how can you adapt or enhance your current service delivery to 
better meet the needs of your audience? 
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ESTABLISHING THE EVIDENCE FOR INCLUSIVE CURRICULA:
IS SUPPLEMENTARY LECTURE CAPTURE AN EFFECTIVE 
APPROACH TO SUPPORTING STUDENTS?
 

Karl P Nightingale & Vikki Anderson

ABSTRACT 

One of the strengths of the UK undergraduate cohort is its diversity, 
reflecting the high proportion of the population entering higher 
education (HE) and the wide range of communities from which it 
is drawn. However, this diversity also represents a challenge to the 
sector to develop curricula that enable all students to engage fully, 
and succeed in their studies. Here we focus on the barriers that many 
undergraduate programmes present to students and the outcomes 
of our action research studies which suggest that supplementary 
lecture capture may be an effective way to support learning. 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter addresses a central theme of the book: how can we 
develop inclusive curricula that accommodate the diversity of 
students in undergraduate cohorts?  However, we also focus on a 
crucial follow-on question … and how will we know that they are 
effective? ... and how we resolved this in our own action research. 
This was informed by our complementary roles and perspectives. 
As a Learning Support Advisor, Vikki Anderson has a detailed 
understanding of the barriers faced by students and the learning 
strategies that can help overcome them, whereas as an academic 
programme lead, Karl Nightingale has experience of the development 
of undergraduate courses and the factors that influence curricula.   
A concerted approach to developing inclusive curricula is long 
overdue. This partially reflects the significant number of students 
who disclose conditions that can impact on their learning (e.g. 
students with a known disability: 14% of the undergraduate 
cohort, HESA, 2017) and the difficulties that many face on their 
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programmes (Mortimore & Crozier, 2006). However, change is also 
necessary because of the problems inherent in the use of reasonable 
adjustments (e.g. the within-programme adjustments made to level 
the playing field for individual students). This is because students 
experiencing academic difficulties can fall through the gaps (e.g. 
students with no apparent underlying condition or who fail to engage 
with learning support services) but also because some adjustments 
are ineffective due to a lack of consistent implementation within 
courses, or are inappropriate for their context (e.g. students are too 
time pressured to access materials prior to sessions). This calls for a 
universal design approach to curriculum development (McGuire et 
al., 2006), where inclusive practice is incorporated into all aspects 
of curricula and aims to accommodate all students’ needs, rather 
than the current practice of retro-fitting reasonable adjustments for 
individual students with identified disabilities. 

WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS TO LEARNING IN UNDERGRADUATE 
PROGRAMMES?  

The diversity of our undergraduate cohort ensures that a wide 
variety of factors can influence students’ ability to learn effectively 
or, conversely, create barriers to their full participation. Factors such 
as gender, age, native language, socio-economic background and 
family circumstances can all affect an individual’s experience of HE, 
and suggest that it is no longer appropriate (if indeed it ever was) to 
talk about a typical learner. This diversity also extends to students 
who face specific challenges throughout the learning process. For 
example, students disclosing specific learning difficulties (SpLDs), 
show evidence of differences within a learning difficulty (Kirby, 2016); 
across learning difficulties (e.g. Griffiths, 2007; Lingam et al., 2010; 
Kirby et al., 2014) and alongside other conditions such as mental health 
problems (Chasson et al., 2011; Nelson & Gregg, 2012). Furthermore, 
students may experience secondary effects of feeling that they are in 
a specifically labelled group, such as low self-esteem, social isolation, 
anxiety and fatigue, suggesting that personal circumstances (as well 
as the extent of students’ learning difficulties) can determine what 
is disabling in one context but not another. This suggests we need 
to understand individuals’ intrinsic strengths and weaknesses, as 
well as the extrinsic variables affecting them, to identify the barriers 
inherent to many curricula. These barriers can be complex – Cairney 
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and colleagues’ (2013) environmental stress hypothesis highlights 
how the range of demands encountered at university can create a 
cycle of negativity. For example, learning to function independently 
without the protective factors of parental support and/or scaffolding 
from teachers, coupled with organisational difficulties and problems 
with study skills (due perhaps to automatic language processing 
difficulties or lack of appropriate skill development) can result in 
“cumulative adversity” (Hatch, 2005:130).  
 
This may be particularly the case within the STEM disciplines 
(Science, Technology, Engineering, Maths), as these subjects often 
require students to engage with large volumes of underpinning 
knowledge before they can progress to more advanced topics. 
Covering this breadth of material typically results in high contact 
hour programmes (e.g. >20hrs / week), often with a focus on lecture 
delivery. For many students, taking coherent lecture notes during 
what are often conceptually complex and/or detailed presentations is 
a challenge. However, this can be a real barrier to learning for those 
who experience difficulties with writing, spelling, or in concentrating 
for extended periods of time (Mortimore & Crozier, 2006; Olofsson 
et al., 2012). 

EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGY APPROACHES TO INCLUSION - 
WHERE DOES LECTURE RECORDING FIT IN?    

Technology assisted learning often forms an integral part of support 
strategies for students with learning difficulties but in a broader 
sense can also underpin universal curricula by enhancing the learning 
experience for a wide range of students (Laurillard, 2008). Some 
aspects of technology enhanced learning are relatively narrow in 
scope (e.g. classroom communication systems or clickers can make 
lectures more engaging; Crouch & Mazur, 2001), but others can be 
more widely applied. For example, online learning materials can 
enrich learning environments (figure 1), create new modes of learning 
(e.g. discussion boards), or enable the reimagining of the traditional 
lecture format (e.g. lecture flipping, Crouch & Mazur, 2001). 
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Importantly, learning materials in digital formats (e.g. audio or 
video podcasts) and/or the new learning environments facilitated 
by technology (e.g. online discussion boards, online quizzes) are 
often engaging and bring variety to curricula. These can be used 
to complement traditional face-to-face sessions, either (i) by 
supporting independent study with online learning materials or 
(ii) by integrating e-learning and traditional sessions to create a 
variety of blended learning environments.  Arguably, both these 
approaches are inclusive: varying learning materials, formats and 
environments makes for a more engaging curriculum, especially if 
this encourages active learning (e.g. computer modelling, quizzes 
with instant feedback, peer group discussions) and can engage 
students with a wide range of learning preferences.  Furthermore, 
online delivery gives students flexibility in both the place (e.g. 
learning at home) and pace of learning (Gordon, 2014), offering 

Figure 1: Technology enhanced learning can enrich many of the 
teaching environments in traditional STEM programmes, particularly the 
independent study that underpins the majority of students’ learning. 
‘SGT’ = small group teaching (e.g. seminars, journal clubs, problem-based 
learning) and Labs = laboratory based practicals.
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significant advantages for those with access and/or time constraints 
(e.g. students with physical disabilities, mature students); those with 
concentration or working memory difficulties, or those who might 
struggle to take notes at the lecturer’s pace of delivery (e.g. some 
students with SpLDs, Mortimore & Crozier, 2006). Despite this (and 
perhaps surprisingly), students with a range of disabilities show a 
mixed response to e-learning environments (Seale et al., 2008), 
possibly because poor design can introduce barriers and preclude 
engagement (Habib et al., 2012) but also because a single approach 
is unlikely to accommodate their diversity and learning support needs 
(Seale et al., 2008). This may explain why there is an achievement 
gap for students with disabilities in distance learning programmes 
(Richardson, 2009) but also emphasises that curricula need to be 
flexible and encompass a variety of learning environments, materials 
and support approaches.  

WHAT CAN LECTURE CAPTURE OFFER? 

Lecture recording software (e.g. Panopto, Echo360) is now a mature 
technology and it is remarkably straightforward to generate audio-
visual podcasts which can be subsequently published in a virtual 
learning environment (VLE). These are typically an audio recording 
of the lecturer’s voice talking to their PowerPoint slides, although 
versions that can record the lecturer at the podium or a talking 
head are easily made if a video camera is available. Offering these 
recordings as back-up or supplementary learning materials is now 
well established in HE and they are highly valued by students (Soong 
et al., 2006), both for their insurance value (e.g. if students miss a 
lecture) but also as a means of revisiting the lecture if they have 
difficulties with a particular concept. Interestingly, the majority of 
students appear to use recordings in a strategic or targeted manner, 
reviewing only a small number of recordings and/or honing in on the 
one or two slides where they have problems (Soong, et al., 2006). 
Studies demonstrate that these are useful and engaging learning 
materials, though as an optional support it is not surprising that their 
impact on students’ academic performance is unclear (Heilesen, 
2010). The most detailed study to date suggests that supplementary 
lecture recordings have no discernible impact on the overall cohort 
but can impact on the performance of the subset of students that 
use them regularly to support their learning (Brooks et al., 2014).   
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This prompts the question of whether lecture capture can contribute 
to inclusive practice. To date, this is an under-researched area but 
supplementary recordings can support students with difficulties in 
attending scheduled sessions (e.g. some mature students) and are 
known to be useful in supporting international students (Pearce & 
Scutter, 2010) and a range of students who need academic support 
(e.g. accommodations, Vajoczki et al., 2010). In an earlier study we 
showed that students who rely heavily on these materials often 
have non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) or disclose dyslexia 
(Leadbeater et al., 2013), suggesting that recordings can address 
their difficulties with the lecture format. However, the small number 
of students involved suggested a more comprehensive study was 
needed to evaluate whether lecture recording is a genuinely useful 
approach to supporting student learning. 
 

HOW DO WE EVALUATE INCLUSIVE PRACTICE: WHAT IS THE 
NATURE OF EVIDENCE REQUIRED?

If our aim is to create curricula that can empower students to engage 
fully and achieve academic success, it is important to explore 
how changing the learning environment can affect outcomes. 
Nevertheless, using action research to evaluate inclusive practice 
is difficult. One problem is the relatively small number of students 
with specific learning needs in many cohorts, but this is complicated 
by their diversity and varied needs – not all interventions will 
help all students. However, a further set of difficulties centres on 
determining the aims of the study. Is student satisfaction with an 
intervention sufficient to establish best practice, or should we focus 
on more concrete outcomes such as student engagement or impact 
on academic performance?  There is no right answer to this - the 
investigator(s) and their context (e.g. expertise, opportunity); the 
intended audience for the study outcomes, and the nature of the 
intervention will all influence study design (e.g. many would expect 
extensive evidence to encourage significant changes in practice). 
Our approach was informed by an understanding of the difficulties 
students encounter in lectures but also by the type(s) of evidence 
needed to convince academic colleagues to engage with lecture 
recording. We therefore focused on students who might require 
additional support (e.g. students with a NESB), those who disclose 
mental or physical disabilities or SpLDs) and identified three areas of 
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interest: (i) whether there is a widespread problem with the lecture 
format (ii) understanding students’ use of lecture recordings and (iii) 
whether these had any discernible impact on students’ academic 
performance.   
 

STUDY 1: 
ACTION RESEARCH EVALUATING THE IMPACT OF SUPPLEMENTARY 
LECTURE RECORDING IN UNDERGRADUATE MEDICINE 

Our first study used an action research approach to focus on students’ 
use of supplementary lecture recordings in the context of years 1 
and 2 undergraduate Medicine. This had the advantage of being 
a large cohort programme (340 students), which includes around 
30 international students and 15 students disclosing conditions 
that might impact on their learning (e.g. mental health or physical 
disabilities, SpLDs) per year, allowing us to compare these students’ 
use of lecture recordings with the general cohort. 
  
We used a combination of questionnaires and recording download 
data (e.g. date and duration of access) to analyse the students’ 
behaviour and found it was consistent with many of the findings of 
earlier studies (Heileson, 2010). Approximately 80% of the cohort 
reported using the recordings, with a wide variation in usage (from 
heavy use to no use at all).  Most students reported adopting a 
targeted approach, often using recordings either immediately after 
lectures, or as a revision aid during the vacations. This was reinforced 
by the download data, which showed steady access during term 
time (possibly supporting post-lecture note taking) but with heavier 
use during the following vacation (e.g. for revision). 
  
Interestingly, when we used the statement ‘I have problems taking 
notes in lectures’ to identify students who experienced difficulties in 
lectures, a significant proportion - 25% of the cohort - agreed, even 
in Year 2, when students have had more time to develop these skills 
(figure 2). This surprised us, given the high A-level grades required 
to enter Medicine, but is consistent with findings that a substantial 
proportion of medical students experience academic difficulties 
(Yates & James, 2006), particularly with the new skills needed when 
entering HE (Mullen, 2010). Those reporting difficulties increased in 
students disclosing NESB (36%) or conditions that could impact on 
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their learning (e.g. SpLDs 57%; mental health difficulties or physical 
disabilities 40%), suggesting that note-taking is a problem for many 
of these students. This prompted us to examine whether lecture 
recordings could be a useful way to overcome these difficulties, so 
we correlated students’ reported use of recordings (e.g. hours use/
week) with whether they disclosed having difficulties taking notes 
in lectures. This showed a strong positive correlation, suggesting 
that students who have problems taking notes, used the recordings 
more, presumably to address these difficulties. This evidence, 
together with the observation that all of the students who disclosed 
SpLDs reported using the recordings, suggests that a wide range 
of students use recordings as part of their independent study.  

Figure 2: A significant proportion of years 1 and 2 medical students report 
having problems taking notes in lectures.  26% of students ‘Definitely 
agree’ or ‘Mostly agree’ with the statement ‘I have problems taking notes in 
lectures’, whereas this increased to 47% for those who disclosed conditions 
that can impact on learning (e.g. SpLDs or mental health difficulties or 
physical disabilities).  36% of respondents from a Non-English Speaking 
Background (NESB) disclosed these problems. (Years 1 & 2 Medicine, 2012-
16; n = 476) Response rate= 245/340 
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Our finding that supplementary lecture recordings were widely used 
was encouraging but raised questions about how students used 
them and whether this affected their academic performance. This, 
and questions about the cohort and participants (e.g. are medical 
students representative? Why are the numbers disclosing dyslexia 
so low?), suggested we should extend the study. 
 

STUDY 2:  
USING A STUDY WITH DEFINED PARTICIPANTS TO COMPARE 
STUDENTS’ USE OF LECTURE RECORDINGS 

Our first study showed the advantages and disadvantages of using 
action research to evaluate an intervention - we could examine 
real world responses to lecture recording and explore its potential 
in the context of complex learning environments. However, our 
inability to define the participating cohort also limited our capacity 
to generate strong evidence and draw conclusions. In our second 
study, we used a design based on a typical HE approach (lecture – 
delay for revision – exam), but with defined participants, in this case, 
100 students engaged on undergraduate degrees in the Biological 
Sciences (e.g. Medicine, Nursing, Physiotherapy, Biochemistry, 
Pharmacy) but where half disclosed dyslexia and the remaining half 
did not disclose any conditions that impacted on their learning. 
We used a combination of three study approaches (questionnaire, 
focus groups and quantitative measurements of learning) to discover 
whether these students experienced difficulties with lectures, how 
they tried to overcome them, and whether supplementary lecture 
recording could be useful in supporting their learning. Recognising 
the need to use appropriate terminology and having engaged with 
the various challenges surrounding this (Evans, 2014), we decided 
to refer to our participants as ‘dyslexic’ or ‘neurotypical’ students.  
 

QUANTITATIVE OUTCOMES: QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSES AND 
IMPACT ON ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE

Study participants received a questionnaire focussing on their 
experience of lectures, including whether they had difficulties 
with the format and how they overcame them. This confirmed the 
findings from Study 1, in that a significant proportion of students 
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agreed with the statement I have difficulties taking notes in lectures 
but was much more pronounced than in the Medicine cohort (72% 
of students disclosing dyslexia (figure 3) vs. 57% of students with 
conditions that can impact on learning in years 1 & 2 Medicine 
(figure 2).
 
 

These data, and responses identifying a variety of problems that 
can arise in lectures (figure 3, right), confirmed that the format 
presented multiple challenges to a majority of students disclosing 
dyslexia. Subsequent responses showed that many students used 
online learning materials to overcome these difficulties, suggesting 
that online lecture recordings could also be effective. However, our 
data on the impact of these materials on academic performance 
was mixed.  We found that lecture recordings can support learning, 
as determined by increased grades, but are no more effective than 
textbooks and not all students disclosing dyslexia showed increased 
attainment, suggesting that the approach is not universally effective 
in supporting academic outcomes.  
 
 

Figure 3: Data from Study 2 Questionnaire 
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FOCUS GROUPS: 
STUDENTS’ VIEWS ON USE OF LECTURE RECORDINGS  

A second part of the study examined the students’ perceptions of 
their learning. Study participants were divided into nine small groups 
(i.e. four containing only students with no known SpLDs and five 
consisting of those who had disclosed dyslexia) and used a semi-
structured approach, where questions focused on the students’ learning 
strategies, including note-taking in lectures, together with their use 
of, and views on, different learning materials. These discussions were 
recorded and transcripts made, allowing us to identify the themes 
that emerged. Here we have divided the students’ discussions into 
two broad themes and include representative comments to illustrate 
particular viewpoints.  
 
THEME 1: Difficulties with the lecture format and students’  
               strategies to overcome these 

Our initial questions focused on the difficulties students experienced 
in lectures, with a significant proportion of participants commenting 
on their poor concentration and/or being easily distracted: 

“After about 40 minutes of a lecture, I zone out 
completely and then I come back in the last five minutes 

in the summary and I’m like ‘Oh - what happened?’”

(neurotypical student)

Several students in the dyslexic-only focus groups also highlighted 
the impact of visual perceptual difficulties; problems with retaining 
information in short-term working memory and/or with spelling 
unfamiliar technical terms: 

“If it isn’t written on the slide or something and is 
difficult to spell, you’re so busy working out how to write 

it down, you’ve forgotten or missed what the lecturer 
was saying.”

 (dyslexic student)
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These difficulties prompted several students to prepare for lectures 
by reviewing learning materials in advance (e.g. PowerPoint handouts), 
although this was only mentioned in the dyslexic-only focus groups, 
perhaps because it is encouraged by the university’s Learning 
Support Team (prior release of learning materials is regarded as a 
reasonable adjustment).  

“It is engaging if you have done the reading before 
and they have put the lecture notes on before and the 
reading is up. I always try and do it because when you 

go to the lecture you actually understand what they are 
talking about.”

(dyslexic student)

THEME 2: Students use of learning materials, including  
               lecture recordings 

A second theme centred on the learning materials students used to 
support their independent study. This initially focused on recommended 
textbooks, with the majority of students recognising their value as 
a reliable, systematic source of information. However, there were 
a number of negative comments on their use, with many students 
finding textbooks to be too text heavy and inefficient for resolving 
queries, particularly in the face of rapid, online search engines: 

“I’d rather use the Internet than textbooks,  
it’s a lot quicker.”

(neurotypical student)

“Videos are less daunting than a textbook.”

(dyslexic student)
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A majority said they watched online videos to obtain an overview 
of a topic; to get an alternative explanation of the material or to 
understand visual concepts, suggesting that online videos can 
complement textbooks.   

In contrast to textbooks, students’ responses to supplementary 
lecture recordings were very positive, often with a focus on their 
use as a resource for those unable to attend a class or as a way of 
revisiting lectures:  

“You can’t take in everything the first time.”

(dyslexic student)

Recordings appeared to be seen primarily as support for consolidation 
immediately after lectures, however comments that they could 
“refresh your memory” (dyslexic student) suggested they were also 
used for revision. Students with experience of using recordings were 
positive about aspects of the technology, notably that it allowed 
flexibility in where study could take place and the pace at which the 
materials could be used. Dyslexic students in particular commented 
that this enabled them to take notes at their own pace and have 
breaks when required. Both neurotypical and dyslexic students 
described a variety of ways of using the technology to match their 
personal learning strategies, including overlearning: 
 

“I won’t learn by hearing something once, so with the 
PowerPoint recording, I can go over it again, and again, 

and again.”
(dyslexic student)

Many students also appreciated the ability to fast-forward and 
pinpoint slides that could respond to their queries:
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“I don’t think I’d ever listen to a lecture again because of 
the time.  I’d use it to find something that I’d missed – 

then go to the right point to listen.”

 (neurotypical student)

Some students said that learning from a recording was “easier”. For 
some, this seemed to be a response to fatigue but, this and other 
comments suggested that some students may need guidance on 
how to use recordings effectively. 
 

“It’s time consuming, but easier.”
(dyslexic student)

“After a 5 hour day on a Monday I really don’t feel like 
sitting there, making notes and looking at lecture notes 
but I can stick the recording on and I’ll still be revising 

and listening to it.”
(dyslexic student)

A potential downside to recording use was highlighted by several 
students who stressed that the process was time consuming, both 
in terms of revisiting a lecture they had attended, or because note-
taking often took more than an hour per recording. One student 
commented that the time required to take notes from recordings 
meant they did not attend lectures. Whilst this could be advantageous 
for some individuals, another comment suggested that routine 
recording may impact on student behaviour in lectures:  

“It makes me complacent in lectures if I can go home 
and listen to it.  What’s the point of coming in to 

university if you’re going to go home and listen to 
the same thing?”

(neurotypical student)
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In contrast, several comments, primarily from dyslexic students, 
stressed that recordings allowed them to focus on understanding 
rather than note-taking: 
 

“If you are in a lecture room, and think ‘I don’t get this’, 
instead of panicking you can think ‘oh well – 

I’ll watch it later’.”
(dyslexic student)

Similarly, whereas most students suggested recordings would 
have little impact on lecture attendance because they valued the 
routine of attending taught sessions or aspects that would not be 
captured on recordings (e.g. Q&A, non-verbal cues), some disagreed. 
Interestingly, those students who stated that they had chosen not 
to attend lectures due to the availability of recordings focused on 
the flexibility afforded by the technology:   

“I would use the recording and drop the lecture itself 
and do some more revision with the time.”

 (dyslexic student)

STUDY 2:  SUMMARY OF THE STUDY OUTCOMES 

The use of a mixture of quantitative and qualitative approaches 
gave several clear outcomes. We found that a large proportion of 
students who disclosed dyslexia had difficulties in lectures, with 
many having developed strategies to overcome them, including using 
online support materials. However, the impact of lecture recordings 
on learning was less clear, as students’ academic performance when 
they revised with recordings was no more effective than when they 
used textbooks, a format that can present problems for students 
with dyslexia. Furthermore, several students failed to show any 
increase in exam performance after viewing recordings, suggesting 
that they may be ineffective in some cases, possibly due to a lack of 
appropriate guidance in how to use these materials.  Despite this, 
comments made in focus groups showed that many students found 
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them a useful tool for consolidating lecture notes and supporting 
revision, with dyslexic learners in particular emphasising how 
recordings helped them to compensate for specific difficulties in 
the learning process.    

WHAT EVIDENCE DO WE NEED TO ESTABLISH BEST PRACTICE 
IN INCLUSION?  SOME CONCLUSIONS  

This chapter has discussed some of the advantages of using 
different approaches to evaluate whether an intervention such as 
lecture recording can enhance inclusive learning, and the types of 
evidence that can be generated. Both studies outlined here have their 
limitations (e.g. relatively small cohorts, low numbers of participants, 
single disciplinary background, focus on dyslexia only) but together 
we argue that they support the wider use of supplementary lecture 
capture in undergraduate programmes and suggest that this can 
contribute to the inclusive curriculum.  

What else can we learn from our experience?  Our mixed study 
approach was important. Action research allowed us to understand 
the problems of rolling out a technology and how students (and 
colleagues) respond in real life, whereas our study with defined 
participants enabled us to create a critical mass of data to 
allow conclusions to be drawn. Likewise, both quantitative (e.g. 
questionnaires, download analytics) and qualitative data (e.g. focus 
group discussions) reinforced each other to give insight into how the 
students responded to the recordings.  This is a strong argument 
for using both approaches in future research, particularly as further 
studies are needed, e.g. in other disciplines, and focusing on barriers 
to learning other than dyslexia. 

Finally, although we recognise that although lecture capture makes 
a relatively small contribution to inclusive education, it is one of 
a variety of approaches that can contribute to flexible learning 
environments and support strategies, enabling a diverse range of 
students to have equal opportunities to succeed.  
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VISUAL LECTURES  
 

David Roberts 

All the images used in this chapter were made or commissioned 
by the author who retains the copyright, unless otherwise stated.

ABSTRACT 

Lecturing in Higher Education is dominated by PowerPoint presentations 
characterised by text and bullet points. But research tells us this is 
harmful because it overloads our minds’ abilities to process text whilst 
simultaneously under-exploiting our ability to comprehend through 
imagery. This chapter presents an alternative way of using PowerPoint 
that inverts how we use it so it takes advantage of visual processing 
abilities and presents text in cognitively-digestible ways. The method 
privileges very large, high-quality images not as supplements but as 
the means to convey substance and meaning and applies to many 
student cohorts in various disciplines because it is cognitive, not 
disciplinary. The chapter concludes with demonstrations and advice 
on finding copyright-appropriate images.  

INTRODUCTION  

It is a truism that a picture’s worth a thousand words; but Higher 
Education (HE) appears to have forgotten this. In the most visual era 
of human evolution, when students coming to university have been 
exposed to multimedia learning and teaching for most of their lives, 
universities persist for the most part with lecture slides overloaded 
with text. It’s often called Death by PowerPoint, and it refers to the 
tendency for presenters to fill slides with text and bullet points 
and then read them out or say something very similar. They’re not 
all like this; but most are, and that’s because of how PowerPoint 
itself formats slides. PowerPoint has become an easy target, to the 
extent that it’s now “parodied, disparaged and blamed for failures 
to communicate clearly” (Kosslyn, 2007:77). 
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VISUAL LECTURES  
 

Recent research argues convincingly 
that text-filled slides are both 
counter-pedagogical and harmful 
for learning. This is because we can 
only process a limited amount of 
information at any given time, and 
because privileging text overloads 
our ability to process words and at 
the same time neglects our ability 
to process images (Ayres, 2015). 

The approach comes from Multimedia 
Learning (MML) research and has 
been tested with students. Students 
reported enhanced engagement, 
active learning processes, anticipation 
and enjoyment, as well as better 
recall and attention. Before we 
proceed, it’s important to note 
the wider context in which all this 
is happening. 

For some students, this can be a nightmare.  

The point of this chapter is to present an alternative way of using 
PowerPoint that inverts how we use it so it takes advantage of visual 
processing abilities and presents text in cognitively-digestible ways. 
Image-based lectures that stimulate engagement and prompt active 
learning can be “created with approximately the same level of 
technical expertise that it takes to master PowerPoint or Blackboard” 
(Schrand, 2008:79).  This does not mean we stop giving students text; 
we can still do that, but it can be relocated to the notes view area 
of PowerPoint, so it doesn’t obscure valuable images. The method 
privileges very large, high-quality images, not as supplements, but 
as the means to convey substance and meaning along respected 
pedagogic lines. Text can still be an important part of the teaching 
content. It is just rebalanced with imagery to reflect how our brains 
work. 
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to Peter Felten (2008:60) and others.  We learn through imagery as 
infants long before we learn through text, and images inform our 
development alongside words as we grow up. But globalisation and 
digitisation challenge the hegemony of text. 300 million images per 
day are uploaded to Facebook, (Cuthbertson et al., 2015:158) and 
by 2015, Facebook hosted roughly a quarter of a trillion images. 
Infographics, once the rare preserve of a few specialist outlets, are 
commonplace in TV, newspapers and magazines all over the world. 
Exhibitions of all kinds are now accessible online (Paul, 2003). Popular 
TV series from Lost to The Walking Dead, sport and peer-to-peer 
digitally-distributed films are accessible at the click of a mouse. 
Louis Tietje and Steven Cresap (2005:np) propose in accordance 
with these developments that visuals are now “the main means of 
communication and expression in postmodern culture”. 

Yet university teaching is out 
of sync with the evolving visual 
contexts from which their student 
clients come. If they use them at 
all, academics mostly use images 
as supplements and peripherals 
rather than as the medium through 
which a message may be conveyed. 
Instead, we load PowerPoint slides 
with text, and  the speaker normally 

stays close to what’s on the slide, except in some disciplines like 
Art that have an inherent tendency towards the visual.  Most Social 
Sciences, Anthropology, Psychology, History, Language, Business 
Studies, along with Maths and other science-based subjects, remain 
text-centric.  This chapter is about changing how we deliver lecture 
content to bring it in line with the visual world that influences all 
our students. Global context merges with pedagogic research in 
the shape of Multimedia Learning.  

A DIGITAL VISUAL WORLD 
 
Today’s HE students are the most visual of any university cohort, not 
because HE students now are any more special than their forbears, 
but because there is a “pictorial turn” in human evolution, according 
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MULTIMEDIA LEARNING (MML) RESEARCH. 
 
Multimedia Learning is defined as the process of “building mental 
representations from words and pictures” (Mayer, 2014:2). This 
literature claims that we learn better with images and text than 
with text alone (Mayer & Moreno, 2003). It identifies two channels 
through which the brain processes auditory and textual information, 
and visual information. This is referred to as dual processing. In 
presentations and lectures characterised primarily by text, the first 
channel is over-loaded and the second is under-used.  MML posits 
that if we divide information delivery more equitably between the 
two channels and take advantage of our visual processing abilities, 
we would be better able to engage with and understand the material 
we are presented with.  

Adherence to text-centricity 
is bad for students’ learning 
experiences then, for two 
reasons. First, slides full of text 
overload short-term memory 
processing (Paivio, 2007). 
Second, that reliance on text 
wastes the potential all sighted 
students have to explore, 
interpret and engage the world 
through their eyes – what they 
do every day of their lives beyond the lecture theatre. MML theory 
is perhaps especially interesting for dyslexic learners because using 
images and limited text exploits under-utilised visual capacity whilst 
reducing stress on short-term memory. The process is about words 
for the ears and pictures for the eyes. Whilst it may be unfamiliar 
in the teaching world, it’s commonplace beyond the academy. We 
attend museums and galleries that provide audio support for visual 
experiences.  
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MML literature and watching the world beyond the academy embrace 
imagery led me to instigate a visual method in my own lectures. 
The next section discusses how this worked at Loughborough 
University, England, UK, across a wide range of disciplines in ways 
that benefitted a wide range of students. 

USING IMAGES IN LECTURES 

The visual method for large group lectures derived from MML 
scholarship was developed, introduced and evaluated over a three-
year period. This section looks at how it works in practice, how to 
find images and how to integrate them.  
 
The first consideration is the type of image. This method deployed 
three categories: literal, figurative and paradox. Literal images are 
the simplest. They manifest a visual representation of a subject. 
For example, if discussing the EU, we may use an image of the EU 
flag, here. 

But more valuably, when subject 
matter is alien to students’ direct 
experiences, we may use literal 
images to describe what students 
may never have seen. Images may 
bring otherwise abstract or unfamiliar 
places and practices to life in ways 
that even the most eloquent text 
alone cannot. Equally importantly, 

We read newspapers that use 
images to complement text. 
This disconnect between the 
wider world and the academy, 
and my own disdain for my 
own lectures, and those of 
others I saw at conferences, 
stimulated a search for 
alternatives. Engaging with 
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S/he may propose that for some, the 
EU is seen less as an objective and 
neutral community for progressive, 
peaceful change and more as 
a barrier to migration for some 
people beyond its borders. The 
image becomes a discussion point 
that isn’t duplicating the spoken 
word, that students may focus on 

they displace excessive slide text that overloads students’ processing 
capacities and short-term memory, according to a plethora of MML 
and other research. Even basic, illustrative, figurative images have a 
triple role. First, they provide description of the unfamiliar. Second, 
they remove the causes of memory overload so injurious to many 
students. Third, they allow students to more effectively split their 
attention between the speaker and the screen, instead of a situation 
where one contests the other for mental space.

Figurative images as a second category may also be referred to 
as metaphorical images. A visual metaphor is an “image… used in 
place of another to suggest an analogy between the two images” 
(Williams, 1998:np).  Metaphor images were very popular with 
students. Eppler (2006:205) argues that visual metaphors “support 
learners in connecting what they already know (the properties of the 
metaphor domain) with new material (the domain unto which the 
metaphor is being applied)”. This mirrors the idea of active learning 
in which students build on existing knowledge and criticise what 
they already believe to be truth. The learning potential is especially 
valuable “when the power of a metaphor is combined with the appeal 
and directness of visualisation”  (ibid). Visual metaphors may be 
used to convey complex messages as opposed to serving a more 
illustrative purpose. If we think back to the EU flag example, if the 
stars on the flag were linked with barbed wire, the image conveys 
a subjective meaning the lecturer may discuss. 
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This image supports a conversa-
tion about biological evolution, 
presenting most of the process in 
one image, and allowing dissection 
and discussion of its component 
parts in ways that better exploit 
audio-visual processing. 

Another supports a discussion 
of tensions between liberal and 
critical feminisms over pole 
dancing. The image’s component 
parts associate pole dancing 
not simply with autonomous 
sexuality and free choice but 
also with privileging masculine 
preferences, suggesting an 
illusion of progress for women. 

Reproduced with permission of the artist Christophe Kiciak,
http://www.kiciak.fr 

and absorb the component parts of, interpreting their meaning and 
bringing their existing knowledge to the fore as a foundation upon 
which the lecturer’s commentary may build. Importantly, a visual 
metaphor helps render the unfamiliar more familiar by suggesting a 
parallel phenomenon. Visual metaphors or figurative images “support 
learners in connecting what they already know (the properties of 
the metaphor domain) with new material (the domain unto which 
the metaphor is being applied)” (ibid:206).  The following are some 
examples of metaphorical images. 
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A third example of the relationship 
between energy production and 
environmental harm, illustrates 
further the type of metaphor 
image easily integrated into 
lectures. This one was created to 
suggest a relationship between 
consumption, or capitalism, or 
liberalism, or markets and the 
impact of early third millennial 
technologies and beliefs on the 
natural environment and planetary 
existence.  

This metaphor image of a pill 
and dollars has been used to 
underpin discussion of the cost 
of medicine generally or to raise 
questions about the market as a 
valid means of deciding who gets 
what and how much healthcare. 
It has been particularly helpful 
in discussing antiretroviral re-
search, breast cancer treatment 
and global child mortality. It may of course also present as a par-
adox for those who believe healthcare should be free, supporting 
discussions of socialist ideology and political morality. 

A third type of image is the paradox image. A paradox is a 
statement that may appear to be self-contradictory but which may 
simultaneously communicate a truth (Eliason, 1996:341).  Paradox 
images may present as puzzles, creating temporary confusion, 
generating internal attempts at reconciling meaning.
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A well-known example is the 
eternal triangle. The diamond 
with blood presents a problem: 
love is not immediately associated 
with violence until we examine 
concepts like hypermasculinity, 
domestic violence, honour killing, 
dowry murder and so on. This 
image was used to support a 
discussion of capitalism and 
conflict (blood/conflict diamonds).  

If we return to the matter of 
evolution, a paradox seems to 
present - ape and human in one 
entity – supporting a discussion 
of evolutionary relationships 
between humans and hominoids. 

The first consideration when choosing images has been the type of 
image, outlined above. A second consideration is its scale and its 
visible relationship to the usual accompanying text. We are often used 
to images as a secondary element to a slide, sometimes occupying 
a relatively minor portion of slide space. MML approaches privilege 
the image, which here means their occupation of the entire slide. 
Images can be inserted or better still embedded in a few simple 
steps involving changing the background of the slide just as we 
might if we wanted to change its colour. For many, this brings up 
immediately the question of text. An emerging consensus proposes 
that if we are to use images, it would be counterproductive to then 
cover them with text. Various design gurus like Nancy Duarte (2008) 
and Guy Kawasaki (2012) propose very limited text, normally never 
more than one line which, for the lecturer can act as a prompt and 
for students can act as a reminder.  This approach can produce 
some anxiety for academics and students alike because we may 
still need to impart large amounts of text for many good reasons. 
Fortunately, PowerPoint’s notes view can accommodate as much 
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text as could have been put on a slide. This can quickly and easily 
be accessed from the view tab and saved as part of the usual slides. 
 
Students have, to date, mostly been very interested in, and supportive 
of, visual learning.  Quantitative testing over 3 years across 9 academic 
disciplines revealed that 90% of students exposed to the method 
preferred slides with large images and limited text, to slides full 
of text. Of those, 65% preferred metaphor and paradox images 
to illustrative images, but both were valued more highly than text 
alone. Qualitative, focus group research showed there are a number 
of reasons for these preferences (Roberts, 2017:np).  
 
The first is that eliminating large swathes of text per slide makes 
students feel less overwhelmed. According to MML research, this 
probably has much to do with excessive text overloading human 
processing capacity; wasting visual processing ability and filling 
up short-term memory so thought tasks are harder to complete 
(Mayer & Moreno, 1998).  A second reason for preferring imagery 
and text to text alone is that students claim to feel a connection to 
an image but not to words alone. To illustrate this point, one said 
she “felt she was there in the image” when they were shown. This 
brought students into contact with the subject of the lectures in ways 
text alone can’t achieve. Students declared that this led to a third 
reason for their preference: they felt engaged and included, rather 
than disconnected and bored. One student said “the slides were 
almost a breath of fresh air as the images allowed me to concentrate 
on what the lecturer was saying and I was able to take more in.” 
Another considered that by comparison, image-based lectures were 
more worth attending than their text-centric counterparts. A very 
small minority (3%) said they preferred text to images; that text can 
be relocated to the notes view for such students. A fourth reason 
became clear – they were better able to recall what had been said 
in the lecture, because the words were hooked to the images. One 
student commented that normal revision from text was a struggle 
because it didn’t stay in her memory very long. With images, she 
said she could remember what the concepts and issues had been 
surrounding the image. A variety of students have remarked that 
they can recall lecture content a year later. 
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LOCATING IMAGES 

There are various ways to find images that say what we might 
normally say with text, which explain a complex relationship and 
which illustrate a point we want to make and/or that render familiar 
the unfamiliar. I begin with what I want to convey and start searching 
using terms or words that describe that. If I wanted to talk about 
evolution, an image search reveals a range of pictures that may or 
may not be to my liking. As I find images, I interrogate them for 
the meaning I want to communicate, and choose accordingly. A 
search for ‘evolution’ brings up timeline images, for example. In 
this, a primitive ape-type being crouches on the far left and on the 
far right is an upright human. But additionally, the search brings 
up political, philosophical and religious images that can express a 
complex debate. One is a variant of Michelangelo’s The Creation 
of Adam. It involves a human arm reaching out, but instead of 
connecting with God’s hand, it connects with an ape’s arm. This 
might support a discussion of whether humans are a creation of 
God or whether we are explained in a more Darwinian sense, being 
descended from apes. I also teach about conflict. I wanted to convey 
what a nuclear war would be like; having grown up in the Cold War 
with the ever-present threat of such carnage, I wanted my students 
to understand important technical issues like the Circular Error of 
Probability; but I also wanted them to have a sense of its human 
consequence. I googled the wrist-watch that survived the atomic 
blast on Nagasaki, stopping at 11.02 am, the moment the bomb 
detonated, and used it to tell the story of what happened on that 
day. Students said they were “spell-bound” as the story developed 
as they watched it. They wondered who had worn it, how the watch 
got to the museum it’s in and so on. If I can’t find what I want this 
way, I turn to other sites like DeviantArt. If I find something I think 
is really useful, I write to the artist. One outcome was the image of 
evolution (above), by Christophe Kiciak, who was delighted to have 
his work used this way. I also seek ways to express meaning through 
visual metaphors. If the academic topic I want to convey has an 
associated metaphor, I search that. For example, if something isn’t 
what it appears to be and might be dangerous, a suitable metaphor 
might be a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Searching for the term may yield 
an apposite image that communicates what you mean but using the 
visual processing channel instead of overloading the text-auditory 
channel with text and speech. There are many ways and it may feel 
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slow at first but we get quicker the more we do something and the 
benefits can be substantial.  

COPYRIGHT 

For the most part, Google Advanced Image Search and Flickr 
allow users to filter image searches by type of copyright licence. 
This means we can search for an image of an ape with human eyes 
(for example) and designate that the only images generated in the 
search are Creative Commons (CC) licenced images. In addition, 
sites like DeviantArt contain some of the most imaginative images, 
but they are almost all copyright-protected. However, because it is 
a community of artists, they are often supportive of direct requests 
to use work for educational purposes, especially as it’s another 
way their work may be disseminated. Furthermore, departments 
may choose to fund innovative teaching methods backed by first 
class scholarship; my own department funds regular purchases of 
copyright-covered images from sites like 123RF. Such images can 
constitute an investment since they only need to be bought once 
but can be used for however long they are pertinent to the subject 
we are teaching. To complicate matters further, however, the rules 
about copyright vary from place to place. For example, in the US, 
most images are free to use for educational purposes. In the UK, 
copyright is much harsher, but claims are only likely where an image 
has been misappropriated for financial profit. Whatever we do, we 
must attribute the images to their creators or owners, and this can 
be done on the images themselves (perhaps in a semi-opaque font 
size that doesn’t detract from the effect the images are meant to 
have); or on an end slide. Universities normally provide guidance 
on copyright rules, and in addition often have subscriptions and 
licences to image repositories that allow us to use selected items 
appropriately. 
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CONCLUSION 

MML research suggests images and text work better for learning and 
understanding than text alone, partly because university students 
now come from a distinctly more visual context than their forebears, 
but mainly because people are dual processors whose brains are 
better suited to a combination of visual and text processing. When 
images are combined with limited text, it argues, our brains split 
the workload which then reduces pressure on working memory 
and mental processing. Furthermore, testing has shown that key 
characteristics of active learning are present, considered by many 
to be more effective and sustainable than passive learning. The 
opportunity to exploit this understanding of imagery in learning 
has never been greater as the accessibility of images continues to 
increase exponentially. If we do only one thing, it should be to end 
Death by PowerPoint.  
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All the images were made or commissioned by the author and copyright David Roberts (2016) 
– except for image 6 (‘biological evolution’) by Christophe Kiciak, who gave his permission for it 
to used in this chapter. 
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ANY ISSUE THAT IS GETTING IN THE WAY: THE ROLE OF THE 
STUDENT SUPPORT AND GUIDANCE TUTOR IN PROMOTING 
INCLUSIVE PRACTICE. 
 

Justine Devenney 

In this chapter the question of promoting inclusivity will be addressed 
via a case study from the School of Architecture and Design at the 
University of Brighton, UK. Specifically at the impact of having a 
dedicated Student Support and Guidance Tutor (SSGT) role within 
the course team, with particular reference to student engagement 
and retention.  
 
The role of the SSGT is an innovative one and has been evolving 
over the past three years; as such the University of Brighton now 
has a dedicated SSGT in every individual school.  Broadly speaking 
their role is all about ensuring inclusivity by working to support 
students and academic staff on any issue that has the potential to 
affect student engagement with their course.  
 

BACKGROUND 
 
The original concept behind having dedicated SSGTs was to bridge 
the gap between students, academic staff in schools and central 
student services, with the aim of enhancing student retention and 
engagement. Based directly in schools and ideally located in rooms 
close to the centre of the hub of the school, SSGTs would be easily 
accessible and highly responsive to meeting the needs of individual 
students. They are key in terms of ensuring students feel included 
and have a sense of belonging in their academic community. When 
students feel they are part of a learning community and there is a 
member of staff who is there to help with any issue, however big 
or small, they are far more likely to succeed academically. 

A consistent service for students has helped with the issues they felt 
there were around varied levels of support. Research undertaken 
in 2013/14 (Hughes & Devenney, nd) concluded that students feel 
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it is very helpful to have someone who is always there for help with 
personal issues. One Architecture student wrote: “sometimes you 
just need to talk to someone who doesn’t really know you, can’t 
judge you and can’t be biased towards you. It just helps knowing 
there is someone there.” 

SSGTs are not counsellors but many do have counselling backgrounds 
and they are employed within the Counselling and Well Being Team. 
They work with students on a 1-1 basis to help with a wide range 
of issues, some highly complex, so will often use counselling skills. 
Where necessary they will refer students on to more specialist services 
and, where appropriate, help them in accessing such support.   
 
Five years ago there was a somewhat fragmented picture with regard 
to SSGTs at the university. Previous attempts had been made to 
consolidate the role but a number of schools had no one in post and 
there was a lack of co-ordination of the work across the institution. 
Moreover retention across the university was poor in some areas. 
As such a number of high-level initiatives were introduced to try 
and rectify the situation. A decision was taken to expand the role 
of the SSGTs with a view to them being located at local level in 
individual schools and work with students in an inclusive way to 
enhance engagement, and as a consequence improve retention.  
 
Drawing on research into retention issues the publication of What 
Works? report on student retention and success (Thomas, 2012), was 
timely as findings focused on initiatives to help enhance retention. 
There was also evidence that many students with additional needs 
were not accessing support from student services until towards the 
end of their degree and as such the right support was not always 
in place. Brighton attracts a diverse range of students and prides 
itself on inclusivity but there was no cohesive way of monitoring 
and supporting those who had issues of a pastoral nature. Those 
with issues affecting their ability to study often felt they had no one 
to talk to who understood the nature of how personal issues can 
affect a student’s academic experience.  
 
As the role was formalised it was clear it would be beneficial to 
have a key person within each school to be part of both recruitment 
and to then act as a link for the SSGT who would be managed 
within student services. The What Works? report had highlighted 
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that “the academic sphere is the most important site for nurturing 
participation of the type which engenders a sense of belonging” 
ensuring that both academic and support staff were part of the 
recruitment process and effective partnership working could be 
set in place (ibid:17). Discussions were held with heads of schools 
on an individual basis and most heads wanted to be part of the 
developments and saw the value for their students. There was a 
named academic to work with and this link proved invaluable in 
ensuring the role of SSGT was consolidated. This case study focuses 
specifically on how the role of SSGT in the School of Architecture and 
Design is pivotal to promoting a culture of inclusivity.  The student 
cohort within this school is very diverse in terms of need. There are 
a significant number of international students and a high number of 
students have dyslexia.  The study of architecture is all consuming 
and academically very demanding. Moreover, the cost of living in 
Brighton is high, meaning an increasing number of students face real 
financial difficulty in terms of housing and supporting themselves. 
All these issues have the potential to impact on retention, so being 
able to see an SSGT when problems first emerge is crucial. When 
surveyed 92% of students said that if they were thinking of leaving 
the course they would talk to their SSGT. 
 

STUDENT STRESS AND INCLUSIVITY  

It is well documented that student stress has been steadily increasing 
over recent years.  Alarmingly the number of students to drop out 
of university with mental health problems has more than trebled 
in recent years. Data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency 
(nd) reveals that a record 1,180 students who experienced mental 
health problems left university early in 2014-15 representing a 210% 
increase from 380 in 2009-10. 

In August 2016 a survey by UK magazine The Architects’ Journal 
(Waite & Braidwood, 2016) reported that 26% of architecture students 
had received medical help for mental health problems resulting from 
their course, with workload and debt among the leading causes 
while a further 26% said they worried they would need to seek 
help in the future.    Altogether, more than half of the students who 
responded reported concerns about mental health related to their 
course.  The problem was more acute with female respondents, of 
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whom almost a third had sought support for mental health issues 
compared to 26% of male respondents.The report prompted much 
debate amongst architects, educators and students alike. Some of 
the underlying causes are fairly clear: high student fees, a lengthy 
course where to qualify can take seven to eight years, the pressure of 
mounting debts, the need to take on paid work alongside studying, 
and job prospects.  
 
The report findings came as little surprise; the most common student 
issue brought to the SSGT across all courses is consistently stress 
and anxiety related. Worryingly a significant number of students 
are being prescribed medication by their GP seemingly as a matter 
of course, just to help them manage the day-to-day reality of their 
studies.  The studio environment is pressured; assessment methods 
such as critiques, presentations and peer reviews cause even the 
strongest students a huge amount of anxiety. 

In an article for Dezeen, Professor Robert Mull (2016), newly appointed 
Head of School of Architecture and Design at Brighton and former 
director of architecture and dean of The Cass, addressed some of 
the common concerns within architectural educational practice that 
too often promote long hours, stressful competition and a worrying 
degree of discrimination. He argued that as educators we are all 
responsible for addressing such issues. 
 
At Brighton, however, being able to see the SSGT when anxiety first 
emerges has proved to be hugely beneficial.  It can often prevent 
problems from becoming worse and students know from the outset 
that when things get tough, either in or outside of university, there 
is someone to turn to. Year-on-year around 50% of the entire cohort 
of 565 students will seek some form of advice or support from the 
SSGT. 
 
Feedback from both student surveys and focus groups used to 
show that the majority of students felt that being highly stressed 
and anxious was just part of the culture. You just had to accept 
it.  Many were reluctant to seek counselling and for the majority 
counselling was not the answer. Since having an SSGT in post the 
number of students going for counselling for academic concerns 
has significantly dropped. 
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The SSGT for Architecture has now been in post for three years and 
there is clear evidence that just having someone to calm you down 
and talk you through things can be enormously beneficial. As one 
student said: “someone to keep me on track.” 
 
Moreover the SSGT role is well placed to signpost and help students 
with study skills. In this respect a little personalised help can go a 
long to reducing anxiety and improving confidence.  The message 
to students is that whilst some stress and worry can be a valuable 
part of the learning experience – extreme anxiety and lack of 
confidence can be avoided by getting pastoral support specific to 
the academic environment and culture of the school. 
 
The SSGT runs an annual survey and year-on-year feedback indicates 
that having a consistent service for students has helped with the 
issues they felt there were around varied levels of support. Students 
cite that it is very helpful to have someone who is always there for 
help with personal issues.  
 
When asked if SSGT advice had been helpful 97% of students said 
it had been very or extremely helpful and 98% of students agree 
that it had enabled them to continue their student life at university 
 
The SSGT can also act as an intermediary between staff and students 
to help with advice on practical arrangements. Tutors’ survey 
responses regularly cite that that the provision of an SSGT enables 
them to spend more time on academic issues and in addition on 
course organisation.  
 
Having a dedicated SSGT within the course team has resulted in 
more open discussion about inclusive practice. Why do so many 
students now seek support? Are student lives really more complex? 
Are mental health issues so much more common or is this because 
there is far less stigma in coming forward?   
 
There are a number of key issues that both students and staff alike 
are identifying as reasons for this apparent rise in mental health 
issues. Over-protective parenting, parental pressures, narrow exam-
orientated schooling not preparing students for higher education 
and an obsession with individual perfection.  All indicate that many 
students are struggling to feel included, adapt to university life and 
more independent thinking. 
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By embedding pastoral support within the academic sphere students 
can discuss anxiety issues in relation to their own learning. This can 
be hugely empowering. On creative courses such as architecture, 
students often take a long time to understand how their design 
thinking works or grasp the iterative process and if you think you 
have to get everything right first time this inevitably creates huge 
anxiety which, left unchecked, can lead to withdrawal. Regular 
sessions with their SSGT often helps students see that they need to 
have more self-compassion, better adaptive thinking and develop 
their own resources. 
 
This is not to minimise severe mental health issues experienced by 
some students, and many students do indeed have very complex 
lives. But when we talk about mental health problems what do we 
actually mean if they are purely subjective? What is far more helpful 
is for students to understand there is a continuum of mental health; 
it is not an either/or condition of either being happy or ill.  
 

CONCLUSION 

Getting to grips with university and all its new responsibilities and 
experiences is often a catalyst for all sorts of issues; students can 
pathologise completely normal experiences such as housemate 
issues, heartbreak, peer pressure, and academic stress then feel 
as if they don’t fit in. Indeed the lack of confidence some students 
have in their own thoughts and opinions can be quite alarming. So 
having a neutral member of staff with whom students talk things 
through can really help students to build self-confidence, to find 
their own voice, to follow their passions, to take risks, and to enjoy 
what they do for its own sake. 
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PROMOTING INCLUSIVITY THROUGH 
THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Dennis Duty & Paul Armitage

THE CHANGING FACE OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Widening participation in Higher Education has radically altered 
the make-up of the typical student cohort with greater numbers of 
students attending from previously under-represented groups. The 
resulting increase in non-traditional (NT) students has been discussed 
in the introduction chapter. A definition of non-traditional eludes 
us, but students can display varying levels of characteristics that 
would normally indicate being non-traditional (Slowey & Schuetze, 
2002; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). These would include, but are not 
limited to, age, ethnicity, accommodation, being first generation, 
family circumstances and disability. Furthermore, they may not have 
the traditional types of qualifications and may have generally low 
levels of achievement, and display different learning styles. Exposed 
to university for the first time, students are confronted with adjusting 
to a different way of learning in the form of the lecture-tutorial 
system (LT), but for NT students in particular, it can be challenging 
(Thomas, 2002).

THE UNIVERSITY TEACHING ENVIRONMENT

The LT system has a lineage that can be traced back to the original 
concept of the university. In its pure form it is potentially effective, 
but that effectiveness is predicated on very small tutorial groups 
and, at the same time tends to suit the more traditional learner. 
The structural and learning issues with the lecture are rooted in the 
issue of class sizes and there is a well-established body of research 
at pre-university education indicating that the smaller the class 
then the more opportunities there are for learning to take place. In 
higher education (HE) whilst the research is less voluminous, there 
is nevertheless some evidence for a concern with the teaching 
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PROMOTING INCLUSIVITY THROUGH 
THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

environment in universities. Costin (1972), for example, synthesised 
existing research on learning and teaching in HE and generally 
found that learning was improved where the teaching environment 
facilitated discussion. Subsequent research has generally supported 
the premise that smaller classes are generally more effective for 
student learning (Glass & Smith, 1979; Sivan & Kember, 2000), and 
that NT students in particular are more likely to benefit from, and 
prefer, smaller class sizes (Drane & Smith, 2005; Williams, 1992).

Widening participation and the introduction of fees has forced 
universities to focus more on the student experience, a major 
component of which is the way in which students are taught. The 
LT system persists as the dominant form of delivery, but there are 
doubts about its effectiveness. Bligh (2000:20) was unequivocal 
in terms of what were the use of lectures, stating that they should 
never be used to “…promote thought, change attitudes, or develop 
behavioural skills…”. It was a view supported by Laurillard (2002:92-
93) who argued that because the lecture places responsibility on the 
student to learn, it potentially disadvantages a significant proportion 
of the contemporary student population.

Contemporary conditions in HE institutions have produced a version 
of the LT system that speaks more to efficiency than effectiveness 
and is manifest in large tutorial groups, or sometimes the removal 
of the tutorial element completely. This is particularly the case in 
year 1 when cohorts tend to be large. There is recognition that 
change is essential to meet the needs of the predominant type of 
student (Roberts, 2011), but an equal recognition of the constraints 
and culture embedded in institutions that act as a major barrier 
to change. However, inaction may cost the industry and students 
dearly, a point not lost on Ericksen (1995:20) who suggested that:

“Failure to acknowledge the existing student 
profile will result in incongruities which arise when 

structures are utilised which are in fact aligned with 
values appropriate to another system.”

Written over 20 years ago, its sentiments are perhaps even more 
relevant today.
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THE PROBLEM CONTEXT

It is in this context of an increasingly heterogeneous student body that 
this case is presented. It forms part of a doctoral thesis that looked at 
the issue of student retention on the first year of the undergraduate 
business programmes at the University of Huddersfield. The research 
spanned 7 years, from 2002-2008 inclusive, and over this period 
753 students were recruited to the business programmes. There is a 
total of 10 programmes, but the majority share 5 core modules with 
the opportunity to take an option. Huddersfield is typical of many 
post-92 institutions, taking a high proportion of NT students who 
are largely local. Additionally, the student body reflects the local 
community demographics with 20% of the cohort made up of British 
Asian students. Mature students (over 21 years) constitute 20% of 
the total, and 60% of students were local and living in the family, 
or privately-owned accommodation. Furthermore, the proportion 
of students classified as first generation went from 50% in 2004 to 
60% in 2008. Recent data from an internal study of the Business 
Management course indicated that this figure had increased to 75%.

In 2002 and 2003 all modules were delivered through the LT system, 
but observations identified problems related to low academic 
performance and low progression rates particularly amongst NT 
students. Further investigation exposed a number of key problems 
as follows:

• Nearly 30% of students failed to progress onto  
   year 2 of the programmes

• Students cited difficulties in understanding theory  
   in lectures, problems of taking notes, and inability  
   to interact with, and ask questions of tutors
  
• Attendance was very poor, often as low as 30%

• An inflexible timetable caused problems for  
   students with commitments outside of university

• Students in different tutorials for the same module 
  complained of different standards of teaching

• There was a generally low level of achievement  
   across the modules.
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CHANGING THE TEACHING ENVIRONMENT

The response was focused on what happened in classrooms, the 
place where the vast majority of contact with the university occurred, 
especially for NT students. It involved changing the way in which 
teaching was delivered and was comprised of the following actions:

• Replace the LT system with a single two hour seminar  
   for each of the 5 core modules. Instead of 1 lecture, 
   and 6 or 7 tutorials there were now just 4 seminars for 
   each module

• Stipulate a minimum 10-minute break during  
   the seminar

• Aim to minimise the number of different staff teaching the  
  same module (ultimately to reduce this number to one).

Depending on the number recruited in a particular year, seminar 
sizes were on average about 25, but never more than 30 students.

RESEARCH METHOD AND DATA COLLECTION

For seven years (2002-2008) various types of data were collected. 
they consisted primarily of attendance, student performance, and 
background variables. Student attendance and performance was 
compared between the 2002-2003 cohorts and the 2004-2008 
cohorts. Qualitative data were obtained through an open question 
survey where year 2 students were asked to list three things they 
liked and disliked about the LT and seminar systems.

Because of the nature of this study it avoids many of the problems 
that dog classical educational experimentation methods. It would be 
wrong to classify the methodology used here as experimentation, 
but it nevertheless avoids many problems of setting up experiments. 
There was no artificial creation of subject and control groups because 
these were provided naturally as a result of the change in delivery 
method in 2004. The control group was made up of all students in 
the 2002 and 2003 cohorts, and the experiment group consisted 
of all of the students who entered between 2004 and 2008. Data 
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collection took place on a longitudinal basis as part of the natural 
process, and so circumvented many of the observational issues 
often associated with research. In essence the approach taken here 
has all the benefits of the randomly controlled trial but without the 
drawbacks.

In order to control for variance between cohorts, means were 
compared for a number of key variables. This revealed no significant 
differences in terms of group demographics such as gender, ethnicity, 
entry UCAS points, and international students. However, in the 
experiment group there were 37 Polish students whose attendance 
and performance were significantly higher than the cohort average. 
These students were omitted from the final analysis to avoid results 
skewed in favour of the seminar system.

THE RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

TIMETABLE SCHEDULING

Figure 1 illustrates an example of a typical student timetable under 
the LT system (2002 and 2003 cohorts). The problems with this 
structure are both practical and pedagogical. In practical terms there 
are 5 lectures, one for each core subject where all students need 
to be in attendance. This structure tends to speak to a student that 
is traditional, both in the sense of having no outside commitments 
beyond attending university, and in terms of learning style. The 
problem is that the majority of students on the course lived at home 
and a significant number were mature. These students invariably had 
commitments such as paid jobs and in a not insignificant number 
of cases, various family commitments. Even if the NT student could 
attend they still had to contend with a learning environment that was 
challenging given their learning styles and preferences. Also there 
were some structural issues with how the LT system operated. In some 
cases the lecture was preceded by the tutorial, and often there was 
a significant time lapse between the lecture and the tutorial, thus 
exacerbating the already fragmented learning experience. Other 
structural issues revolved around when sessions were scheduled. For 
example, scheduling a single session for one day, or perhaps having a 
large gap between sessions resulted in poor attendance as students 
would not come in at all or leave after the first session respectively. 
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Changing the delivery system to seminars away from LT allowed a 
student-centred approach to timetable scheduling. This started in 
induction where students were asked to submit time slots when they 
were not available during the week. With this data timetables could 
be provided to students on an individual basis. For each of the 5 core 
modules there would be one of 4 seminars a student could attend. So 
for example, the student who had a job on a Tuesday would simply 
not be scheduled any classes on that day, and the student who had 
children at school would not be scheduled classes before 10am or 
after 3pm. It was not uncommon for students with a place on the 
course to enquire about timetables before commencement and to 
be provided with a personalised schedule based on information 
they provided. Additionally the system could deal with permanent 
changes in a student’s circumstances, such as changes in work shifts 
or family commitments simply by providing an alternative timetable. 
Also, if a student had some issue where they could not attend their 
timetabled session in a particular week, then they could arrange to 
attend any one of the other 3 seminars for that module.

As a result of the benefits observed in the first couple of years of 
running seminars, the system was used as part of the marketing 
literature for the business courses. It was particularly useful on 
open days where prospective students could be provided with 
information about how the seminar worked and the benefits for 
students, especially NT students.

M’day Markets 
and Govt 

(L)

Intro to 
Business 

(T)

Managing 
info 
(T)

09:15 10:15 11:15 12:15 13:15 14:15 15:15 16:15 18:15

T’day

W’day

Th’day

F’day

Option
Intro to 

Business 
(L)

Markets 
and Govt 

(T)

Accounts 
(L)

Accounts 
(T)

Managing 
info 
(L)

Figure 1: A typical student timetable under the LT system
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IMPACT ON STUDENT ATTENDANCE

The introduction of the seminar system in 2004 seemed to coincide 
with an improvement in attendance. Figure 3 shows the average 
attendance rates for each of the 5 core modules over the 2002-
2008 period, and the increase in 2004 is sustained through 2008. 
Checks were carried out to identify whether there could have been 
a systemic change in 2004 that could have impacted on attendance 
but none was found. T-tests comparing attendance averages for the 
2002-2003 period with the 2004-2008 provided highly significant 
results for every module.

M’day

09:15 10:15 11:15 12:15 13:15 14:15 15:15 16:15 18:15

T’day
W’day

Th’day

F’day

Figure 2: Typical student timetable under the Seminar system

Figure 3: Average attendance by module 2002-2008

Markets & Govt Intro to Business

Operations

Option Accountancy

Managing Info
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IMPACT ON STUDENT PERFORMANCE BY MODULE

The data for student performance shows a remarkably similar pattern 
to attendance with an increase in student performance across all 
5 modules from 2004. Again, there were found to be no systemic 
changes (e.g. grading processes) that might account for the similar 
pattern of improvement in all 5 core modules. T-tests on each module 
produced highly significant results indicating that the intervention 
was the cause of the improvement.

IMPACT ON STUDENT PERFORMANCE BY STUDENT TYPE

Whilst the module performance data provides evidence of the impact 
of using seminars as opposed to lectures, the data is aggregating all 
student types. When results are scrutinised from the perspective of 
different student types it reveals some interesting differences. Figure 
5 shows the average performance across all modules but by age, 
gender, entry UCAS points, and overseas Chinese students. Focusing 
on two characteristics that could indicate how NT a student is, namely 
ethnicity and UCAS points, we can identify higher gains the more NT 
a student is. This seems to resonate with the theory that seminars 
play to the learning styles of certain types of student. Furthermore, 
under the seminar system Asian students gained significantly more 
than white students. However, the extent to which ethnicity may be a 

Figure 4: Average performance by module 2002-2008
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IMPACT ON STUDENT PROGRESSION TO YEAR 2

Progression into the second year is important, both for the individual 
student, and for the institution. Figure 6 provides summary statistics 
for progression to year 2. The 3 categories are, progress, academic 
fail (student completed all assessments but failed to achieve sufficient 
credit to progress), and other non-progression which includes 
withdrawal, and non-completion. A chi-square test indicated a very 
strong probability that the seminar system was responsible for the 
improved progression to year 2. Under the LT system 7 students 
failed their final exams in both 2002 and 2003, whilst only 9 failed 
between 2004 and 2008, or 1.8 students per year. This represents a 
potential 26 additional students progressing to year 2 between 2004 
and 2008, or £156,000 in saved fees (£3000 per year over 2 years). 
Extrapolating this to the current context of £9000 annual fees would 
potentially realise £468,000.

Figure 5. Student performance by category.

causal variable is mitigated somewhat due to Asian students entering 
with an average UCAS point score of 220 compared to 280 for the 
rest of the students. Of particular interest are the results for Chinese 
students. Whilst the sample numbers are too small to establish a 
significant link, it still suggests that Chinese students are impervious 
to changes in the learning environment.
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Figure 6: Student progression 2002-2008

STUDENT FEEDBACK

The responses for the open question survey were analysed through 
a process of aggregation in order to categorise responses into 
one of 3 areas. The far right hand column in Figures 7 (LT) and 8 
(Seminar) indicate the categories with SO representing structural and 
organisational issues, TL representing teaching and learning, and CE 
communication and engagement issues. The next column indicates 
the percentage of students who mentioned that particular category. 
Generally the two tables are a mirror image of each other. For the LT 
there were 107 positive, and 207 negative comments, whereas the 
seminar received 225 positive and 95 negative. Students cited the 
ability to interact with the tutor and fellow students, and pointed to 
the learning challenges posed by the large lecture. It is interesting to 
note how students were well aware of what constituted good teaching, 
and particularly how even in seminars if chalk and talk methods were 
used they were considered ineffective. With regards to the LT system, 
students were cognisant of how the system should work, but that it 
often didn’t. There was also a clear appreciation of the flexibility in 
the seminar-based timetable.
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Figure 7: Positive and negative responses for the LT system

LECTURE-TUTORIAL

Positive Responses

Negative responses

Total number of responses

Total number of responses

Number of responses per student

Number of responses per student

Short, flows faster, get through work, splits up time

Good if the lecture-tutorial system works as it should

Good for information, knowledge accumulation, getting notes

Easy to hide, use phone, not attend, sign in friends

Good if teaching is good

107

207

0.89

1.73

23%

43%

34%

23%

18%

15%

13%
12%

10%

3%

20%

20%

6%

4%

4%
6%

3%

3%

SO

SO

SO

SO

SO

SO

SO

SO

TL

TL

TL

CE

TL

TL

TL

TL

TL

TL

Relaxed can concentrate, no interruptions

In same class with everyone

Can be anonymous, don’t have to join in if don’t want

Simple structure easy to follow, predictable

Can’t ask questions, no interaction, one-way communication

Poor teaching, limited methods, Death by Powerpoint, Boring

Too fast to take effective notes

Disruptive and noisy, too many distractions

Too many people in lecture, lecturer focus on teaching to a small 
group, ignores others

Lecture-tutorial system doesn’t work/not organised

Difficult to concentrate/easy to switch off
Inconvenient timetables, no breaks, too lon

Learning issues, don’t learn anything
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Figure 8: Positive and negative responses for the seminar system

SEMINAR

Positive Responses

Negative responses

Total number of responses

Total number of responses

Number of responses per student

Number of responses per student

Can ask questions and contribute

Good tutor-student interaction, more personal

Better learning environment, learn/understand more.

More time to learn, breaks, easy to make notes

Interactive teaching, variable methods, good teaching

225

92

1.88

0.77

46%

25%

13%

11%

9%

8%

7%
3%

35%

33%

19%

16%

16%
13%

10%

CE

TL

SO

SO

TL

CE

TL

SO

SO

TL

CE

TL

TL

TL

TL

Interaction with peers, group work

Convenient timetable, easier to attend.

Can concentrate, few distractions

Too long, time can drag

Too long if break too short or no break.

Poor teaching makes it boring and too long

Concentration problems towards the end

Boring

Not enough theory, too much discussion

Room size, seminar size, breaks, timetabling
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CONCLUSION

The observed results indicate that changing the delivery method 
to a more student centred and interactive format seems to have 
benefited all students, but particularly so NT students. The seminar 
encourages attendance, both through the flexibility it offers, but also 
because it is student focussed. The smaller classes allow a deeper 
level of engagement than that provided through the LT system, and 
additionally fosters a strong sense of belonging, often considered 
critical for student integration into the university culture.

The conversion to the seminar system was not easy however, requiring 
not just the structural changes presented here, but also a change 
in culture. Many academic staff found it challenging teaching in a 
seminar environment and often fell back on delivery styles they 
were comfortable with. This is a fundamental criticism of the LT 
system, but it also forms the basis of most negative comments of the 
seminar system when tutors use chalk and talk for a 2-hour session. 
Ultimately, the movement to one tutor per module would address 
the problem of differential teaching, and contribute to student 
satisfaction in the seminar system. There are other challenges to 
this approach, for example where modules are delivered by other 
schools there is less scope for changing because of lack of control, 
and the complexity of timetabling that results. However, it is possible 
to make the changes on just the modules that are controlled.

The benefits for students and the institution are clear, and as a 
result the 2-hour seminar became the default delivery method 
in the Business School where possible. However, in the context 
of commercialisation where the focus has moved onto efficiency, 
we have witnessed a gradual erosion of the seminar in favour of a 
reversion back to the LT approach. Whilst it is true that the LT system 
is potentially less resource intensive (especially if tutorial sizes are 
in excess of 20 students and cohorts are very large) the policy may 
be short-sighted. In the long run seminars not only improve student 
outcomes and foster integration and belonging, but also benefit 
the institution in the form of retained fees, and in higher retention 
and student satisfaction.
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AN APPROACH TO INCLUSIVE PLACEMENT 
SUPPORT WITHIN A BUSINESS SCHOOL CONTEXT 

Michelle Blackburn and Susan Jones 

This chapter shares the experiences and lessons learnt when 
delivering high-volume placement support within a Business School 
context.  We will identify the Business School and Higher Education 
(HE) context before exploring the support provided for students 
when applying for, participating in, and returning from, a year-long 
industrial sandwich placement.  To fully appreciate how the Business 
School supports students with specific learning difficulties (SpLDs) 
it is important to provide an insight into the extensive provision 
available as standard practice for all our placement students. This 
allows the discussion to then further explore the additional resource 
dedicated to SpLDs and its success.

Sheffield Business School (SBS), part of Sheffield Hallam University, 
UK, is deeply committed to enabling its students to gain work 
experience, particularly (but not exclusively) through a year-long 
sandwich placement.  This is because as an institution we have 
a strong belief that completing a sandwich placement enables 
students to achieve successful outcomes post-graduation.  This 
driver is clearly supported by evidence from statistics (in-house, 
not published) which at its simplest showed that all students within 
SBS who completed a sandwich placement earned over £4,000 
more in their first year, compared to students who had chosen not 
to complete a sandwich year. As an extension of this, SBS seeks to 
reflect the Higher Education Academy (2015:3) objective that “…
all students regardless of location, situation, programme or mode 
of study, should have equitable access to opportunities to enhance 
their employability, make successful transitions and manage their 
careers”.   
 
Sheffield Hallam University (SHU) is actively committed to the equitable 
access across a range of student demographics as is stated in SHU’s 
Strategy to 2020 document which captures Supportiveness and 
Inclusion as an institution core value (Sheffield Hallam University, 
2015a:2).   
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AN APPROACH TO INCLUSIVE PLACEMENT 
SUPPORT WITHIN A BUSINESS SCHOOL CONTEXT 

This cascades into SHU’s Learning and Teaching Strategy 2015-2020 
(2015b:3) which states: 

“We will provide an excellent and inclusive 
educational experience for our students and through 

our learning and teaching they will be stimulated, 
presented with new challenges and perspectives 

and supported to succeed”.

Third, this inclusive approach is shared with our students via our 
Student Charter (Sheffield Hallam University [a] n.d.) which lists a 
number of commitments, three of which have particular resonance 
when it comes to examining inclusion in placement support for 
students with SpLDs.      

EMBEDDED EMPLOYABILITY

Sheffield Business School (SBS) is one of four faculties within SHU 
and its undergraduate degrees which have employability embedded 
within the curriculum, often in the form of specific employability-
related modules (subjects).  Many modules also contain work-related 
learning, for example via business projects.  Additionally, all but 
one of these degrees offer a year-long (sandwich year) placement 
opportunity as do many of SBS’s post-graduate programmes (which 
are outside of the scope of this discussion).   This reflects policy 
recommendations from the Higher Education Academy (2015:1) 
which state that “employability should be embedded into all learning 
and teaching policies, processes and practices – particularly in the 
curriculum”. Indeed, SBS’s approach, while varied across subject 
reflects Knight & Yorke’s (2006:14) employability ideal through the 
adoption of the following 5 approaches: learning contracts; industrial 
sandwich placements; pre-placement support; on-placement support; 
and post-placement support.
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LEARNING CONTRACTS 

Learning contracts are the final piece of the jigsaw when it comes to 
sector recommendations for placement support.  A report by York 
Consulting and University of Leeds (2015) for the Higher Education 
Funding Council of England (HEFCE) identifies a number of practices 
that would demonstrate good practice support for learning contract 
students undergoing a placement.
 
York Consulting and University of Leeds (2015:ii) in a report prepared 
for HEFCE suggest that students with SpLDs are often grouped 
with other students under the umbrella of disability support.  This 
sector norm is one adopted within SHU which recognises students 
with learning, physical and mental health differences via a learning 
contract process which is designed to identify and offer resources 
to support study.  One key feature to note in the learning contract 
process is that students are provided with the following assurance 
when it comes to disclosure: “once you agree, this document 
[learning contract] is shared with relevant staff in the university. It 
will not be shared with anyone outside the university without your 
permission” (Sheffield Hallam University [b] n.d.).  

Having established the use of learning contracts within SHU it is now 
possible to look at comparative sector data.  A HEFCE sponsored 
report addressing support for higher education students with specific 
learning difficulties (York Consulting and University of Leeds (2015) 
suggested that students with SpLDs are increasingly represented 
within universities.  Their report states that around 7.5% of students 
in the 2012-13 academic year (ibid:i) had SpLDs.  In 2014/15 SHU had 
31,508 students, 3,628 (12%) of whom said that they had a disability 
(Sheffield Hallam University, 2016a) which suggests that SHU could 
claim to have proportionally more students with disabilities (whether 
related learning, physical or mental health challenges) than many 
other UK higher education institutions.  

INDUSTRIAL (SANDWICH) PLACEMENTS 

In 2014/15 SBS had 657 (59%) of students without a learning contract 
undertaking either a UK or an international year-long industrial 
sandwich placement.  When it came to students with a learning 
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contract, 27 students gained a placement from a learning contract 
population of 96, representing a 28% success rate.  It is difficult to 
find statistics that enable a benchmarking of this success rate.  A 
report by Resolution UK using Labour Forces Survey and National 
Statistics noted that an employment gap of 33% existed between 
those with and without a disability (Gregg & Finch, 2016:6).  While this 
figure exists, we believe it is too blunt to be meaningful.  National 
data on disability does not include the variety of learning difficulties 
we capture in our learning contracts, nor does it directly reflect the 
age range and indeed confidence and aspirations of our students.   

What is clear to us, however, is that there is a big attainment gap 
when it comes to placement success amongst those with and 
without a learning contract.  This gap is clearly not something we 
were satisfied with and as a consequence we have strengthened our 
efforts to support students with learning contracts who are looking 
for placements.  There is one further demographic differential that 
needs to be considered.  For the 2013/14 academic year, 96.3% 
of students were from state schools or colleges, 38.8% of whom 
were from National Statistics Socio-Economic Classes 4–7 (i.e. 
households where the main occupants’ workplace relationships were 
classified as either: small employers and own account workers; lower 
supervisory and technical occupations; semi-routine occupations; 
or routine occupations).  Additionally, 18.2% of students were from 
low higher education participation neighbourhoods.  This represents 
some measure of success in the widening participation agenda but 
also brings with it additional responsibilities when related to the 
sandwich year placement as this case will explore (Sheffield Hallam 
University, [c] n.d.).   

One simple way to demonstrate the SBS commitment to placements, 
is to summarise the size and scale of the team working on this 
agenda.  In the year 2015/16, around 1,200 Level 5 students within 
SBS on sandwich degrees were searching for a placement year and a 
further 714 students were out on placement.  So, there were nearly 
2,000 students requiring placement-related support each year.  
Within SBS this support is provided by the Student Engagement 
and Employment Team.
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PRE-PLACEMENT SUPPORT 
 
The brief for this team is to lead on the co-curricular agenda and 
to ensure that this agenda delivers enhanced employability and 
supports students in developing and achieving their placement 
and graduate role ambitions.  This team runs a number of initiatives 
including placement reps, common purpose leadership awards, 
student societies linked to course themes as well as the placement 
process.  So, how does this team provide support for students with 
learning contracts and those from less represented groups when it 
comes to placement search?  Firstly, by supporting the team with 
continuing professional development.  For example SBS staff attend 
courses (and the annual conference) of ASET, the work based and 
placement learning association. We do this to learn more about 
how other UK higher education institutions “ensure opportunities 
are inclusive, safe and supported” ASET (2014:10). 
 
Within the employability team at SBS there remains a degree of caution 
when it comes to a one size fits all approach.  To help demonstrate 
this we asked one of our students (Matilda – who agreed that we 
could use her real name) to share some of her placement story: 

“I have bad dyslexia along with other difficulties, and 
once I have disclosed this, I find that people jump to the 
conclusion that I am stupid, or not as capable as others; 

this is not the case, I’m extremely intelligent and just 
as capable as anyone else, I may just have to approach 

tasks differently to get the same result… 

As a student with learning, mental and physical 
disabilities university is daunting enough without having 

to apply for a work placement at the same time… 
there’s the worry of, what job can I realistically do?  I was 

personally worried that if I disclosed my disabilities at 
the beginning I wouldn’t even get to an interview stage, 
so then it resulted in my disclosing after I’d been offered 
the job, which made me feel guilty that I’d mislead the 

employer, yet another thing for me to worry about!...  
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My tutors tried to support me through the application 
process, but it’s difficult when none of them knew exactly 

what struggles I was experiencing.  For example, my 
biggest problem is reading, the thought of it gives me 
panic attacks… [to] read about companies and to read 
through the application thoroughly was really hard for 

me….

… use of the word disabled, I know I have disabilities, 
but I don’t feel as though I am disabled... It’s hard to 

describe maybe?” 

Matilda graduated with a first-class award in 2015/16 after successfully 
completing a placement year. It is clear from Matilda’s statement 
that she doesn’t want to be seen as disabled and this is one of the 
challenges SBS faces when supporting students with varying needs.  
Indeed, SBS takes a great deal of care to ensure that adjustments to 
practice do not “have the potential to be stigmatising and divisive 
particularly where other students perceive advantage or special 
treatment” (Higher Education Academy (2015:5). 
 
Within their frameworks York Consulting and University of Leeds 
(2015) and the Quality Assurance Agency (2010) suggest reasonable 
adjustments which can be problematic to achieve.  For example, in a 
recent innovation, all students with a learning contract at the start of 
their placement-seeking year are discretely invited to attend a one-
to-one meeting with their Placement Year Student Support Officer 
(PYSSO).  At these meetings the PYSSO speaks with the student 
about the potential benefits and challenges of disclosing disability 
information to potential employers, coping with placement search 
(physically and emotionally) and feelings about the word disabled 
and how rejection of this label might limit support and access to 
opportunities (e.g. from disability confident employers).  We face 
particular challenge in the area of disclosure.  Students can often be 
reluctant to declare disabilities because of perceived discrimination.  
This generates student well-being concerns within the SBS team as 
we are aware of cases where withholding this information has led 
to anxieties and unexpected challenges surfacing for the student 
while they are on placement.  
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 As previously highlighted, our learning contract process guarantees 
that students have control over their own data and therefore we 
cannot disclose information to employers without the student’s 
express permission even when we believe it to be in their best 
interest.  Instead we have to find other routes (aside from PYSSO 
discussion) to surface the issue.  For example, SBS developed a 
Placement Blog (to act as a valuable source of peer to peer support).  
This blog, populated by students who are on, or have returned 
from, placement adds an authentic voice offering what could be 
seen by the learning contract student as more objective support, 
for example:     

“Don’t be afraid to disclose your disability; it’s 
the 21st century and employers are not allowed to 
discriminate against you, BUT speak to someone 
at student support and Central Careers to help 
you phrase it the right way, and ensure you put 
a positive spin on it; e.g.: I have dyslexia, but this 
means that I am extremely creative and often use 
my initiative to think of new ways to complete and 

improve a task.”    
 

One other approach used to ensure that all students with a learning 
contract engage with their PYSSO relates to their risk assessment.  
All placements are risk assessed and when a student with a learning 
contract secures a placement offer, the placement risk is automatically 
assessed as medium.  This means that for the placement to be 
approved the student must meet with the PYSSO and during this 
meeting the PYSSO has the time and opportunity to discuss with the 
student their plans for the placement year (including disclosure if this 
hasn’t happened already).  It also gives the PYSSO an opportunity 
to talk through the job description and discusses strategies to use 
when entering the new workplace for the first time and how to cope 
with the issues that might arise.  Assessment as a medium risk also 
triggers a process which ensures this student is given more support 
calls by their PYSSO during their placement year.  Finally, the PYSSO 
signposts the learning contact student to internal SHU support (e.g. 
employability support, learning support, psychological assessment, 
assistive technology and in-house support worker services) and 
external provision (e.g. applications for Disabled Student’s Allowance.   
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SBS has a placement representative (placement rep) scheme – where 
students who have completed their placement year volunteer to 
spend a year supporting placement seekers.  This scheme is highly 
regarded by both its participants and employers.  In the year 
2016/17 of the 714 student who have returned from placement, 
just under 200 have volunteered to become placement reps.  Their 
role includes producing a Be Inspired By newsletter about their 
placement experience (shared with placement seekers), speaking 
about their placement experience in lecture and seminars and 
engaging with placement seekers to actively support their placement 
seeking efforts. SBS strongly believes that placement reps have a 
key role to play when it comes to supporting students with learning 
contracts as they are able to share their direct experience of the 
entire placement journey.     
 
Perhaps of greater significance is the role our placement reps play 
in inspiring students from under-represented groups to apply for a 
placement.  Historically we have (perhaps mistakenly) thought that 
pitching case studies of successful placements with big employers 
like Microsoft, Disney, Google and the Metropolitan Police would be 
sufficient to inspire all students that a placement was for them.  As an 
institution we became swept away by impact and large brands and 
didn’t recognise that our student demographic might consider these 
prospects either terrifying or unattainable.  This was brought home 
to one of the authors, when during a presentation on opportunities 
with Nestle, the question was asked “do normal students get normal 
placements?”  This gave the team tremendous pause for thought 
and caused us to reshape our offer.  We now embed our placement 
reps within employability modules, where they can talk honestly 
and openly about their experiences in a diversity of organisations.  
When we recruit our reps, we encourage those with a normal story 
to apply as they have a significant role to play in inspiring others 
from under-represented groups.  Our academics now tell a diversity 
of stories from both large and small businesses to show the scope 
and scale of the placement offer.   Our placement reps target areas 
of concern like living and working in London and their authentic 
voice about what it’s like living and partying on their placement 
wages. They serve to inspire and potentially unlock the doors to 
placement for all of our students but most specifically those from 
less represented groups. 
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Support for students from less represented groups is further extended 
by our Placement Employability Tutors (PETs) who are responsible for 
managing the placement support of students within specific course 
areas.  This includes referring students on to specialist support (for 
example faculty employability advisors who provide practical career 
and job search support to placement seekers) and offering personal 
industry expertise at key points during the recruitment process.  
Where PETs are able to add particular value is through their personal 
connection with the student.  The PETs often (but not always) have 
taught the placement seeking students and are more likely (than 
not) to be teaching on Level 5 employability modules.  Through this 
route, they are able to establish a trust relationship with students and 
ask key questions, like “What’s stopping you from applying for that 
placement?”; “How did that video interview go?” etc.  It is through 
questions like these that the PETs are able to identify those from 
under-represented groups who don’t have the confidence to engage 
in placement seeking and potentially need active support and role 
modelling.  PETs use their own experiences, stories from previous 
placements students and, as previously highlighted, placement reps 
as buddies to instil confidence; help these students explore the full 
extent of opportunities that are open to them; and to help them 
carefully consider the career development potential of a placement 
(and their own worthiness to apply).  SBS PETs are passionate and 
knowledgeable about what they do.  They are given training and 
advice on supporting a diverse student population either through 
cascaded learning from colleagues who have attended ASET 
workshops or through written advice and guidance compiled by 
PETs with a deep interest in a specific area. 
 
There are two other behaviours that we try and adopt to support 
our students when they are looking for a placement – the first is 
integration of statements about disability awareness, disclosure 
and employee rights into our briefing materials and handouts.  The 
second is that when we advertise vacancies we avoid the first-come-
first-served basis for submitting paperwork as some student cohorts 
would be disadvantaged by such an approach.   
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ON-PLACEMENT SUPPORT 
 
Helping students with learning contracts or from under-represented 
groups secure a placement is not the end of the story.  These 
students may benefit from appropriate support while they are 
undertaking their placement.  We recognise for example that some 
students experience increased anxiety during their placement year 
(when they can be far from home and their student network).  This 
can prove problematic as students become reluctant to seek help 
from existing support networks believing that their placement year 
is their opportunity to “stand on my own two feet”.  Our PYSSO is 
confident within this dynamic and has built up a significant level of 
expertise when it comes to encouraging students to ask for help 
and in signposting them to a range of support services that they 
can use while they are on placement and away from Sheffield.  The 
PYSSO will also help the employer to support the student but can 
only do this when the student has given the PYSSO permission to 
talk with the employer.  We acknowledge something of a blurring 
of the lines here.  We passionately want to support our student 
while on placement, but we also need to acknowledge that during 
their placement year the student has become an official employee 
of that employer and as a consequence the employer has a duty 
of care to that student under existing Health and Safety Executive 
Management Standards for Work Related Stress (Health and Safety 
Executive, n.d.) as well as current employment law and the Equality 
Act (2010).   

All of our students are allocated a Work Experience Mentor (WEM) 
while they are on placement.  These are academics from the business 
school.  While acting as mentors to all of their allocated students 
they have a key role to play in supporting students from under-
represented groups.  These students might not have pre-existing role 
models of good workplace behaviours, or may lack objective sources 
of advice on what is appropriate within their working environment.  
Their WEM is able to speak with authority about what employers 
expect from placement students and what the students need to 
do to model future graduate standard performance to potential 
longterm employers.  

We are delighted that this approach has had clear and positive results.  
In the year 2014/15, 55% of students who failed their placement 
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year had a learning contract (in-house, unpublished).  In the year 
2015/16 when this new approach was adopted, no student with a 
learning contract failed their placement year.  
 
 
POST-PLACEMENT SUPPORT 

The last link is the return from placement to university.  The PYSSO 
will signpost a student who experienced anxiety or gained insight 
into learning or other difficulties while on placement to the support 
available via a learning contract or disabled student support 
services.  Trigger points include early voluntary or compulsory exit 
from placement.   

Additionally, high performing students from under-represented 
groups will be invited to take up career impact support.  Within its 
advertising literature the programme states that “applications are 
particularly encouraged from black and minority ethnic students, 
care leavers, LGBT students and students with a disability.”  This 
again reflects our efforts to avoid stigmatising or conferring 
special advantage which might prove problematic when it comes 
to engagement with the programme (Higher Education Academy, 
2015:5), the literature makes it clear that the programme is open 
to all.  This programme is run by the Careers and Employability 
service and seeks to link students with a 2:1 or first with graduate 
employers.  The support includes workshops, intensive application 
support and employer network events.  
 

GOOD PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS

Having provided an overview of placement support for students 
with leaning contracts and from under-represented groups within 
SBS, it is useful to briefly revisit the York Consulting and University 
of Leeds (2015) good practice recommendations for support of 
learning contract students undergoing a placement but highlight 
how the practice within SBS differs.  The table below identifies the 
differences and extra practice implemented by Sheffield Hallam 
University. 
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York Consulting & University 
of Leeds recommendations

Sheffield Hallam University 
approach

Creating of placement learning 
contracts 

Signposting students with learning 
contracts to staff supporting students 
on placement  

Identifying peer role models amongst 
staff, who experienced similar 
challenges in the workplace 

Managing risk e.g. dyslexic students 
processing medical data 

Requesting reasonable adjustments 
for the workplace to adopt in support 
of the specific placement student 
with issues identified in a learning 
contract. 

We use pre-existing learning 
contracts (not placement specific 
learning contracts) – which we 
believe are sufficiently broad, 
particularly with the input of our 
PYSSO. 

We do more than signpost students 
with a learning contract to support 
staff – with our risk management 
approach – we make our support 
staff very difficult to avoid! 

We believe that peer to peer 
role modelling is much more 
powerful and use our placement 
representatives to fulfil that role.   

We work with our students around 
disclosure and managing risk – as is 
highlighted by our risk assessment 
– however we cannot intervene 
without the student’s express 
permission given Data Protection 
Act (1998) requirements and we 
cannot usurp the employer’s duty 
of care. 

If a student agrees to disclosure 
then our PYSSO spends time 
working with the student and 
employer to secure a supportive 
and productive arrangement. 
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CONCLUSION 

The discussion thus far illustrated our journey in supporting students 
with a learning contract and from under-represented groups 
during their search and delivery of their year-long placement. It 
provides an insight into the processes that the business school 
currently adopts to ensure these students are fully supported and 
feel confident throughout their placement journey. Through these 
widening participation initiatives an increasing number of students 
are successfully completing a year-long placement as evidenced by 
the 100% placement pass rate of students with learning contracts 
in 2015-16.

To provide high quality placement support we recommend that 
courses and institutions who are setting up sandwich year placement 
programmes offer genuine support to a diverse student population 
with the following as a minimum: 

• Additional support for students’ SpLDs during their  
   placement seeking year as their challenges are often 
   greater than for other students

• Help for students from under-represented groups  
   that enhances confidence and ambition. This should  
   be applied to all students (or be voluntary) as these 
   students do not want to be singled out

• Identify clear lines of named support for students  
   while on placement – so they know where to go  
   for help
   
• Actively generate opportunities to speak with students 
   about disclosing disabilities (both when and how) to 
   employers 

• Encourage students to continue to engage with  
   their support networks and to recognise the wealth  
   of challenges presented by a placement year 

• Try and develop a common language around disability  
   so that students are happy to have conversations 
   without feeling the weight of labels. 
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While we are very pleased with our outcomes for student with 
learning contracts, and feel confident with the recommendations 
we are making above, we still believe there is further work to be 
undertaken.  For example, we will:
  

• explore the boundaries of what qualifies as a sandwich 
   year placement as asking some students with a learning 
   contract to commit 30 hours a week for 48 weeks is not  
   appropriate and is not a choice they would make in 
   their own working lives   

• identify routes that would provide peer to peer  
   mentoring support to all students while they are 
   on placement.  As a start we believe it needs to be  
   sufficiently professional, robust and discrete such that  
   students trust it, use it and are ably supported by it  

• spend time educating employers as SBS is sometimes 
   approached by employers who ask us to recommend  
   our ‘top 2 best students’ to go on placement.  We are 
   not sure what employers are looking for when they talk  
   about ‘best’ – as this can be very course specific but  
   also very personal, for example is it grades, attitude, 
   creative mind, interpersonal skills, technical  
   knowledge…?  We are very clear that we will not  
   select ‘the best’ whatever the criteria.  Not only is this 
   inappropriate from an Equality Act (2010) perspective,  
   it also demonstrates limited thinking amongst some of  
   our employers.  This approach could prevent students  
   with learning contracts becoming successful candidates. 
   We need to continue to develop messages that will help 
   some employers to understand some of the benefits of  
   having a diverse workforce and the effort that is  
   involved in developing role criteria and an application  
   process that is designed to support all potential  
   candidates.   
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DIVERSIFYING THE CURRICULUM AND ENGAGING 
STUDENTS THROUGH ARCHIVES AND OBJECT HANDLING  

Charlotte Clements and Georgina Brewis

“Objects, although concrete, actually represent a vast continuum 
of abstract ideas and inter-related realities” (Falk, 2002: x). This is 
just one reason why objects in museum collections have been used 
for educational purposes, not only in informal settings, but also in 
higher education. This chapter discusses the delivery in 2016 of a 
small project at University College London (UCL) called Diversifying 
the curriculum: a staff-student partnership to select archival material 
and objects for use in teaching and learning across two faculties. 
The project sought to identify and digitise new archival sources 
as well as to select a range of objects for use in the teaching of 
two new undergraduate history modules across two faculties: UCL 
Institute of Education and UCL History Department. While existing 
literature mainly focuses on teaching with objects in a museum 
setting, this project used more everyday items from the twentieth-
century history of charity and youth in Britain to compile a curated 
teaching collection of objects and digitised documents for use in 
higher education teaching.

Three key motivations lay behind our desire to develop new teaching 
and learning resources for these modules. First, we wanted to ensure 
that the history curriculum we asked students to engage with better 
reflected not only the diversity of the student body at UCL, but also 
the experiences and perspectives of a more diverse range of people 
in the past. Second, we sought to enhance experiential learning 
and by so doing, ensure that course content was fully accessible to 
students with different learning styles. Third, we wanted to promote 
student engagement and student-centred learning by including 
students in the initial project, and in the planning and delivery of 
the modules into which it fed.  
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The Diversifying the Curriculum project comprised:

• research to identify, select and digitise new  
   archival sources

• the compilation of a small thematic object  
   handing collection

• workshops with undergraduate students to test out 
   these resources and design teaching activities for the 
   forthcoming academic year. 

The archive collections consulted were the National Council for 
Voluntary Youth Services (held in the Newsam Archive at UCL 
Institute of Education), the Black Cultural Archives, the Children’s 
Society Archive, the Hall Carpenter Archive and the Child Poverty 
Action Group (both held at London School of Economics).  Research 
in these archives identified a range of primary sources dating from 
1914-1985 that included hand-written testimony from LGBT+ young 
people, papers from black youth clubs, reports of experimental 
youth work with Asian girls, campaigning material and ephemera 
from gay rights and anti-poverty campaigners and material on 
feminist approaches to work with young people. In particular, we 
worked closely with the Children’s Society’s archives and records 
management team to anonymise and digitise the full case files of 
five girls who had been in residential care in the early twentieth 
century. The object handling collection was purchased via online 
marketplaces and supplemented by personal donations. It contains 
a range of small objects representing the material culture of charity, 
voluntary organisations and youth movements in twentieth-century 
Britain. While not always common now, many of the objects are of 
a more everyday nature than many of the museum objects typically 
thought of as teaching tools. Items included uniform and flags from 
the Girl Guides, Boy Scouts, Woodcraft Folk and Boys’ Brigade, First 
World War fundraising flags, CND and WRVS pin badges, World 
Refugee Year stamps, Youth Hostel Association memorabilia, 1950s 
Civil Defence armbands, charity collecting boxes and a wooden tea 
tray made by blind ex-servicemen after the First World War. 

In line with UCL’s Connected Curriculum aim of engaging students as 
partners in their education, and seeing students as co-producers of 
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knowledge alongside staff members, we worked with a small group 
of undergraduates to select and arrange the material.  We recognised 
that students come from very different national and international 
backgrounds, and may engage in different ways and bring different 
perspectives to bear on the same material. Two participatory 
workshops, each lasting an hour and a half, were organised with small 
groups of students studying history or education. Students were a 
self-selected group who responded to a circular email sent to all 
History undergraduates and all BA Education Studies students, and 
were paid for their participation. At these sessions students were 
invited to handle objects, examine documents and offer feedback 
and suggestions for classroom activities. We elicited feedback via 
full group discussion, one-to-one conversations between students 
and staff and by collating students’ written comments, notes and 
drawings. The sessions were not audio recorded but one workshop 
was filmed to provide material for a YouTube video about the project 
(see link at end of the chapter). Students were fully engaged in the 
workshop tasks, offering personal perspectives on the resources 
presented that were in some cases contradictory. However, being 
part of students’ discussion and seeing where they disagreed was 
illuminating. 

University College London attracts a range of students from different 
backgrounds, including a high proportion of international students. 
In particular, the BA in Education Studies – a multidisciplinary 
degree programme established in 2011 – has a diverse intake that is 
majority female, contains a very high proportion of Black, Asian and 
Minority Ethnic (BAME) students and includes a significant minority 
of mature students. In addition, modules on the programme are 
popular with Erasmus exchange students. In UK higher education 
more generally, it is now the case that there are more female 
than male undergraduates and that one in four students identify 
themselves as something other than white (HEFCE, 2014).  In view of 
such diversity, there is now growing recognition across disciplines 
of the need for a more inclusive curriculum. At UCL, the Liberating 
the Curriculum (LTC) working group is a group of staff and students 
which aims to challenge traditional Eurocentric, male-dominated 
curricula and to ensure the work of marginalised scholars on race, 
sexuality, gender and disability are fairly represented in curricula 
(UCL Teaching and Learning, 2016).  Our own research interests 
also reflect this agenda and are thus inextricably linked to a wider 
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commitment to promoting more inclusive teaching. Teaching using 
objects, as recognised by Dierking (2002) involves engaging with 
the personal context factors and sociocultural context of learners 
who undertake object-based learning and this too has helped this 
work to counter dominant narratives. 

There is a particular problem when teaching histories that have 
hitherto focused on a narrower group of people. The history and 
historiography of youth movements, for example, have had an emphasis 
on problematic youth and the experiences of white male teenagers. 
In the history of voluntary organisations and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) the voices of beneficiaries and young people 
are hard to find. Such silences hinder understanding of the topic in 
hand, but they also fail to offer students the opportunity to feel that 
they are fully represented in the subjects they are being taught. This 
was reflected in informal feedback from the first cohort of students 
taking the youth module, who wanted to learn about the experiences 
of a more diverse range of young people in the past, particularly about 
Black and Asian youth in Britain. Similarly, voluntary organisations 
and NGOs have worked with the most marginalised social groups – 
including people with disabilities, vulnerable children, lone parents 
and older people – as well as providing important opportunities 
for the self-realisation and liberation of many marginalised sections 
of society. Yet, the actual experiences of many such groups are 
neglected in the secondary literature, while access to relevant 
primary sources remains limited. In the rest of this chapter we offer 
some reflections on this project. The key themes we discuss include 
reflecting the diversity of the student body, capturing stories from 
those least often heard, accommodating a range of learning styles, 
promoting student engagement and co-creating curricula. 

NEW ARCHIVAL SOURCES

Through research to identify new primary sources from a number of 
different archives, we were able to present students with multiple 
stories that brought BAME, queer, disabled and feminist perspectives 
to the fore. We presented students at the workshops with a large 
number of such new sources, inviting them to tell us what stories 
spoke to them and which they found compelling. The results were 
a timely reminder that from our standpoint as teaching staff, the 
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sources we think best reflect the themes of a topic may not be the 
ones that will appeal most to our students. It also confirmed for 
us that showing a diverse student body examples of people they 
identified more closely with had the potential to increase engagement 
and improve learning outcomes. 

The personal stories of people whose voices are hardest to find in 
the historical record proved most engaging for students, including 
handwritten accounts from gay teenagers about coming out in 
the 1970s and letters written by young girls living in the Children’s 
Society homes in the 1930s.  However, handwritten accounts from 
the past can provide a barrier to student engagement by being 
difficult to read. Students at the workshop liked being able to see 
two versions – a transcript or printed version was more readable, 
but the handwritten version evoked a more emotional response 
based on a belief that it offered a more direct link with the voice 
of the young person. Providing digested copies of the handwritten 
original alongside transcripts allowed students to better imagine 
the circumstances of the document’s creation.

Another point of discussion revolved around the length of primary 
source extracts. A number of the extracts prepared for students 
were parts of longer reports with each sample running to five or six 
pages. These were rich textual sources, but we feared that students 
would reject them for being too long. Some did feel this, but others, 
having taken the time to read them, were very enthusiastic about 
their potential. They felt that being given them in advance might 
help slower readers, aid preparation of a considered response and 
also give more time for in-class discussion. In contrast, another 
student enjoyed reading them and giving an immediate response 
and felt time should be set aside for this during seminars. These 
diverging viewpoints could be seen as problematic, but we have 
used them to inform a better understanding of how this material 
might be received and where to fit it into the modules. Similarly to 
our fears about students being reluctant to decipher handwriting, 
we were reassured that with the proper tools and support students 
valued the opportunity to access a broad range of documents. 

The project has also helped students engage with the specific 
requirements of studying history at undergraduate level. This has 
been especially important on the BA in Education Studies where 
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history forms only one of several disciplinary perspectives that 
students encounter during their degrees. Many students reported 
that they come to the history modules with preconceived ideas 
shaped by negative experiences of the school history curriculum and 
its failure to reflect their lives. When students use archival sources, 
even in digitised form, it helps them to do history and to link this 
material with the core secondary reading. We have now digitised 
case files from the Children’s Society archives which are the very 
same ones used by an academic, Pamela Cox, in preparing her book 
on gender, justice and welfare. Enabling students to cross-reference 
the secondary text with the original primary sources promotes 
research-based learning, while the voices of the working-class girls 
and young women they contain capture students’ imaginations. 

OBJECTS

In examining the curricular use of objects, Quave and Meister 
(2016:1-2) note that thematic collections are “useful for promoting 
cross-cultural, international, and interdisciplinary perspectives”.  
Meecham (2015: 77-94) too recognises the potential of objects to 
aid in internationalising the curriculum. Therefore compiling a new 
curated collection of objects sources is an appropriate approach to 
support efforts to liberate the curriculum on these history modules. 
Furthermore, physical objects can provide very tangible links to the 
past, allowing students to think about the experiences of those who 
might have used or worn the objects, but whose stories might not 
have been captured or survived in written form. 

Trialling object handling in workshops helped us see how students 
made use of them and elicited useful feedback about how these 
might fit into the modules when taught. Object handling stimulated 
students to think about the context from which the object emerged 
and prompted discussion of key themes. For example, examining 
the original 8” vinyl Band Aid single Do they know it’s Christmas? 
from 1984 alongside a Dr Barnardo’s branded toy car resulted in 
workshop attendees starting a spontaneous discussion about how 
fundraising practices had changed in twentieth-century Britain. An 
exercise like this, which allowed ideas to emerge without tutor-
direction and then be linked back to core module themes, worked 
well for students unfamiliar with the topic.  Accordingly, this exercise 
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has been placed at the start of the module, with relevant objects 
brought along again in subsequent weeks to continue these high 
levels of student engagement. The engagement with the material 
culture of voluntary action which lies at the heart of the course is 
also reflected in assessment, with an object report set as the first 
assignment. This works to reinforce experiential learning in phases 
in a way similar to that outlined by Kolb (1984).

The sensory experience of handling objects in class allows us to 
engage students in different types of learning. In particular, somatic 
and embodied learning (Matthews, 1998) are promoted by having 
objects present in the classroom during most sessions of course 
teaching. Bringing touch, sound and smell into the classroom 
alongside more traditional techniques such as reading and small 
group discussion provides an alternative way of accessing the course 
content and supports students’ learning. Objects allow a direct, 
tangible and multisensory link to the past and allow students to feel 
that they are encountering an authentic piece of the past, even when 
they understand that this authenticity is mediated. Using objects 
is thus a key way to support personal meaning-making and deeper 
conceptual understandings (Meyer & Land, 2005). The everyday and 
familiar nature of the objects selected is also useful in making the 
topic accessible and in increasing engagement with topics under 
study. Object handling is also linked to long-term retention of ideas 
and concepts, and research has shown that a majority of students 
surveyed, across a range of disciplines, thought object-based 
learning was a more effective method of learning than a lecture or 
talk alone (Sharp et al., 2015: 97-116). The appeal of object-based 
learning to different learning styles is summed up well by Chatterjee 
et al. (2015:7-8) who say that:

“Whilst it is likely that individuals will have a 
preference for one or more learning styles, the 
value of object-based learning is that it affords the 
learner opportunities to engage with knowledge 
in multiple ways, using multiple modalities and 
thus accommodating a range of different styles 

and individual preferences.”
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The curated object teaching collection we produced has a number 
of advantages which make it useful in undergraduate teaching. It 
is a portable and accessible collection that can be taken into the 
classroom. Thus it avoids some of the pitfalls identified by Cain 
(2010). Once assembled, this type of collection creates fewer time 
and resource demands on the tutor than organising museum visits, 
and we were fortunate to have a small grant to cover the costs of 
the initial curation. Students also have the advantage of being able 
to interact with the objects regularly throughout their module as the 
collection, or relevant parts of it, are brought to each session, and can 
be seen during tutor’s office hours. This makes it a very accessible 
teaching resource, as do digitised archives which are uploaded to 
the virtual learning environment. The collection promotes both 
research-led teaching (as it is compiled by research-active teaching 
staff for a specific module) and research-based teaching (enabling 
students to conduct research through object reports). Unlike in 
museums, in a curated teaching collection objects are specifically 
selected to mirror a module’s topics and themes and are presented 
together with an inventory and suggested reading. The collection 
fully supports course delivery, and it can do so year after year. 

CONCLUSION

The ‘diversifying the curriculum project’ offers two areas where we 
seek to advance good practice in teaching and learning. Firstly, 
compiling a curated collection of objects and digital archives we 
see as development from largely museum-based approaches to 
teaching using objects in higher education. As such it offers a way 
of working that is low-cost, and available to colleagues at universities 
without the rich museum collections that UCL is fortunate to possess. 
It offers a portable, accessible opportunity for students to engage 
with material culture that is woven into curriculum design, and was 
compiled to broaden diversity, promote inclusion and support 
a range of learning styles. Finally, the staff-student partnership 
approach enables students to be involved in shaping the content of 
their curriculum. Student ideas on diversity and learning styles have 
been taken seriously and embedded into module design.  Student 
responses to the new material are being gathered and will continue 
to inform the development of the curriculum. 
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To view workshop with one-to-one conversations between 
students and staff and by collating students’ written 

comments, notes and drawings.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w76lCnN1xmw&fea-
ture=youtu.be&yt:cc=on
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DEVELOPING INCLUSIVITY AND MEETING THE 
NEEDS OF STUDENT CARERS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Charlotte Morris

This chapter reflects on the need to develop inclusivity for student 
carers and offers good practice suggestions, drawing on student 
parents as a case study; although it is acknowledged that students 
are frequently carers for a lone parent or to give respite to other 
family members who are carers.  A learning and teaching fellowship 
project Enhancing the experiences of student parents identified and 
responded to concerns within a single post-1992 Higher Education 
Provider (HEP) and across the sector about the challenges of 
participation for parents and carers, with implications for retention 
and success. A number of studies have identified the inherent 
challenges of being both a student and a carer and many colleagues 
working in pastoral care roles had shared anecdotal concerns about 
the wellbeing of such students; therefore, this project was set up 
to investigate the experiences of student parents to highlight such 
complexities and identify ways in which the university can anticipate 
and respond to their needs. Through consultation, survey and 
interviews the study drew out pertinent themes of visibility, voice, 
understanding, awareness and representation and the university 
has moved forwards in addressing these wider cultural issues and 
practical barriers to full participation. With respect to learning and 
teaching specifically, the project identified a range of inclusive 
practices with potential for beneficial impact and enhancement 
of student carer experiences. This chapter outlines these positive 
practices, highlighting the importance of resourcing quality pastoral 
care, and recommends working towards an institutional culture 
which values caregivers and the breadth of skills and experience 
they bring.

The needs of student carers in Higher Education (HE) has come into 
focus in the UK in recent years through the widening participation 
agenda and introduction of Access Agreements with their requirement 
to proactively remove barriers to participation. Both the Care Act 
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DEVELOPING INCLUSIVITY AND MEETING THE 
NEEDS OF STUDENT CARERS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

2014 and the Children’s and Families Act 2014, describe a carer as 
being someone who provides or who who intends to provide care to 
other adults as well as dependent children. This, therefore, includes 
a whole spectrum of caring responsibilities. Research (NUS, 2009) 
has identified that students who are carers tend to come from lower 
income backgrounds; in addition, pregnancy, maternity and paternity 
are protected characteristics under the 2010 Equality Act and so 
there is a strong framework for working proactively to meet the 
needs of this group. This chapter considers these issues and aims 
to provide good practice suggestions, drawing on the case study 
of research on student parents. In particular it focuses on inclusive 
pedagogies and practices, as well as considering broader cultural 
issues around care.

A research and development project at the University of Brighton 
sought to identify good practices around meeting the learning needs 
of student parents and the insights gained here can be broadened 
out to student carers more generally (while acknowledging that 
each student is likely to have specific needs depending on their 
particular circumstances). The project responded to research that 
identified the challenges faced by student parents represent a serious 
retention issue for HE (NUS report, 2009). Furthermore, changing 
demographics in the student population (Universities UK, 2012) 
mean fewer young students are predicted to apply to university over 
the next decade, a situation augmented by a context of economic 
uncertainty, austerity and rising tuition fees. This work recognises the 
potential benefits of participation in HE to the individual learners and 
their families alongside wider benefits to society (as also observed 
by Hinton-Smith, 2012). The Student Income and Expenditure 
survey (2011–12) indicated that 7% of full-time students and 46% 
of part-time students were parents who lived with their children; 
this doesn’t take into account non-habiting parents, those caring 
for elderly relatives, grandchildren, people with physical or mental 
health difficulties, international students who return home to care 
for family members or indeed young carers and so it is essential for 
the sector to address these issues. 

The project discussed here conducted research into student 
parent experiences and aimed to make recommendations for their 
enhancement and identify positive strategies to address any barriers 
to full participation in learning, teaching and university life. To this 
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end, the researcher undertook institutional case study research, 
including consultation with key colleagues and students, review of 
relevant documents and a university wide survey and interviews 
with individual students. Key findings identified positive practices 
around including student parents fully in learning, teaching and 
university life. There was an overarching perception that university 
is geared to meet the needs of younger students without caring 
responsibilities while student parents felt they had a lack of visibility, 
voice, awareness, understanding and representation. Overarching 
recommendations therefore included working towards a more inclusive 
culture for students who provide care through understanding and 
awareness; inclusive teaching and learning design and practices; 
valuing the knowledge and experience student carers bring; the 
provision of high quality pastoral care and through ensuring their 
needs are taken into account in all aspects of university life. This 
chapter will outline what is meant by inclusive teaching practices 
before moving on to presenting and discussing key findings.  

INCLUSIVE TEACHING PRACTICES

Inclusive teaching practices aim to encourage, include and value 
a wide diversity of learners. Rather than making adjustments or 
alternative arrangements for an individual or specific group of 
learners only, inclusive practices are embedded in the planning and 
delivery of learning (Adams & Brown, 2006). They are characterised 
by flexibility of course design and delivery, including assessment and 
potentially benefit all students, recognising that all students have 
different learning styles and needs. Incorporating such adjustments 
routinely into course design may benefit a diverse body of students 
and support their overall wellbeing by reducing stress and enabling 
success (Morris, 2010). For example, spreading out assessment 
deadlines as far as possible benefits those students for whom stress 
may be triggered but it can also ensure the whole cohort are able to 
prepare effectively and perform better, including those with caring 
responsibilities who need to manage complex and unpredictable 
demands on their time. While implementation means more thought 
and time needs to be put into initial planning, overall it reduces 
the need for individualised adjustments and can therefore improve 
efficiency and ensure that institutions are meeting the anticipatory 
requirement (introduced by SENDA, 2005). It is recognised that 
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inclusivity is not simply making education available but:

“being proactive in identifying the barriers and 
obstacles learners encounter in attempting to 
access opportunities for quality education, as well 
as in removing those barriers and obstacles that 

lead to exclusion.” (UNESCO, nd:np). 

In summary, institutions anticipate and adapt to the needs of their 
students rather than students being expected to adapt to the 
organisation. For student parents and carers, I argue that this means 
not only mainstreaming good teaching practice but cultivating a 
positive institutional ethos around caring responsibilities and providing 
high quality opportunities for targeted support and pastoral care 
provision.

National Union of Students’ (2009) research identified some specific 
factors which can create barriers for student parents’ learning 
including styles of learning; modes of study; timetable provision; and 
deadline schedules. In the light of such sector-wide concerns and 
with continuing recruitment and retention challenges going forwards, 
it is timely to review and seek to bolster and develop provision, 
focusing inclusive teaching practices. These issues tap into broader 
concerns around widening participation, access, equality and diversity. 
Following the Dearing Report (1997) which stipulated that those who 
have the ability to benefit from higher education should have the 
opportunity to do so, the sector has aimed to promote and support 
participation from a more diverse range of learners, including those 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. This has historically been linked 
to skills enhancement and targeting child poverty and so student 
carers and their families might be seen as potential beneficiaries 
of this drive. However, widening participation is not simply related 
to recruitment but places additional responsibilities on HEPs to 
meet the learning and support needs of a more diverse range of 
learners. In order to charge higher student fees, universities must 
strive to ensure access for students (Browne, 2010) and are required 
to have an Access Agreement in place. This goes beyond admitting 
a diversity of learners towards ensuring that inclusive practices are 
embedded in every aspect of university life, especially learning and 
teaching to best enable student success. 
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METHODS AND METHODOLOGIES

Drawing on an overarching case study methodology, the project 
utilised mixed methods, comprised of a literature review, survey 
and interviews, consultation and document analysis. Enhancing the 
experiences of student parents was funded (and ethics approval 
granted) through the university’s Centre for Learning and Teaching. 
The research design sought to engender broad quantitative findings, 
providing frequencies of response in combination with more in-depth 
qualitative data highlighting complexities of individual students’ 
experiences. Narrative interview techniques were employed to 
capture participants’ stories of their experiences alongside a semi-
structured interview schedule which aimed to address areas of 
specific concern identified in the literature review. A university wide 
online survey was distributed. The survey enabled the recruitment 
of students for qualitative interviews as participants were given the 
option of taking part in further research. The following presentation of 
findings draws on the survey data and so a summary of respondents 
is provided below:

FINDINGS

Respondents highlighted a number 
of positive benefits to studying in 
higher education and high levels 
of commitment to their studies 
and contribution with the skills, 
motivation and experience they 
bring; this needs to be stressed, 

Respondents (n=130):

78.6% undergraduate
42% lone parents
91% women
84.5% full-time
58% also in paid work
13.6% also have disability
56% commuting / 43% locally based

as presenting a deficit model whereby student carers are viewed as 
a problem is unhelpful. In line with previous research, participants  
experienced high levels of challenge and I focus on such challenges 
here to emphasise the need to address potential barriers. Competing 
demands on their time in terms of studies, family responsibilities 
and in many cases paid work was of course a major challenge, 
requiring much forward planning and management, although, 
crucially, the unpredictable nature of caring responsibilities cannot 
always be planned for. It should be recognised that this is an issue 
which disproportionately affects women. In UK society, it is still 
generally expected that women manage the majority of caring, 
emotional and domestic work (Fawcett Society Report, 2016), often 
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performing double (or triple) shifts in order to perform all these duties 
(Hochschild, 1997). This is often exacerbated for student carers who 
need to incorporate study time into their daily routines, in some 
cases necessitating a triple shift, not to mention the time needed 
to commute between home, childcare venues, work and university. 

For parents, childcare is often arranged through a combination of 
formal and informal care and often comes with unpredictability. 
Organising additional childcare at short notice can be impossible 
(and unaffordable). It can be particularly challenging for lone parents 
and those who do not have family members living locally who may 
be able to provide back-up care. Participants in this study tended 
to choose the university because it was the nearest to them, their 
homes, family and work responsibilities. With many therefore 
commuting within or from outside the city (56% of respondents), 
transport emerged as an issue in terms of cost, (in)convenience, 
reliability and access to parking. For all these reasons, timetabling 
and course organisation is therefore key in enabling carers to plan 
their time as far in advance as possible. Studying in HE has financial 
implications and for carers this often means negotiating complex 
combinations of social security, grants, loans and earnings. While 
many are motivated by the prospect of higher earnings, there is much 
precarity and risk involved (Reay, 2003) including an immediate loss 
of earnings for some. In addition there are often complex emotional 
dimensions to be navigated; carers can experience guilt associated 
with spending time away from caring and some respondents reported 
this emotional impact of studying and consequent strains on both 
studies and family relationships. In many cases carers have no choice 
but to prioritise their needs above studies and other responsibilities. 
Children and others requiring care often have high levels of need 
and this, as one participant observed, can fluctuate over time, for 
example, at children’s different developmental stages, with changes 
in treatment regimes where family members are ill and with varying 
sets of family circumstances in ways that can be unpredictable. As 
Hinton-Smith (2012) argues, writing about the case of lone parents, 
it is important to take practical, financial and emotional complexities 
into account. I now move on to address the key issues around 
inclusive teaching to enhance such students’ learning experiences.
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WHAT WOULD IMPROVE THE LEARNING 
EXPERIENCES OF STUDENT PARENTS?

When participants were asked what would improve their learning 
experiences, responses fell into two main categories; the need for more 
flexibility generally in learning and teaching and more awareness of 
the specific needs of student parents / carers. Inclusive practices that 
could benefit these students include more opportunities for online 
learning, recorded lectures, revision days, reading weeks, positive, 
constructive feedback and good quality teaching generally. Some 
participants resented time spent coming to university for lectures 
comprised of reading from a PowerPoint presentation, perceiving 
that they could do this at home. It was considered that thought 
could go into planning courses, modules and weekly timetables 
and spacing out the assessments more realistically to take into 
account the needs of students with complex lives. As one survey 
respondent explained:

‘Some modules require attendance and participation 
and focus solely on group work. This becomes 

difficult when sick children or stressful family life may 
prevent this. Better understanding of the way that 

student parents have to study is critical.’

Use of online resources for learning was considered useful for those 
balancing multiple responsibilities. Carers are more likely to miss 
sessions due to unavoidable issues such as children being taken ill 
or other family emergencies and so needed ways to catch up with 
missed work such as recorded lectures. Ensuring that presentations 
and other resources are online is inclusive for a variety of learners 
and can be  vital for carers. 

Flexibility: Some students felt that there was a need for flexibility 
in terms of attendance, extensions and mitigating circumstances. 
Some universities now have Learning Support Plans for Carers in 
place to address this. Carers disclose their status as a carer (as with 
students with disabilities) and recommendations are made as to 
how best to adapt in order to meet their needs. A need for such 
an approach was reflected in the survey data: 
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‘Unfortunately my child has been acutely ill this year 
which caused me to be off university. Given the 

circumstances, the last thing I needed to feel was 
pressurised by the university for something that was 

out of my control.’

‘I think extensions should be available for all 
parents, especially if assignments are due in 

after the holidays and the children have been off 
of school. It is impossible to write an essay and 

entertain a child at the same time.’

These issues highlight the importance of awareness and understanding 
about caring responsibilities from academic staff. For some, there 
was a feeling of being isolated with a lack of recognition and 
understanding about their needs from academic staff. There was 
a higher concentration of student parents and carers on some 
professional courses in particular and so there tended to be more 
understanding but there was still a perception from some that it 
came down to individuals. This is indicative of a lack of consistency 
in terms of awareness and willingness to be supportive to student 
carers; some participants considered that in some cases this came 
down to whether or not the member of staff had children themselves. 
Such experiences can lead to a perception that the university as a 
whole, far from supporting students’ studies, is working against their 
need to achieve their potential grades, to complete their studies 
and to participate fully in university life. 

Social integration: There was an acute sense from some participants 
of struggling to fit in to university life and feeling different from other 
students, exacerbated by difficulties around participating in extra-
curricular activities. This is of concern, considering the importance of 
social integration and belonging for student persistence (see Tinto, 
1993; Thomas, 2012). Positive interactions with staff and peers and 
opportunities for peer-to-peer support were reported as extremely 
valuable by participants. While some of this can be nurtured through 
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extra-curricular activities, student carers often find it hard to attend 
events and so any opportunities of helping students to integrate 
with their peers within the curriculum and especially during the 
induction period can be invaluable. Participants  found it particularly 
helpful to be introduced to others in similar situations for ongoing 
peer support and this can be facilitated within academic settings. 
They appreciated opportunities to share their wealth of insights and 
experiences within class discussions and for other opportunities 
to contribute to learning and university life. Building a sense of 
community and being valued and recognised as individuals and as 
a group has the potential to make a significant difference to student 
carers’ experiences.

Academic support: Many participants experienced the challenges 
to study encountered by mature students generally, including 
returning to study and adjusting to HE, managing the workload 
and refreshing or updating study skills. Students found study skills 
most beneficial when included within the curriculum and there was 
also a desire for further resources. While the university provides 
online study skills guidance, signposting to such resources as part 
of learning could helpful: 

Unsurprisingly, given the demands on time and other resources 
(including space), independent study was the most challenging aspect 
for the majority (74%). Additionally 38% struggled with assessments 
and 35% with lectures and seminars. In some cases this reflected 
problems with attendance but was also related to needing support 
with adjusting to study in higher education, especially after a break. 
Giving good quality feedback which is positive and constructive 
can be particularly beneficial for such students in helping to build 
confidence and develop their skills.

‘Lecturers should sometimes take into account 
the fact that some student sat for their ‘A’ levels 

decades ago and as such cannot recollect all that 
was taught then, so rather than assume everyone 
is on the same page, they can give references to 

materials to help such students’.
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High quality pastoral care emerged as essential for this group, in 
complement to inclusive teaching practices. A number of wellbeing 
issues were raised including lack of sleep, difficulties in maintaining 
a work-life-study balance; stress and exhaustion; difficulties in 
finding time for managing health issues and self-care and emotional 
challenges. Being able to discuss these issues in confidence with 
understanding members of staff, whether professional student 
services staff or an academic tutor was invaluable. In some cases, 
lack of time meant it was hard to identify and access the many 
different sources of support on offer, and so effective signposting 
is a key component of pastoral care provision. As academic tutors 
are very often the first port of call for students, it is important that 
they are aware of the issues and confident in their ability to support 
those with caring responsibilities and to signpost for further support 
as appropriate. Support needs to be highly visible, accessible and 
proactive in targeting groups such as student carers where there 
is likely to be a high level of need.

However, it should be stressed that it should not be down to 
supportive individuals to help student parents have a good 
experience; rather  it is of paramount importance that those with 
caring responsibilities are recognised and valued throughout  the 
university and that a culture and environment supportive of parenting 
and caring is fostered and built into policy, practice and institutional 
ethos. Participants frequently mentioned that students tended to 
be spoken to en masse as though they were eighteen year olds. 
This reflects more widespread assumptions of the typical student 
as young, male, autonomous and without caring responsibilities and 
other commitments outside university (Estes, 2011; Leathwood & 
O’Connell, 2003). In an increasingly challenging economic context 
this model is becoming increasingly unrealistic. There is much scope 
therefore in working towards developing more inclusive, caring 
university cultures (Alsop et al., 2008) which recognise the realities of 
juggling multiple responsibilities in relation to work, study and care.  
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CONCLUSION

Despite potential barriers to participation which this article has touched 
on, student carers have much to contribute to university life and much 
to gain in terms of self-esteem, professional development, financial 
security, individual and family wellbeing and providing a positive role 
model with further potential benefits for widening participation (as 
other family members can be inspired to enter HE). They have much 
to contribute to the curriculum and class discussions in terms of their 
wealth of life and work experiences and insights, their motivation 
and commitment and well-honed ability to manage time and juggle 
commitments - they consequently provide positive role models for 
other students. Supporting student carers effectively, removing any 
barriers to learning and emphasising their right to participate fully in 
a meaningful student experience is essential in order to realise such 
benefits. The multiple responsibilities balanced by student carers 
necessitate targeted intervention, underpinning the importance of 
building robust academic and support infrastructures which work 
together to enhance student resilience and retention. There are 
individual, departmental, institutional and policy responsibilities 
in recognising and responding to the complex needs of many 
student carers. HE professionals should be empowered to feel they 
can make a difference, supported by their departments, while an 
institutional commitment to inclusive practices has the potential to 
benefit all learners. Ultimately, student carers’ life experiences mean 
that they bring valuable perspectives, strong motivation, a range 
of highly developed skills, confidence and maturity to HE and the 
wider community. Therefore, it is vital that caring responsibilities are 
visible and valued, inclusive practices for all are implemented and 
the needs and challenges of this specific group are fully recognised 
and addressed.
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